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Seth stared out of the window as they drove through the outskirts of Portland. He spotted a smear of chocolate on his cheek and wiped it off with a grin. Nothing beats ice cream on a hot summer’s day.

His mother glanced at him over her shoulder, her face beautiful despite the ravages of chemotherapy. A silk scarf covered her head, the soft material matching the pattern of her blouse. Beige slacks and sandals graced the rest of her form, and she looked relaxed. Happier than she’d been in a long time. “Are you okay back there, little man?” 

“I’m good, Mom, and not so little anymore. I’m thirteen already,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“I know, but I can’t help it,” she said. “Did you enjoy the ice cream?”

“It was great, thanks,” he said, bobbing his head. 

They’d stopped for a treat to celebrate his mother’s latest test results. Her cancer was in remission. After months of awful treatments, hospital stays, and wards, it was finally over. 

“How do you feel, Mom?” Seth asked. The question was unnecessary. He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it again anyway. It was a form of reassurance.

“I’m fine,” she replied. “Better than ever.”

“Good,” he said, absorbing the words. It still felt a bit unreal, but if it were true, they’d be able to go home soon—their real home in Alaska. Far away from the city with its noise, pollution, and crowds.

He closed his eyes and pictured it. A small wooden cabin set in a clearing surrounded by tall, green pines and a thick layer of snow. A stream trickled down the hill and formed a pool at the bottom. During the coldest months of the year, it froze over, perfect for ice skating, but it offered great fishing the rest of the time. 

In the distance, the mountains rose to touch the sky, and the wilderness stretched for miles in every direction. The nearest town, Anchorage, was thirty-six miles south, and few people braved the rugged trails. It was a rough and lonely way of life, but he loved it and couldn’t wait to return. “Dad?”

“Yes?” his dad answered, flashing him a look in the rearview mirror.

“When are we going home?”

“Home?” his dad asked with a quizzical frown.”We’re almost there.”

“No, I mean our real home,” Seth said.

“Alaska?” 

“Yes,” Seth said with a nod.

“Not for a while, buddy,” his dad said.

“Why not? Now that mom’s fine; we can go home, right?” Seth asked.

“It’s not quite that simple. There are still a few follow-up tests to do, and your mom needs to regain her strength.” His father reached out to take his mother’s hand and squeezed it. “But we’ll get there.”

“How long?” Seth asked, his heart sinking.

“A few months, maybe,” his dad said.

“Months?” Seth cried.

“I’m sorry, buddy,” his dad said with a sympathetic smile. “It’ll go fast, you’ll see.”

“I guess,” Seth grumbled, sinking back into his seat.

“At least you’ll be able to finish the school year with your friends,” his mom added with a kind smile.

This time, Seth said nothing. What was the point? His parents didn’t understand. How could they when he’d gone to great lengths to hide the situation from them? 

The truth was, he hated school. He didn’t fit in, and he didn’t have any friends. An outsider, he was picked on and bullied. He hadn’t told his parents because of his mom’s illness. She needed to focus on improving, and his father needed to support her. They didn’t need to know about his silly problems.

Seth stared at the passing scenery, trying to imagine several more months stuck in hell. He wasn’t cut out for city life and longed to return to the wilds. It was the only place that brought him peace. The thought of not getting back was enough to drive him crazy, but he didn’t have a choice. 

Suddenly, a shimmering curtain dropped down across the road. It stretched over both lanes, blocking the traffic. Tires squealed, and horns blared as drivers swerved to avoid the strange barrier. 

A resounding crash sounded as two cars collided right in front of their vehicle. Seth’s father yanked the steering wheel to the side, narrowly missing the collision. The back bumper scraped against the other car’s side, and Seth winced at the high-pitched noise.

A truck loaded with wooden beams appeared out of nowhere, and his dad slammed on the brakes. The wheels locked, but the car kept moving, sliding across the tar. Seth saw the accident coming and tried to brace himself, but it was impossible. 

They smashed into the back of the truck, and the hood crumpled like tissue paper. The windshield exploded in a spray of glass, and a beam impaled the seat next to Seth. The car slewed sideways, and his head slammed into the backrest. Stars danced across his vision as the car settled in place. Silence fell, broken only by the engine’s noise as it ticked over.

After a minute, Seth groaned and raised his head. The vein in his right temple throbbed, and chunks of glass fell from his hair onto the seat. Hot blood trickled down his face and dripped onto his shirt. He stared at the crimson blotch with a frown, trying to organize his thoughts. Then he remembered. “Mom? Dad!”

Silence.

“Mom. Dad. Answer me!” Seth tried again. “Are you okay?”

Nothing.

Still no answer.

Fear spurted through his veins, and he strained forward in his seat. The beam obstructed his view, and he reached for the door handle instead. The door opened, and he fell through the opening with a thud. Gravel bit into his knees, but he hardly felt it. All that mattered was getting to his parents. They had to be okay. They just had to.

He jumped up but paused when a wave of nausea hit him. His head spun, and his stomach churned. Vomit bubbled up his throat and splattered onto the ground, narrowly missing his shoes. Wiping his mouth with one hand, he waited until his head cleared.

Forcing his legs to move, he stumbled toward the front of the car. He focused on his mom’s side and tugged on the door handle. At first, it refused to budge, and he braced himself. With one foot planted on the side of the vehicle, he pulled as hard as he could.

It shot open, and he fell backward with a yelp of surprise. His ass hit the asphalt, sending a jolt of agony up his spine. Ignoring the pain, he scrambled forward to grab his mother as she slumped to the side. He caught her before she could hit the ground and cradled her in his arms. “Mom? Mom, talk to me!”

Her head lolled back on her shoulders, and her eyes remained closed. A stream of blood ran from a deep cut on her forehead, matting her hair to her scalp. He pressed one hand to the wound but yanked it away with a cry of horror. The skull felt soft and squishy to the touch, and he guessed she had a skull fracture. Probably from one of the beams. “Oh, no. This is bad. Mom?”

With frantic haste, he laid her down on the ground and checked for a pulse. Not a single beat thrummed against his fingers, and panic bombarded his mind. Sitting back on his heels, he tried to think of something to do but came up blank. “Focus, Seth. Focus!”

A couple of years before, his father taught him basic CPR. He hadn’t thought much about it since and regretted that now. Squeezing his eyes shut, he groped for the memory. It was faint, but it was there. “Thirty compressions, two breaths. I think.”

One.

Two. 

Three. 

Seth cycled through the compressions before tilting his mother’s head back and administering two breaths. It felt strange, and he hoped he was doing it right. Her life depended on it. He went through another round and another, each more desperate than the last. 

“Come on, Mom. Come on. Breathe!” he yelled, slamming both fists onto her chest. Her body shook with the force of the blow, but she didn’t move. She didn’t even blink. At last, he couldn’t deny the truth anymore. Squeezing her hand, he looked at her still face. So beautiful in life and death. “Mom. I’m so sorry. I love you.”

Tears ran down his cheeks as he climbed to his feet. Now that his mother was gone, his focus shifted to his father. He stumbled around the back of the car, one thought prominent in his mind. He’ll be okay. He has to be okay. I can’t lose both of them in one day.

Seth slid to a stop next to his father’s side of the car and reached for the door. It opened without a hitch, swinging open on oiled hinges. “Dad?”

His father lay slumped over the wheel, the airbag punctured by a wooden beam. Blood covered the dashboard and pooled onto the seat—a river of crimson that smelled like copper… and death. Seth choked back a sob, unable to believe his eyes. “Dad?”

Unable to stop, he reached for his father’s shoulder and pulled. He had to know. He had to be sure. Don’t let it be real. Please, don’t let it be real.

The body fell back, and the head rolled toward him. The eyes were blank and sightless, no longer the fierce gaze of a strong and able man. His father was gone, his soul winging its way to the afterlife, wherever that might be. 

Seth turned away from the sight, reeling with shock. In seconds, he’d lost everything he loved. It didn’t feel real, but it was, and nothing could change that. Not him. Not fate. Nothing.
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Shocked and dazed, Seth stumbled away from the car. He didn’t want to be anywhere near it. Not while it held the only two people in the world that he loved and trusted. Dead. Gone forever. He could still smell the blood in his nostrils, and it sickened him. 

Shaking his head, he looked around. The silver curtain was gone, but the world had changed. It looked strange. Alien. 

Green stretched as far as the eye could see. A sea of trees taller than he’d ever seen in his life. The blue sky was clear, and white clouds drifted on the horizon. A flock of birds winged past, but he looked again when he noticed something off. They were a lot bigger than ordinary birds. Even from a distance, they looked bat-like and dangerous. 

“What the hell?” Seth muttered, staring at the strange birds. They weren’t the only weird things he noticed, however. Streamers of ivy hung from the tree branches, and moss grew thick on the roots. A carpet of dead undergrowth stretched deep into the forest, and the interior looked dark and treacherous. Bright flowers bloomed in the shadows, their beauty both striking and predatory. Nervously, he wondered if they were poisonous.

Pieces of the old Portland were still there. The tar road under his feet crunched as he turned from side to side, but further ahead, it vanished. When he looked back, he spotted buildings rising into the air, but many were missing. It almost looked like the town had been sliced in half, a diagonal cut that ran across the road and sheered off half of the city. It didn’t make sense, and his brain scrambled to catch up. “Is this a dream? Maybe I’m dreaming.”

The thought was hopeful because it meant his parents were still alive, but Seth knew better. As much as he wanted to deny the truth, it was not a dream. Rather a living nightmare mixed with painful reality.

Movement drew his gaze, and he turned toward the nearest vehicle. Someone stirred behind the wheel, and the car door creaked as it swung open. The driver crawled out of the seat, one hand pressed to his forehead. He spotted Seth standing in the open and waved him over. “What happened? What was that silver cloud?”

“I don’t know,” Seth said with a shrug.

“Where did the rest of the road go? Where is everyone? This was a busy freeway just a few seconds ago,” the man protested.

“I don’t know,” Seth repeated, eyeing the stranger.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” the man cried with a hint of anger. His cheeks flushed with hot blood, and his pale blue eyes narrowed. “Is this some prank? Did you kids do something?”

“Look, mister. I don’t know anything more than you do,” Seth said, raising both hands in the air. “I had nothing to do with this.”

“I think you’re lying,” the man said, moving closer. “I think you and your buddies did this.”

“I swear, I don’t know anything,” Seth said, edging away from the man. “I’m alone!”

The man paused, his expression one of extreme distrust. “Alone? Really? I don’t think so. Where are your friends hiding? Whatever you did, it’s not funny.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Seth yelled. “Why won’t you believe me?”

“Because you’re a sneaky little liar. That’s why,” the man said. “All this happens, and you’re just magically standing there? I’m calling the police.”

Seth shook his head and backed away. The man spotted the movement and shook a fist at him. “Don’t you dare run away, you little tramp.”

“Leave the boy alone,” a new voice said, deep and gruff as if rarely used. “Can’t you see he’s scared out his mind?”

Seth and his accuser turned toward the newcomer, a stocky man of indeterminate age. He wore a pair of faded jeans, a flannel shirt, and a baseball cap. A bushy beard curled onto his chest, the same color as the golden-brown hair across his knuckles.

“Scared, my ass,” Seth’s accuser said, refusing to back down. “He’s to blame for all of this. Mark my words.”

“He’s just a kid. Whatever happened here, it wasn’t him,” Flannel shirt said, waving a hand around. 

“I don’t believe that,” the other man blustered.

Flannel shirt stared at him for a second before he tilted the shotgun ever so slightly. “Listen here, mister. I don’t care what you believe, but if you don’t piss off, I’ll blow a hole the size of a freight train through your gut.”

“You can’t do that,” Seth’s accuser said, but his voice thinned with uncertainty. 

“Oh, I can and I will,” Flannel shirt said with a menacing smile. 

“Fine, but I’m calling the authorities,” the other man said as he ran back to his car.

Seth watched him leave with a sense of relief and confusion. “Why would he blame me?”

“Don’t sweat it, kid,” Flannel shirt said. “He’s scared, and people who are scared always look for a reason not to be. For him, you were it.”

“Okay,” Seth said, though he didn’t really understand.

“Are you alright?” Flannel shirt asked. 

“Yes, I’m okay,” Seth said.

“You’re bleeding.”

“We crashed,” Seth said, touching the cut on his head. 

“Crashed? Where are your folks?” Flannel shirt asked.

“They’re dead.” Seth’s gaze flickered toward the accident scene and caught a glimpse of his father’s body. Hot tears burned his eyelids, and a hole opened inside his chest. A void that could never be filled for as long as he lived.

Flannel shirt saw what he was looking at, and his face fell. “Aw, hell, kid. I’m sorry. That was my truck you drove into.”

“Yes, it was,” Seth said, his voice thick with unshed tears. 

“God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stop so suddenly. That silver thing just appeared out of nowhere, and I panicked,” Flannel shirt said, his face pale.

“I know,” Seth said, unable to summon feelings other than loss. “I saw it too. It came out of nowhere.”

“Are you sure they’re… dead? Not just injured?” Flannel shirt asked with a hopeful note in his voice. He started toward the car, but Seth stopped him halfway.

“It’s too late. The wooden beams crushed them,” Seth said, shaking his head.

The man blanched. “That’s awful.”

“It’s not your fault,” Seth said, though he wasn’t sure if he believed that. On the one hand, he wanted to blame Flannel shirt. It would be easier. But that wasn’t how his parents had raised him or what his mom would’ve wanted. She’d always been kind to everyone, no matter who they were or what they’d done.

“At least let me tend to that cut for you,” Flannel shirt said. “I’ve got a first-aid kit in the truck.”

“Alright,” Seth said, too drained to resist.

“Besides, the cops and ambulances should be here soon. Jackass over there will make certain of it,” Flannel shirt added, waving Seth closer.

Seth followed the man to his truck and waited while he rummaged in the cubbyhole for his med-kit. Leaning against the side of the vehicle, he submitted to the man’s rough ministrations as he disinfected the cut and put a bandaid over it.

“That should do the trick,” Flannel shirt said once he was finished.

“Thanks,” Seth said, unable to summon a smile. All he could think about were his parents and the fact that they were gone. It didn’t seem real, and he struggled to grasp the fabric of his new circumstances—a reality where he was an orphan. 

“I’m John, by the way,” Flannel shirt said.

“Seth,” Seth mumbled.

“I wonder what that silver thing was,” John mused. “Where did it come from?”

“I don’t know,” Seth said with a shrug.

“And what the hell’s going on now? Where did the rest of the road go? The other cars?” John said, looking around. “Half of the city is gone.”

Seth shifted from one foot to the other, growing increasingly restless. John posed good questions that had no answers. Where were the police? The ambulance? Emergency services? Heck, anyone, really? Instead, there were just a few cars filled with confused drivers and passengers. People who had no clue what was happening. None of it made any sense at all.

Suddenly, a low rumble traveled through the air. It had a deep, gravelly note and belonged to no creature he’d ever heard of. Seth straightened up and cocked his head, listening closely. The rumble sounded again, low and menacing.

“What’s that noise?” John asked.

“It’s coming from over there,” Seth said, pointing to the forest. 

John stared at the spot with a frown. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” Seth said, backing up a step. Somehow, he knew the sound boded ill, and his adrenalin spiked. A voice told him to run, and his muscles tensed, but he remained where he stood. Run where? He wouldn’t know where to go.

The rumble grew in intensity, becoming louder and louder. Then Seth felt it. Deep vibrations that traveled through the ground, into his feet, and up his legs. It was so strong that not even the soles of his sneakers could filter it out. A heavy thud followed each vibration. A rhythmic beat that heralded the arrival of something big. Something so large the very earth quacked with fear.

Suddenly, the crackle of breaking foliage echoed throughout the space. The trees at the forest’s edge shook, and banks of leaves tumbled down in droves. The thick trunks parted to reveal the head and torso of a monstrous creature. 

It eyed the cars and their occupants with slitted yellow eyes, and its long scaly snout was reminiscent of a crocodile’s. Razor sharp teeth lined the leathery jaws, and its thick hide gleamed in the sunlight. A mixture between moss-green and muddy brown. 

Seth backed up a step as shock and horror flooded his veins. The creature looked vaguely familiar. Like something from between the pages of a book long forgotten. He wracked his brains for the beast’s name but came up short.

Then it took another step and another. As it emerged from the primordial world that was its home, it tipped back its head and roared. The bellowing noise assaulted Seth’s ears, and he clapped both hands to his head. Dropping to a crouch, he almost didn’t dare to look at the creature for fear of drawing its notice.

It towered over everything around it, even John’s truck, and a tall fin spanned its back, held upright by vicious-looking spines. Hugely muscled hind legs propelled it forward, and a thick tail swept across the ground as it walked. 

All around them, people screamed and scattered across the asphalt. They ran in all directions in a bid to escape the monster, including the man who’d harassed Seth earlier. Only a few lingered, either too frightened or too dumb to run. Which one am I? Scared or stupid?

Suddenly, Seth remembered where he’d seen it before. As a drawing in a children’s book about dinosaurs when he was much younger. A beast so fearsome, he’d never been able to forget it despite the passage of many years. Even its name had stuck, and he recalled it then: Spinosaurus. 
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Huddled on the ground, Seth watched as the Spinosaurus surveyed its surroundings. The first thing it spotted was a nearby car wreck. The driver had swerved to avoid the silver curtain and had crashed into the barrier that lined the road.

Its hood was crumpled, and one wheel had broken off. It lay a few yards away from the dinosaur, a useless piece of junk. The driver of the vehicle still sat in his seat, stunned by the accident and the after-effects of the airbag. Unknowingly, he’d just become the prime target of a prehistoric creature out for blood.

Trumpeting a fierce challenge, the Spinosaurus charged forward on its super-powered back legs. It snapped up the broken wheel and bit down on the inflated tire. It burst with an audible bang, startling the dinosaur. With an enraged roar, the creature tossed aside the offending object and attacked the car.

The man inside screamed, cowering in his seat with both arms over his head while the beast wrapped its jaws around the roof. It bit down with full force and lifted the vehicle into the air.

The metal tore beneath the assault, and the door popped open as the frame buckled. The driver fell out with a surprised shriek and scrambled to get to safety. Crawling across the ground, he yelled,” Help me! Someone, help me!”

Seth watched it all from his spot, unable to move, but John jumped into action. Yanking open the truck’s door, he pulled out a shotgun. Racing toward the hapless driver, he shouted, “Get up and run, man. Now!”

The man struggled to obey, but his movements drew the attention of the Spinosaurus. It dropped the car and lumbered forward with a thunderous roar. A snap of the jaws and the driver was dangling above the ground, one leg crushed between the ivory teeth of the beast. Blood spattered onto the tar below, and the man screamed as his muscles and tendons got torn to shreds.

“Hold on,” John shouted, raising the shotgun. He blasted off a shot, aiming for the creature’s flank. Anything closer to the head, and the driver would be blown to bits. The steel pellets peppered the Spinosaurus’ thick hide, and blood flowed from the wounds. It wasn’t enough to kill the beast, but it dropped the driver with a pained bellow. 

John took his chance and shot again. This time, he aimed for the head. Crimson fluid spurted from the creature’s snout, and one eyeball ruptured. A third shot blasted away a chunk of its cheek, leaving behind a bloody hole. Enraged, it clawed at its face before leveling a deadly look at John from its single remaining eye.

Lowering its head and torso, it broke into a run, each step like a blast of thunder across the asphalt. It swept past the injured driver without a second glance, its entire focus on John and John alone. 

“John, watch out,” Seth yelled, though his words weren’t necessary. 

John turned around and ran toward his truck. He pulled out a handful of cartridges from the cubbyhole and thumbed three into the gun. Once the weapon was loaded, he turned to face the charging Spinosaurus. 

The distance between them shrank with every gigantic step the beast took, and the world descended into a breathless hush as man faced off against a creature as old as time. With the gun pressed to his shoulder, John waited.

And waited.

At almost point-blank range, he pulled the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times.

The Spinosaurus’ head jerked to the size, and its hindlegs folded. Crashing to the ground, the creature slid across the tar until it came to a halt mere feet away from John and his truck. A pained grunt escaped from the beast’s throat as its life’s blood spread across the road. With a shudder, it breathed its last.

Seth lowered his hands, afraid to believe his eyes. “Is it dead?”

“It’s dead, kid,” John said, his voice gruff with unexpressed fear.

“You killed it,” Seth said with a sense of wonder. He walked around the body, shocked and amazed by the sheer size of the creature. Reading or hearing about it was one thing. Seeing it with his own eyes was another.

He reached out a shaky hand and touched the thick hide. It felt tough and rubbery, still warm. The carcass shifted, and he jumped back with a cry. When nothing happened, he managed a trembling smile. “That was close.”

“You’ve watched too many movies, kid,” John said with a laugh.

“Maybe, but you sure showed that monster who’s boss,” Seth said.

“It wasn’t me, kid. It was this,” John said, raising the shotgun. “If you learn nothing else, remember this: The only thing that puts you at the top of the food chain is your brain. Nothing else. Not claws, teeth, or brute strength. Intelligence.”

“Okay,” Seth said with a nod.

“Let’s go, kid,” John said, reaching out with one hand.

“Where to?” Seth asked.

“Somewhere safe. We’re definitely not in Portland anymore. Or not all of it,” John said, helping Seth to his feet.

Seth looked from the Spinosaurus’ bloody corpse to the forest that seemed to breathe with menace. John was right. They weren’t in Portland anymore, and he was an orphan. If he wanted to survive, he’d better shape up fast. Turning to John, he said, “Lead the way.”
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Seth walked past the car where his parents’ bodies lay and paused. “John?”

“Yes, kid?” Johan asked, turning back.

“Will you help me, please? It seems wrong to leave them like that,” Seth explained.

“Of course. They’re your family,” John said. “But we don’t have time to bury them.”

“I know. Can we just put them inside the car? I don’t want the animals to get to them,” Seth said.

“Yes, let’s do that,” John said, hurrying over.

Together, they propped Seth’s father into his seat and folded his arms across his lap. Seth closed his eyes and whispered a quick goodbye. “Thanks for everything. You were a great dad, and I’ll never forget you. Look after mom for me.”

Seth’s mother still lay on the road where he’d left her, and John picked her up and put her back into her seat. Squeezing her hand, Seth stared at her face, committing each precious feature to memory. “I love you, Mom. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay. I promise.”

His voice broke on the final words, and he turned away as hot tears streamed down his face. It took a few minutes to compose himself, but he knew there was no time to waste. Finally, he gathered up everything of value and stuffed it into his school backpack. Afterward, he closed the doors and sealed his family inside their metal tomb. 

Turning to John, he said, “I’m ready to go. Thanks for waiting.”

“No problem, kid. What kind of monster would I be to deny you a last farewell?” John said.

Seth trudged toward John’s truck, his heart heavy. A chill breeze dried the tears on his cheeks, and he climbed into the warm cab with a shiver of relief. It felt safer inside the vehicle, its bulk a barrier against the outside world.

John started the engine and reversed through the traffic that littered the road. Since there was only forest ahead, they had no option but to return. Weaving across the tar, they dodged car wrecks and panicking people. It was slow going, but they made progress.

Seth stared out of the window, amazed at the sheer chaos and wreckage. Everywhere he looked, it was more of the same. Buildings and roadways were cut in half, the missing pieces filled with trees that stretched across the landscape as far as he could see. Rocky outcrops and distant mountains rose where none had been before, and he realized that nothing would ever be the same again. Whatever had happened, it was big. So big that it couldn’t be undone.

“Where are we going?” he asked, looking at John. “Where can we go that’ll be safe?”

“I don’t rightly know,” John admitted. 

“What about that?” Seth asked, pointing toward a large building that rose several stories into the sky. It stuck out above the trees, a beacon to everything around it. 

“What is that?” John asked with a frown, steering closer.

“I don’t know, but it looks like a lot of people are heading that way,” Seth said. He stared at the steady stream of cars and people that moved toward the turn-off and shrugged. “Maybe they know something we don’t.”

“Maybe,” John said, his tone doubtful. “I don’t know, kid. It’s not always wise to follow the flock. We might be better off on our own.”

“If you say so,” Seth said, trusting in John. The man had saved his life, after all. “Do you know of another place we could go?”

“I’ve got a cabin about twenty miles from here. It’s isolated and has everything we need to live off the grid,” John said. “We can stop at the warehouse where I work on the way and pick up some supplies.”

“Sounds good,” Seth said.

He opened his backpack and looked through the things he’d taken from the car. It wasn’t much. His dad’s wallet contained a couple of bank cards, his license, and some cash. His mother’s handbag delivered much the same except for the addition of some makeup, perfume, tissues, and a hair brush. 

Her emergency bag contained a pair of pajamas, slippers, toiletries, and a towel. It was the bag she used whenever she had to be rushed to the hospital and had no time to pack.

Both their phones were useless. No signal.

His schoolbag was a bust. He couldn’t imagine having much use for the books and stationery within its confines. His lunchbox was empty, though his water bottle was half full. 

There were three items inside his mother’s bag that meant something to him. Objects that he would hold dear to his heart for the rest of his days: A photo album filled with pictures of the three of them, his mother’s wedding ring, which she stopped wearing once she lost a lot of weight, and a book of poetry with notes in her own hand.

John glanced at him. “What have you got there?”

“Some cash. Half a bottle of water. Not much,” Seth said. 

“Did that belong to your mom?” John asked, pointing to the ring, album, and book.

“Yes, it did.”

“Hold on to it then. Such things are precious,” John said. “But no more precious than your memories. Remember that.”

“I’ll try,” Seth said, tucking his things back into the bag.

Suddenly, a booming roar filled the air, and the cab shuddered. The windows vibrated inside their frames, and the doors rattled. Shaking in his seat, Seth looked out the window to see a herd of Triceratops burst through the trees. 

Their bugling cries heralded their arrival, and the earth rumbled beneath the force of their combined weight, each creature weighing several tons. They thundered onto the road and crashed through the traffic. Cars and people scattered, but it was too late. The herd washed over them with numbing power, crushing metal and flesh underfoot. 

Seth watched the scene unfold with his heart in his throat. He clung to the dashboard while John reached for his gun. Not that it would do much good if they got in the way. The truck would be nothing but a toy to the massive behemoths. Luckily, the herd passed them by, missing by several feet. 

“Thank God,” John exclaimed with a look of relief.

“Yeah, that was close,” Seth agreed, leaning back in his seat.

“We should get movi—”

A terrific crash sent the truck spinning to the side. It spun around until it hit another car, and John’s window exploded in a shower of glass. The door buckled inward, and John was thrust into the middle. He clung to the wheel with one hand while the other clutched the gun. They slid several more feet before smashing into a lamp pole and coming to a sudden stop. 

Seth flew forward and hit the dashboard with brutal force. Pain lanced up his side as several ribs cracked from the blow. Sucking in an agonizing breath, he tried to regain his bearings. As his vision cleared, he spotted a Triceratops huffing past the cab. An outlier, it followed the herd on the fringes, soon to be picked off by an enterprising predator. 

Silence fell as the last of the Triceratops disappeared into the distance. It was broken by the faint cries for help and screams of pain of injured people left in the wake of the stampede. Figures scrambled across the road, some helping those in need while others made a run for it. 

Seth watched it all through slitted eyes. He sucked in several breaths before he tried to sit upright. Pain lanced through his injured ribs, and he yelped. “Ow, that hurts.”

“Kid? Where are you?” John mumbled, his words slurred. He dragged himself upright and examined Seth. Blood spilled down his chin from a split lip, but he seemed unharmed otherwise.

“Over here,” Seth said, hunched over on the seat.

“Are you okay?” John asked, shaking his head.

“No. I think something’s broken,” Seth replied.

“Damn. Can you breathe? Any blood in your mouth?”

“Yes, and no. It hurts, but I’m okay,” Seth replied, pressing both hands to his side.

“Maybe you’re just bruised,” John said. He straightened up and examined the cab. Aside from the broken window and buckled door, the truck seemed alright on the inside. 

“Wait here,” John said, kicking the door open. He disappeared for a few minutes before popping back up again. Climbing into the truck, he closed the door and tried the ignition. The engine turned over a few times before it caught and rumbled to life. “I think we can still drive, thank the Lord.”

“We can?” Seth asked with a doubtful frown.

“Yeah, she’s dented and scratched up, but she’ll run,” John said.

“Okay,” Seth said, relieved. He did not want to face the outside world on foot.

John steered through the scattered cars and people, taking it slow. When they reached the turn-off to the mystery building Seth had spotted earlier, he turned.

“Where are you going?” Seth asked. “I thought we were going to your cabin?”

“I changed my mind,” John said. “There’s a lot more going on here than I initially thought. I can handle one monster, but a herd of those things back there? It’s impossible. We need help.”

“Triceratops,” Seth said.

“What?”

“Those things back there were Triceratops,” Seth added. When John shot him a puzzled look, he clarified, “Dinosaurs? Like from Jurassic Park?”

“That was real?” John asked with an incredulous look.

“Not the movie, but dinosaurs were real,” Seth said.

“What the hell,” John exclaimed. “What’s next? Godzilla?”

Seth grinned, though it wasn’t that funny.

“Anyway,” John continued. “I figure that maybe this once, we should follow the flock.”

“Okay,” Seth said.

“Besides, you’re hurt, and you might need a doctor. Let’s go check out this mystery building,” John said.

A sign appeared on the road ahead: Prime Hotel. 2 miles.

“A hotel, huh?” John said. “Let’s hope they have room for us.”

“Uh-huh,” Seth mumbled, his eyes fixed on the sign. Prime Hotel. It felt like he should know the words. Like it meant something to him… or his future.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Prime City - 10 Years Later

***

Seth smoothed the brush over the mule’s coat, removing the dirt and sweat accumulated after a long day’s work in the fields. The animal stamped a lazy hoof, and its tail flicked at the annoying insects that sought to feed on its rich blood.

“That’s a good boy,” Seth said, patting the animal on the rump. The mule rolled its eyes at him and blew a cloud of warm air from its nostrils. “Yeah, yeah, I’m done. Off to bed with you.”

He led the animal to its stall and provided a pail of fresh water and a flake of hay for the tired mule. Afterward, he toured the stables and checked that all the animals were in for the night, fed, watered, and groomed. They were his responsibility, and their well-being was his highest priority. One by one, he checked the stalls until he reached the last one. It was empty. “What the hell?”

Seth frowned, and the beginnings of anger stirred within his breast. Jelly was missing, and he had a feeling it didn’t bode well for the young donkey. Her newest handler was a former member of the Watch and the nephew of Senator Douglas. Unable to hack it as a soldier, he’d been assigned as an overseer of the fields instead.

Thus far, he’d created nothing but problems for all involved, especially Seth. Lazy and shiftless, the man possessed a cruel streak, and Seth harbored the suspicion that he abused the animals when no one was looking. Despite this belief, his hands were tied. Maybury outranked him, and he dared not confront the man or risk losing his job.

Seth headed toward the fields but didn’t have far to go. Within seconds, he heard the frantic braying of a donkey in severe distress, followed by the crack of a whip. He rounded the corner of a storage building and spotted Maybury and Jelly.

The overseer lashed the animal with an expression of glee on his face. He grunted with the effort of each blow, intent on inflicting the maximum amount of pain and suffering. Tied to a post, the helpless Jelly bucked and kicked to no avail. Foam flecked her mouth, and saliva drooled onto her chest in long silver strings. Her eyes rolled in their sockets, and blood shone on her flanks.

Rage infused Seth’s mind, and all rational thought fled instantly. With a cry of fury, he barreled toward Maybury with his fists clenched and raised to strike. “You asshole!”

Maybury stopped mid-blow, and his eyes widened with shock. He stumbled back a few steps and raised one hand in the air. “Hey, now hold on.”

Seth ignored him, committed to the act. He lashed out and landed a solid blow on Maybury’s jaw. The man went flying and rolled across the packed earth in a cloud of dust. He coughed and shook his head, a trickle of crimson flowing from a split lip.

“Don’t you dare lay a hand on these animals. We need them, you idiot,” Seth said through gritted teeth.

Within seconds, Maybury was back on his feet, his face engorged with fury. “Who do you think you are? I can do whatever the hell I want.”

“Oh, yeah? Try it, asshole,” Seth said, flexing his shoulders.

Maybury raised the whip and swung at Seth. It cracked with a sound akin to lightning, too fast for the naked eye to follow.

Seth tried to duck, but he was too late. The leather tip cut into his flesh, splitting the skin across his face. Fiery agony raced through his nerve endings, and he cried out with shock. Hot blood poured from the wound and dripped onto his shirt. His eye swelled shut in an instant, and he was left off-balance.

Maybury took his chance and ran toward Seth. His fist connected with a thud, and Seth’s head snapped to the side. Blood filled his mouth, and he spat it out with a grimace. He ducked beneath a second blow and danced out of reach while he collected his wits. “Try that again, Maybury. I dare you.”

With a furious roar, Maybury launched himself forward. But this time, Seth was ready for him. He connected with a right hook that caused Maybury to grunt with surprise and followed up with a jab to the face and another hit to the stomach.

Maybury stumbled back, shaking his head, but Seth didn’t let up for one second. He rained down a barrage of blows and finished by ramming his shoulder into the man’s stomach.

Seth stepped back as Maybury went down like a sack of potatoes. Breathing hard, he watched the man rolling around on the ground, groaning with pain. Both his eyes were swollen shut, his nose broken, and his lips smashed to a pulp. He wasn’t getting up soon. “Have you had enough, Maybury?”

“Damn you, Seth. I’ll make sure you pay for this,” Maybury mumbled.

And pay Seth did. Within hours, he was locked up and charged with attempted murder. Still, he ensured that Maybury was removed from his post first and could no longer torment the animals. Even his uncle, Senator Douglas, wasn’t about to risk the lives of the city’s few remaining livestock. Without them, Prime City was doomed. Just like Seth.

Seth thought back over the years as he sat shivering in the dungeons. The memory of John surfaced. John with his flannel shirts, rough demeanor, and shotgun. He’d been a good man—one of the best.

Not only had he made damn sure that Seth got to safety, or as close to safety as Prime City could get, but he’d raised him to the best of his ability. It was his way of making up for the loss of Seth’s parents and the only good thing that came out of the car crash. He taught Seth everything he knew about survival and more, leaving behind a proud legacy. Even after his death, Seth stayed true to himself, living according to John’s example.

Now, he’d need those skills more than ever. His life depended on it, for his fate came down to a simple choice: A bullet to the head or banishment. Both meant death, but the latter held the promise of freedom. 

Most people would disagree with that choice. They’d see banishment as a horrific punishment. Exiled from the safety of the city’s walls, one would be left to wander the harsh Primordial world filled with ferocious predators: T-rexes, raptors, and a myriad of other creatures.

Still, Seth believed he stood a chance. He’d spent the early part of his life in Alaska, hunting, foraging, trapping, and navigating the wilds at his father’s side. The latter part was spent at John’s side, learning more survival tips and tricks. I just have to keep my wits about me.

Besides, he had an ace up his sleeve. He’d always known this day might come, and he’d planned for it. So had John. They believed in being prepared for the worst. Of course, John was dead now, killed on a supply run, but that didn’t change anything. 

The moment he left Maybury lying bleeding in the dust, he’d set the plan in motion. A couple of judicious bribes ensured that a cache of supplies would be waiting for him on the other side of the wall, including weapons.

That wasn’t all.

In the early days, John had volunteered for supply runs. Most of what he found came back to Prime, but the rest found its way into a neat little hidey hole: An abandoned ship stranded on the banks of the Willamette River.

Over time, John fortified, supplied, and fixed up the boat until it became the perfect home for a couple of survivors like themselves. They’d planned to retire there, far from the corrupt touch of Prime. Now the time had come, and while John couldn’t join him, Seth looked forward to the prospect of freedom. It was what his old friend and mentor would’ve wanted.

With his decision made, he tried to sleep, for who knew what awaited him on the other side of the wall? He’d need all of his strength, for even with food and weapons, it was a stiff hike to the boat. I can make it. I have to.




***




The following day arrived all too soon, but Seth was ready. When the soldiers of the Watch arrived, he left his cell without protest. He walked through the dungeons, ignoring the other inmates’ cat calls and jeers. 

With an armed guard on either side, he entered the main square. Even before they reached the place, he could hear the sounds of jollification. The sheer noise and chaos were deafening, and he wished he could sink into the ground. It appeared that Senator Douglas considered his sentencing to be the perfect occasion for a festival. Yes, go ahead. Cheer me on as I’m sentenced to die.

None of that mattered, though. The only thing he cared about was putting the entire farce behind him. He was ready for a new beginning and couldn’t wait to get started on the road to freedom.

He watched all the preparations around him with a sense of numbness bordering on impatience. The market stalls, the music, the gay laughter of children running amok, and the naked bosoms of prostitutes selling their wares. Men gambling in the dirt and drinking beer while pickpockets made off with whatever they could get their hands on. Then there were the rich with their gaudy clothes and haughty looks—a spectacle of the highest order. I am done with this.

Seth stepped onto the platform where Senator Douglas and General Sikes waited. Neither looked pleased with the event, and he guessed they wanted it over with as much as he did. Staring at his feet, he listened to the Senator drone on and on without paying much attention to the words. When the time for his sentencing finally came, he blurted out his answer before the Senator had even finished his sentence. “Exile. I choose exile!”

A rumble of disbelief rose from the crowd.

“Are you sure?” Senator Douglas asked.

“I’m sure. I want exile,” Seth repeated.

Senator Douglas motioned to the guards, and the ladder dropped over the wall. “Go on then. You are hereby exiled from Prime. Forever.”

Seth approached the ladder without hesitation and climbed over the edge. For a moment, he paused. It was a long way down, and once he reached the bottom, there was no turning back. Taking a deep breath, he took the first step, and then another, and another. His feet hit the ground, and the guards on the wall pulled up the ladder. He was well and truly on his own.

After a quick look around to ensure the area was clear, he followed the wall until he reached the designated spot. He found his backpack filled with dried meat, bottled water, a first-aid kit, a knife, a machete, an ax, and an automatic rifle with a full magazine. In addition, there was a blanket roll tied to the bottom, a change of clothing, a poncho, and his mom’s treasured ring, album, and poetry book. It was everything he needed to make the journey.

Shouldering the rifle, Seth slid the knife, machete, and ax onto his belt before shouldering the backpack. Armed and ready, he turned away from Prime to face his new future. He’d memorized the way to the river and knew where John had hidden a small skiff. From there, it was a short distance by water to his new home. 

Home. Seth liked the sound of that, and he struck out without looking back. He had no regrets, and while he feared some of the creatures roaming the prehistoric wilderness, it wasn’t enough to deter him. Home. I’m going home.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Seth rolled out of his warm bed on a lazy morning in late fall. He’d overslept, but that didn’t matter. His pantry was stocked, his supplies topped up, and his defenses had been checked. There wasn’t much to do besides the usual chores and maybe some fishing.

Shivering, he ran to the bathroom in his socked feet and emptied his full bladder. The toilet was a grand invention, a hole cut into the bottom of the boat with a seat built over it. Most of the boat rested on the river bank, but a portion of it stuck out over the water, and he’d taken advantage of that fact. The river took care of the problem, and he never had to worry about plumbing.

Once he’d washed his hands and brushed his teeth, he pulled on a set of warm clothes, boots, and a jacket. Smiling at the mirror, he said, “Another day in the world of Seth.”

The kitchen and living room were warmer than the rest of the boat due to the banked fire in the wood-burning stove. Poking the coals, he added a few logs until he had a bright blaze burning in the hearth.

Removing his fishing tackle from storage, he packed a cooler with bottled water, a flask of herbal tea, homemade biscuits, and jam. Fishing was serious business and an opportunity to spend time outdoors. Warded with several layers of protection, the boat was a haven in a tumultuous world. 

Outside on the deck, it was warmer than he’d expected. The sun sat high in the sky, and its golden rays reflected off the water’s surface. Dragonflies flitted among the reeds, their wings flashing iridescent in the light. A splash of water and a glint of silver indicated that the fish were biting, and he readied himself for a good catch.

After he baited the hooks, threw the lines into the river, and secured the rods, Seth sat down on a creaky old chair. With a smile of contentment, he sat back and took a sip from his flask. While the herbal tea wasn’t coffee, he’d grown used to the taste. Coffee was hard to come by, and he rationed what little he had until he could trade for more. 

Seth sighed. Thinking about trade reminded him of people. It was the one thing he missed after being exiled from Prime. Not that he regretted it. Being kicked out of the city was the best thing to happen to him.

Out here, he could be himself. It was just him and Mother Nature, an earlier, more brutal version of her. He pitted his wits against the wilderness and either came out on top or not. Sometimes he won, and sometimes he lost. Like when he sprained his ankle and couldn’t leave the boat for weeks. He’d gone hungry for a time, rationing his food until he could scavenge for more.

It was a tough life, but Seth loved it. Still, he got lonely at times, and the people of the Zoo wanted nothing to do with him. He was a hated Prime, and nothing would change that. Once or twice a year, they’d let him inside to trade, but that was it. 

“It would sure be nice to have someone around,” Seth said, but it was wishful thinking. Maybe one day, he’d be lucky enough to meet someone: A friend, a girl, or even a lover. But for now, he had enough. 

Besides, he had a lot more than most people did, tucked away behind the walls of Prime and the Zoo. He had a secure home, fresh water, food, warmth, and freedom. He also had a wealth of books and the beauty of nature to console him.

“And the fish are biting,” Seth said with a crow of delight when one of his fishing rods sounded the alarm. Jumping to his feet, he reeled in a monster of a fish. Visions of freshly fried fillets of buttery fish melting in his mouth made him smile. “Tonight, I feast.”

His prediction proved to be correct. After a solid dinner of fish and cooked greens, he found himself nodding off in his chair by the fire. The flames warded off the chill, and he became drowsy, the book on his lap forgotten. When it started raining, he hardly noticed, lulled by the gentle rhythm of the elements. 

But the storm grew until it drowned out all other sounds. Leaks sprang up, and he ran around with empty containers to prevent the place from flooding. Swearing under his breath, he vowed to fix the problem first thing in the morning.

When the first cry for help sounded, Seth wasn’t sure he’d heard right. It’d been so long, he wasn’t even sure he’d be able to recognize another human voice. But by the third cry, he knew it was real. 

Shrugging on his raincoat, Seth grabbed his rifle and ventured out into the darkness. It wasn’t long before he found a girl lying prone in the mud. She was an itty bitty little thing, bedraggled and wounded. She needed help, and he was the only one around for miles. Coaxing her to her feet, he couldn’t help but remember his wish from earlier that day. Maybe the time has come. Maybe, I don’t have to be alone anymore.

Only time would tell.




The End




Did you enjoy this prequel? If you did, turn the page for a sneak preview of Primordial Earth - Book 1, now available on Amazon.
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So we’ve reached the end of Primordial Earth, the prequel, and I really hope you enjoyed reading the book as much as I enjoyed writing it. Plus, there’s plenty more where this came from. Primordial Earth - Book 1 in the series is now available on Amazon. Check it out!
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Chapter 1




Rogue leaned against the rough stone wall of the alley with her arms folded around her aching belly. It growled, and the sound reminded her how long it’d been since she’d last eaten. Three days.

In front of her, the market was in full swing, a rough square filled with stalls heaped high with goods. It was a bustling hive of activity where the residents of Prime City traded for food and other supplies, haggling over each item’s price until its worth was established. The lucky ones, those who had jobs, could pay with a coin.

She was not one of the lucky ones, nor did she possess anything valuable enough to trade. Except, her body, and she was not desperate enough to go that route. Not yet, anyway. A wave of dizziness swept over her, her knees buckling as she fell to the ground. I need to eat.

Rogue dragged herself upright, clinging to the shreds of her pride. On unsteady feet, she left the shelter of the narrow alley she’d occupied and entered the market square.

A wall of sound washed over her. The cries of vendors hawking their wares, citizens complaining over the cost of a loaf of bread, street urchins and pickpockets screeching as they ran through the crowds, blank-eyed prostitutes calling for clients.

With the noise came the smells. Scents that had her empty stomach convulsing until she nearly collapsed once more. Salted meat, sweet oranges, freshly baked bread, and overripe tomatoes. Underlying it all was the stench of humanity—a potent mix of urine, feces, and sweat.

Above their heads, sheets of metal and cloth hid the people from view because flyers of all kinds were an ever-present threat to the city.

Rogue kept her head down, and her hood pulled up as she walked, her rough cloak blending into the crowd with seamless ease. Her eyes swept from side to side, looking for an opportunity, a moment. That was all she needed.

A loud-mouthed hag drew her attention. The woman waved a flatbread in front of the owner of a stall piled high with the crusty rounds. “Three coins for this? Are you crazy? I’ll report you to the Watch.”

“Madam, I…”

“Don’t Madam me,” the woman cried, slapping the man with the bread. “This is an outrage.”

Rogue sidled closer, one hand snatching a still-warm loaf from the edge of the stall. It disappeared underneath her cloak, and she hurried away, heading toward the fountain.

Its cool steps beckoned to her, and she sank onto the cracked tiles with a sigh of relief. With shaking hands, she tore pieces from the bread and swallowed them nearly whole, too eager to fill her belly to chew. Bit by bit, the small loaf dwindled until nothing remained but crumbs.

The food revived her strength, little though it was, and Rogue leaned over the edge of the fountain to drink from the spout in the wall. It tasted stale. Each drop in the city was processed over and over again, along with the sewage. Not even the rainwater collected on the roofs in huge drums could make it any fresher.

With her thirst sated, Rogue took to the market once more. A loaf of bread would only take her so far. She needed more, or she’d starve. Thievery was against the law, however, and carried a hefty penalty. She had to be careful. The Watch was everywhere.

Haunches of meat swung in the breeze, rinds of salt crisscrossing the fatty flesh. It was dinosaur meat, of course. They were hunted by the raiding parties that scavenged around the city’s outskirts whenever it was safe. She didn’t dare try to steal it, though. Too bulky.

A small hand tugged at her pants, and she slapped it away with a warning glare at the little boy who’d sought to empty her pockets. He stuck his tongue out before melting back into the throng, and she turned her attention to the fruit stalls.

The oranges were small and wrinkled. The crop this year had been poor, but to her hungry eyes, they looked delicious. She was about to snatch one when she spotted it. A woven basket padded with soft white feathers. Inside, it cradled a cargo more precious than gold. Eggs.

Rogue smothered a gasp. She hadn’t seen an egg in years. Memories of a previous time flooded her mind. The smell of burning toast and scrambled eggs. Bacon and coffee. The clink of cutlery and the low hum of conversation as her parents discussed the coming day of work and school.

Rogue shook her head, trying to banish the thoughts, but the feelings they’d invoked lingered. Longing rose within her breast, and without realizing it, her hand reached out and plucked one of the precious eggs from its nest. She cradled it to her chest with one palm, the smooth shell warm against her skin.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing? Give that back.” A large hand clamped over the wrist of her free hand, squeezing the bones until she thought they would snap. “Nobody steals from me!”

Rogue screamed in pain as the hand raised her arm high in the air until she stood on tiptoe. Her eyes widened at the sight of the vendor, a brute of a man. His face was broad, and a coarse beard as black as sin covered his jaws, mirroring his beady eyes.

Acting on instinct, she tucked the egg into her pocket and pulled out her small knife. With a flash of silver, she opened a cut on the stall owner’s cheek. Blood poured from the wound, and he stumbled back with a hoarse cry.

The moment he let go of her, she was off, darting through the stalls with every bit of speed and agility she possessed. Behind her, the vendor recovered long enough to shout for the Watch.

His angry bellows tore through the air, raising an answering cry, and Rogue knew she was in trouble. Serious trouble. Within seconds, the Watch was in pursuit. Their runners pushed through the crowd without a single care for those who got in their way.

Rogue ducked behind the nearest stall, hugging the wall as she sprinted toward an alleyway on the other side of the square. It was far, but if she made it, she could escape into the labyrinth of passages that wove through the heart of the city.

A wall of baskets blocked her way, and she turned her face aside as she plowed through, angry shouts following in her wake. She tripped over one, and a hand reached out to catch her, the fingers hooking in her hair. Long strands ripped free of her scalp, and hot tears filled her eyes as she regained her feet.

“She’s over here!”

“There she is!”

The Watch had spotted her, and several runners converged on her location. Rogue pushed her body into overdrive, using every ounce of energy she possessed to outrun them. She leaped over a cart, shimmied between two poles, and rolled beneath a table, all in a frantic bid to escape.

Her body turned on her, becoming the enemy. Each breath was a struggle, every muscle screamed in protest, and her knees burned where she’d skinned them. Blood trickled down her shins.

“Halt!”

Rogue ducked beneath the arms of a Watch guard and upended a table covered in apples. The fruit tumbled to the ground, rolling beneath the feet of her pursuers and slowing them down. With a grateful cry, Rogue headed for the alley that beckoned. Only a few more steps.

A terrifying screech rent the air and sawed into her eardrums. Rogue stumbled, casting a horrified look over her shoulder. A gigantic shadow swooped over her head, followed by another screech. It was a sound that awoke an ancient fear within anyone who heard it. A call as old and primal as the earth itself. The triumphant cry of a predator that had found its prey. Pterosaur!

As soon as the knowledge registered, the gigantic beast plunged toward the market, its taloned claws ripping apart the sheet metal and canvas covering the square. The noise caused by her chase must have lured the beast in, rendering their flimsy camouflage useless. Screams rose as people surged to get out of the way, a tidal wave of panicking humanity trampling each other in a bid to escape.

Rogue fell to the ground and crawled between their legs and feet until she found shelter beneath a small table. Two sets of terrified eyes met hers, street urchins hiding from the chaos. Same as her.

The monstrous flyer plunged into the hole it had created. Its great beak snapped at the people running away from it in panicked terror. Rogue watched in horror as its great crested head dipped in and out of the crowd. A veritable smorgasbord of meat was at its disposal.

“Oh, my God,” Rogue whispered. “It’s a Quetzalcoatlus.”

The very name of the flighted dinosaur inspired mind-numbing fear. It was the largest of the pterosaurs, a carrion eater, and an opportunist. Its wingspan alone numbered thirty-odd feet, and its serpentine head flashed yellow and red as it plucked the limbs from a man like he was no more than an ant.

Crimson blood sprayed into the air and agonized cries cut through the noise. Rogue crouched in her spot, frozen by the knowledge that she’d caused this. Guilt coursed through her veins like acid.

She jerked upright when the alarms sounded. Horns blown by sentries stationed in guard towers across the city. Their deep, mournful wails shivered down her spine and vibrated through the stones beneath her feet. They signaled the call to battle, drawing out every man of the Watch. It meant one thing to all of them.

The city was under siege.

Rogue curled up into a little ball, a sob of despair leaving her lips. There would be no escape for her today. Not after the mess she’d created with her thoughtless actions. Once they’d dealt with the dinosaur, the Watch would tear the city apart looking for her. Stone by stone. They’d find her. There was nowhere to hide—no one to turn to. Not even Moran can help me now.

Rough commands rang out as soldiers stormed into the marketplace, their heavy armor gleaming in the sun. Bows were raised, and arrows sang in flight as the soldiers aimed the Quetzalcoatlus.

Many glanced harmlessly off its thick hide, but a few found tender spots and buried steel heads into soft flesh. The pterosaur screeched, its massive wings battering those on the ground as it sought to take flight.

With ponderous strokes, it rose into the air. Gusts of wind pummeled the ramshackle market stalls. Baskets flew, awnings came loose, and dust swirled in thick clouds, tinting the air dark yellow. Grains of sand stung exposed skin and eyes alike.

The heavier ballistae and crossbows mounted on the walls let loose. Bolts as thick as her arm slammed into the flying beast’s body. It wailed in agony as a missile crushed the fine bones of its wing and tore great rents in the delicate membrane.

The flyer slewed mid-air and crashed to the ground, plowing over stalls, carts, and tables. It raised its head and let loose an ear-splitting shriek, by no means defeated. Folding its broken wings and using them as arms, it attacked anything within reach, its enormous head reaping a harvest of corpses.

Rogue pressed shaking hands to her mouth to prevent herself from crying out at the sheer horror of it all. She watched as the monstrous bird tore apart a man of the Watch, his armor no defense against the frenzied attack. One colossal wing slammed into the ground not far from her, and the two children next to Rogue screamed. Within seconds, they were on their feet, scrambling to get away from the pterosaur’s thrashing limbs.

Rogue longed to follow but remained frozen in her corner until the same wing swept across her head, turning the table into matchsticks. She screamed and covered her head before scurrying away on her hands and knees. A glancing blow tossed her into the air, and she flew several feet before crashing into a wall.

She fell to the ground with a grunt of pain, every bone in her body protesting its abuse. Through tear-filled eyes, Rogue spotted a sheltered nook created by two adjoining walls and crawled toward it on her belly, each movement an effort of will. Her lip was split, and blood filled her mouth. It drooled from the corner of her lips to the rough stones beneath.

The nook she headed for was tiny, nothing more than a gap between two overlapping brick walls. An architectural mistake, no doubt. Yet, it was big enough to fit her body. Even fully grown at twenty-five, she barely topped five feet, a side-effect of constant malnutrition. She curled up inside with the fervent hope it would keep her safe from the rampaging creature. Without realizing it, she began praying for Moran to find her, to save her. Though not her mother by blood, the fierce woman who’d raised her and become the Rebel Faction leader was the only person, she truly trusted. But Moran was nowhere to be seen. Rogue was on her own.

Even as she looked, the flyer stormed across the market square, causing mayhem and destruction until a squad of soldiers stormed in and surrounded the beast. As one, they opened fire, wasting precious ammunition in their bid to bring the creature down. Each bullet cut into the Quetzalcoatlus until it slumped to the ground in a pool of blood, its body shuddering as it took its final breath.

The remaining soldiers lowered their guns and took a step back from the corpse. The screams that had filled the square moments before faded away. They were replaced by an awful silence broken only by whimpers and sobs. People picked through the debris, looking for loved ones while others keened next to the bodies of friends and family.

Despite the horror that pulsed through her veins, and the guilt that threatened to destroy her, Rogue knew she had to move. If she was to stand any chance at escape, she had to run. Now. While the Watch was still occupied.

She knew what awaited her if she was caught. Death. There’d be no mercy for her, a street rat, and a thief. A murderer. Every mouth in the city would call for her execution.

This knowledge spurred her on, and she emerged from her hiding spot with furtive looks in every direction. With the palms of her hands, she wiped away the sand that clung to her clothes. With her hood in place once more, she turned toward the alleyway.

It was close. So close, she could almost taste freedom. Its dark, smelly interior beckoned with the promise of escape and anonymity. If she could get away, burn her clothes, cut her hair, change her appearance…maybe, she stood a chance. The rebels could hide her. Moran would see to it. “Now or never.”

Rogue took three steps, each lighter than the last before an iron fist closed on her shoulder and swept her around. Brutal fingers clamped onto her throat, crushing the tender flesh even as it cut off her air supply.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a low voice asked. It came from a man dressed in the full regalia of the Watch Command. His chest gleamed with medals, and his manicured looks spoke of a life of ease—a life of privilege.

Rogue pulled at the hand that threatened to choke the life from her, but it was no use. She was no match for the man who held her prisoner, his furious eyes radiating anger. A single white streak in his otherwise dark hair identified him, and terror coursed through her veins. General Sikes. Head of the Watch, Second in Command of Prime City, a man known for his ruthlessness.

In that instant, Rogue knew she was doomed, yet she had to try. She couldn’t give up. Not yet. “Ge…General, please. I didn’t mean to…”

His fingers tightened, cutting off all oxygen to her brain, and he lifted his arm until she was standing on tiptoe. Her legs scrabbled for purchase on the rough ground. “Do not speak, you filthy whore, or I shall have your tongue cut out.”

Rogue’s eyes bulged, her face swelling with blood even as her lungs screamed for air. Spots danced in front of her eyes, and she barely registered the moment the General tossed her to the ground. Her body heaved, and she gagged through the bruised flesh of her throat.

Hands gripped her upper arms, and she was lifted to her feet and dragged away. Each breath was an effort, the crushed fibers raw and tender. Her cut lip stung, and her body ached from being thrown against the wall by the pterosaur.

But the worst of all was the knowledge that she was about to die. And for what? An egg she didn’t even get to eat. The wet slimy patch inside her pants rubbed against her skin with each step she took, filled with broken shells—a mocking reminder of her failure, and her doom.




End of preview - Available here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08F7Q79DM
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  Glossary



Primordial Earth (Prequel) – Glossary


	Glossary terms are listed in alphabetical order and without reference to their locations within the book.

	Generally speaking, physical location references are not listed in the Glossary.

	Measurements are provided in both metric and US/Imperial units.




Alamosaurus – A genus of sauropod dinosaurs containing just one species that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Specimens suggest they could measure up to 30 meters (98 feet) in length and weigh as much as 79 metric tons (88 tons). For comparison, the largest living land animal in the present day is the African elephant, which can weigh up to 6.3 metric tons (7 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Albertosaurus – A genus of tyrannosaurid dinosaurs that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Specimens suggest they could measure up to 10 meters (33 feet) in length and weigh as much as 2.5 metric tons (2.8 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Ankylosaurus – A genus of armored dinosaurs that lived at the very end of the Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Specimens suggest they could measure up to 10.6 meters (35 feet) in length and weigh as much as 5.9 metric tons (6.5 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Ballistae – Plural form of the ballista, an ancient weapon that hurled large stones, javelins, or bolts. The weapon dates back to the 4th century BC in Greece. (Wikipedia.)




Bambiraptor – A carnivorous dinosaur that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) The estimated size for an adult would measure 1.3 meters (4.3 feet) in length and weigh 5 kilograms (11 pounds). (Wikipedia.)




Brachylophosaurus – A genus of hadrosaur dinosaurs that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Estimates suggest that an adult could measure at least 9 to 11 meters (29 to 36 feet) in length and weigh as much as 7 metric tons (7.7 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Clidastes – A genus of large carnivorous marine lizards called mosasaurs. An average size specimen could measure 2 to 4 meters (6.5 to 13 feet). A large one could be 6 meters (19.6 feet). It existed in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Cretaceous – The Cretaceous period is defined as beginning 145 million years ago (mya) and lasting until approximately 66 mya. (Wikipedia.)




Dryptosaurus - Pronunciation: drip-toe-SORE-us, Name meaning: ‘tearing lizard’ Dryptosaurus is a genus of tyrannosauroid that lived approximately 67 million years ago during the latter part of the Cretaceous period in what is now New Jersey. Dryptosaurus was a large, bipedal, ground-dwelling carnivore that could grow up to 7.5 m long. Estimated Mass: 1 500 kg (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia)




Gorgosaurus - GOR-gə-SOR-əs; meaning “dreadful lizard”) is a genus of tyrannosaurid theropod dinosaur that lived in western North America during the Late Cretaceous Period (Campanian), between about 76.6 and 75.1 million years ago. (See Cretaceous) Like most known tyrannosaurids, Gorgosaurus was a bipedal predator weighing more than two metric tons as an adult; dozens of large, sharp teeth lined its jaws, while its two-fingered forelimbs were comparatively small. (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia)




Lambeosaurus – A genus of hadrosaurid herbivore dinosaurs that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous) These dinosaurs had duckbills and could feed on trees as high as 4 meters (13 feet). (Wikipedia.)




mya – an acronym for “million years ago,” also “m.y.a,” used in astronomy, geology, and paleontology. (Wikipedia)




Nyctosaurus – A genus of nyctosaurid pterodactyloid pterosaur that lived in the late Cretaceous period. An adult could have a wingspan of 2 meters (6.5 feet). Compared to terrestrial dinosaurs, Nyctosaurus were small-bodied and weighed less than 2 kilograms (4.4 pounds). (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Prime City - A settlement of survivors that formed around the former Prime hotel, owned and run by the self-proclaimed Senator Douglas. He used the Watch to patrol the walls and keep the people in line.




Parasaurolophus - Pronounced pa-ra-saw-ROL-off-us. A genus of ornithopod dinosaur from the Upper Cretaceous of what is now North America, about 76.5–73 million years ago. Its name means “near crested lizard.” (See Cretaceous) Length: 11.0m Weight: 3500kg (Wikipedia)




Parksosaurus -  A genus of hypsilophodont ornithopod dinosaur from the early Maastrichtian-age Upper Cretaceous. A small, bipedal, herbivorous dinosaur. (See Cretaceous) Length: 2,5 m (Estimated) Height: 100 cm Mass: 45 kg (Estimated) (Wikipedia)




Pteranodon (genus Pteranodon), flying reptile (pterosaur) found as fossils in North American deposits dating from about 90 million to 100 million years ago during the Late Cretaceous Period. (See Cretaceous) Pteranodon had a wingspan of 7 meters (23 feet) or more, and its toothless jaws were very long and pelican-like. (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica)




Pterosaur – Pronounced “tero saur.” Science considers pterosaurs to be flying lizards that are distinct from dinosaurs. There are many different species. Pterosaurs existed from the late Triassic to the end of the Cretaceous period. (See Triassic.) (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Stegoceras - is a genus of pachycephalosaurid dinosaur that lived in what is now North America during the Late Cretaceous period, about 77.5 to 74 million years ago. (See Cretaceous) The first specimens from Alberta, Canada, were described in 1902, and the type species Stegoceras validum was based on these remains. (Wikipedia) Height: 1,2 m Length: 2 – 2,5 m Mass: 10 – 40 kg




Quetzalcoatlus – Pronounced “ket suhl kow at luhs.” A genus of pterosaurs. Triassic – The Triassic period is defined as beginning approx 251 mya) and lasting until approximately 202 mya. (Wikipedia.)




Triceratops - a genus of herbivorous ceratopsid dinosaur that first appeared during the late Maastrichtian stage of the Late Cretaceous period, about 68 million years ago (mya). It is one of the most recognizable of all dinosaurs and the best-known ceratopsid. It was also one of the largest, up to 9 meters (29.5 feet) long and 12 tonnes (13.2 tons) in weight. (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Tyrannosaurus rex – A bipedal carnivorous theropod dinosaur that lived in the late Cretaceous period. These dinosaurs could grow to lengths over 12.3 meters (40 feet) and up to 3.66 meters (12 feet) tall at the hips with a weight of 14 metric tons (15.4 tons). (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Utahraptor (meaning Utah’s predator) is a genus of large dromaeosaurid dinosaur that lived in North America during the Early Cretaceous period. It was a heavy-built, ground-dwelling, bipedal carnivore. Height: 1,8 – 2 m (At the hips), Length: 5 – 7 m, Mass: 300 – 1 000 kg (Adult, Estimated) (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Watch – A security and/or law enforcement guard force as described for Prime City in this book.




Zuniceratops – Pronounced “Zooni ceratops.” A genus of ceratopsian herbivore dinosaurs having two horns and a head frill. It is thought to have been a herd animal. Specimens suggest a length of 3 to 3.5 meters (10 to 11.5 feet) and a weight of 100 to 150 kilograms (220 to 330 pounds). Height at the hips was approximately 1 meter (3 feet). (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Special note: While every effort was made to use dinosaurs of the Late Cretaceous Period existing in North America, this remains a work of fiction. Certain creative license was taken in instances where it better served the plot.
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