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Prologue

Valley of the Moon, Argentina

100 Million Years Ago
The dense, verdant jungles of Jurassic Argentina exuded an ethereal sense of calm.  A deafening silence filled the air, disturbed only occasionally by the rustling of leaves in the wake of a gentle breeze.  Massive deciduous trees soared high into the air, scattering the sun’s golden rays in a lush canopy of leaves, and creating a series of intricately dancing shadows to on the forest floor.  It was as close to paradise as one could hope to get.

Almost.

A tiny Hadroceras scampered through the wild underbrush with lightning speed.  Had it been equipped with wings, the sleek little dinosaur might have taken flight, but no such appendages existed, and the critter simply soared through the bushes as quickly as its little legs would take it.  In this instance, flight would have given the Hadroceras a considerable advantage; hell loomed only a few meters behind—and it was very hungry.

Measuring nearly eight meters long, and weighing more than a ton, Carnotaurus was a force to be reckoned with.  It was one of the most lethal dinosaurs to roam Argentina’s myriad jungles.  Swift, agile, and relatively intelligent, it was armed with four sharp claws on each of its hands, large, piercing horns over its eyes, and a powerful jaw filled with razor-sharp teeth.  Unlike most of its brethren, Carnotaurus had excellent eyesight, allowing it to pinpoint its prey with ease—and as it trampled through the lush jungle terrain, it knew exactly where its prey was headed. 

In a desperate, last-ditch effort to elude its predator, Hadroceras quickly darted around a grove of large cycads, through the hollowed-out remains of a fallen tree trunk, and into a densely forested area where it had a miniscule chance of using its greenish skin as camouflage—but Carnotaurus was not fooled.  He quickly stormed through the cycad grove, knocking over two of them in the process before leaping onto the hollowed out log and into the underbrush—seconds later, its massive jaw clamped down upon the helpless Hadroceras.

Velvety red blood immediately oozed from the dying dinosaur as Carnotaurus hefted it into the air with its powerful jaw; it allowed the Hadroceras to dangle for a moment before chomping down upon its torso, swiftly chopping the dinosaur in half.  The bloodied hind-quarters of the Hadroceras squirmed in the underbrush for only a few seconds before Carnotaurus moved to finish its meal—but suddenly, a massive shadow loomed overhead, and in that instant, the hunter became the hunted…

Valley of the Moon, Argentina

Stardate 74251.3
The Valley of the Moon endured for millions of years, but time was not kind—and a paradise, it was not.  In fact, the once lush jungle was now barren, its terrain far more consistent with its namesake, the moon.   Rugged ochre mountains stretched across the landscape, all of them devoid of flora and fauna.  Windswept dunes of pinkish sand frequented the myriad gaps between mountain peaks, many of them filtering into the gaping crater that created the heart of the valley.  But even amidst all this change, one constant still managed to endure over the centuries: Carnotaurus.

Though the feral beast had perished long ago, its fossilized bones remained embedded in the valley’s reddish rock face, waiting patiently through the ages to tell their ancient story—and as Kendall Johnson peered over the exposed ribcage, the first few pages began to unfold.

“That is really a Carnotaurus,” he said, awed by the incredible sight.  “I have been waiting years to see one of these up close.”

After reaching Earth, Captain Christopher had granted shore leave to the crewmembers not affected by the debriefings and other post-war necessities Starfleet Command felt compelled to address.  Having resigned from Starfleet late last year, Kendall was certainly not affected by Starfleet’s actions, and quickly convinced Lucas Tompkins to join him on the planet’s surface to help excavate the remains of Carnotaurus.

Though Lucas wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of mucking around in a hot, arid desert, he quickly warmed to Doctor Dana Horner, the paleontologist heading up the expedition.  She was a tall, attractive woman with short, dark hair and a pleasant smile that Tompkins undoubtedly found quite enjoyable.  To Kendall’s relief, however, Horner virtually ignored Lucas’s advances, leaving them to their work.

“It looks like we’ve got quite a nice specimen here,” commented Horner as she swept some dust away from the fossil with a small brush.  “If the rest of it is as well-preserved as this ribcage, we may have unearthed one of the best Carnotaurus skeletons ever.”

The mere prospect of such an incredible find was enough to excite Kendall.  He carefully pulled a mallet and small chisel from his toolkit and began to pick away at the reddish rock near the bones.

Horner observed him for a few moments before beginning a similar procedure with her own tools.  “You have a nice technique,” she commented as she began chipping away at the rock.  “Have you been on many other expeditions?”

“Only three or four,” said Kendall quietly.  “And they didn’t turn up much of anything.  Certainly nothing like this.”

Horner smiled.  “So you’re just a natural?”

“I, um, learn quickly, I guess,” he said.  Carefully, Kendall tapped his mallet on the chisel, rhythmically clanking away the ruddy rock until Lucas Tompkins crouched down beside him.

The chief engineer watched with some interest for several moments before turning to Horner.  “Why don’t you just beam that sucker out of there?” he inquired.  “It would be a hell of a lot faster.”

Horner paused for a moment to brush away some dust, and then turned her brown eyes upon Tompkins.  “You’re right,” she admitted.  “It would be faster.  But these fossils have been here for millions of years.  A few more days won’t make much of a difference.  Besides, it’s more satisfying to do it the old fashioned way—to know that I personally freed this little piece of history from the cold, hard rock.”

As inefficient as it may be, Tompkins had little choice but to accept Horner’s method—because he could apply a similar concept to his work in engineering.  The computer could easily do some of the menial tasks required, such as inspecting the warp core or realigning the transwarp matrix—but it always made Tompkins feel so much better to simply do it himself.  Not only did it make him feel useful, it gave him the piece of mind that it was done right.

He watched Dana and Kendall for several minutes as they worked away at the Carnotaurus.  It didn’t look like it was very hard to simply chisel away some rock, and Tompkins was tempted to offer assistance—but considering the relative importance of the find, he didn’t want to screw things up with his inexperience.  Thus, Tompkins just watched as they uncovered more and more of the bone, awed by the fact that such an incredible beast actually roamed the Earth millions of years ago.

After awhile, Lucas began to notice some chipped and fractured bones on the beast, and though he was no expert, he was certain that wasn’t right.  “Look at that,” he said, pointing to several of the fractured ribs.  “Looks like they were broken.”

 Kendall quickly dismissed the notion.  “It probably happened after the fact.  There weren’t very many dinosaurs out there able to attack Carnotaurus.  You’d probably have a few broken bones, too, if you were buried in rock for a couple of million years.”

Dana Horner paused for a moment to peer at the questioned ribs herself.  She brooded for a quiet moment before chipping away some of the rock with her tools, coming upon a crushed vertebra after a moment.  “It’s hard to say what happened,” she admitted, holding up a large chunk of mangled bone.  “It looks like this piece is quite deformed, as if it tried healing itself when it became infected with something.”

Kendall immediately frowned.  “But what could attack a Carnotaurus?  Giganotosaurus, maybe?”

“One of largest carnivores of all time,” mused Horner.  “Good guess.  He lived in the neighborhood all right, but several million years after Carnotaurus.  It’s doubtful the two ever crossed paths.”

Kendall affirmatively nodded as he absorbed the data.  “If that’s true, then something entirely new had to have killed Carnotaurus…” Excitement started to swim though his veins as he realized, “We just might have a bigger find than we thought…”

Chapter One

The Federation Council Chamber ranked as one of the most intimidating rooms in all of known space.  More specifically, it was the people in the room gave it that honored distinction, being the only place Talyere Rosat knew of where more than 150 different alien species congregated in one place to discuss the fate of the galaxy.  And as he stood in the center of the horseshoe-shaped facility, those 150 alien species were focused solely on the fate of his part of the galaxy.

Andorian.  Bolian.  Vulcan.  Human.  Saurian. Ka’Tulan.  Bajoran.  The list of participants seemed endless… Intimidation was, perhaps, an understatement.

Still, Talyere drew composure from his inner-strength, and focused on the task at hand—the status of the Elorg Bloc.  “The transition from the Kilka Sector to the former Breen territories is proceeding ahead of schedule.  Nearly an eighth of the Elorg fleet has crossed Federation territory and rendezvoused at Anidius IV.  From there, we will proceed to the Amaranth System, where we will establish a new Elorg Homeworld on the second planet.  We expect the entire process will take an additional four to six weeks.

“The USS Endeavor reported a minor skirmish with an Elorg raider near Wolf 359 two days ago.  Since then, I have been made aware of two additional attacks on Federation targets—neither one of them resulted in damage or injury, but it is a strong indicator that there are numerous dissenting factions inside the Bloc.   The Conclave of Overseers has indicated this group to be a minority among our people, and do not expect continued attacks once we have settled in the Amaranth System.

“Nevertheless, we will continue to allow the Federation and its allies full access to our territory until they are satisfied that the threat has passed.”

“How can we know for certain that your people won’t attack us?” Talyere recognized the speaker to be the Bajoran representative.  With his Homeworld so very close to the Elorg’s new empire, and with the Cardassian and Dominion occupations still lingering in the back of Bajoran’s mind, there was no doubt he would have concerns.

But Talyere could give no promises.  “The vast majority of my people have accepted the war’s outcome,” he reiterated, “and have no desire for further conquest.”

The Bajoran huffed.  “But how can we be sure?” he demanded.

“There is no way to be certain,” admitted Talyere.  To say otherwise would have been a bald-faced lie.  “You will simply have to trust us.  Despite the atrocities committed during the war, we are an honorable people.”

“Tell that to the billions of innocents you killed,” the Bajoran snidely commented.

Unsettled by the statement, Talyere took a few steps closer to the Bajoran and looked him straight in the eye.  “In the absence of certainty, instinct is all you can follow,” said the Elorg softly.  “If you are not certain my words are honorable, then I suggest you do what you believe necessary to protect your people.  These are uncertain times, after all.  Just remember that trust should be the foundation of any relationship—and since we are only beginning to forge proper relationships in this quadrant, what I am asking of you is nothing short of a leap of faith…” 

The Bajoran considered Talyere’s words for a long moment, clearly debating whether or not he should take that leap…  Ultimately, he sighed, and nodded his head.  “Bajor’s current defenses will remain in place,” he said quietly.  “But no additional forces will be requested unless there is a clear and present need to do so.”

Talyere smiled.  “I am glad our minds are on the same wavelength,” he mused before turning his attention to the other delegates.  “Are there any other concerns I may address?”

There was some muffled chatter amidst the myriad members of the council, but none of it coalesced into a question for Talyere to answer.  After a few additions moments, the chatter ceased, and Talyere was left with nothing further to discuss.  Hence, he turned his vivid orange eyes upon the Vulcan sitting at a large desk near the front of the room.  “I have addressed all of the concerns submitted to me by the council,” he said.  “If there is anything else?”

The Vulcan considered Talyere’s words for only a moment before curtly shaking her head.  “No, there will be nothing more,” she said flatly.  “You are dismissed.”

The icy words would have given Talyere cause for concern had a non-Vulcan uttered them—but since terse and icy were qualities often attributed to the Vulcans, Talyere simply assumed his performance was adequate.  On that note, he nodded politely at the Vulcan, turned on his heel, and marched to the nearby exit, where a lone figure stood quietly amidst the shadows.

“The council seems pleased,” Talyere noted as he approached the figure.  In the background, talk of Romulans suddenly cropped up.  Talyere half-listened for a moment, but when nothing of interest came to light, he quickly turned back to the shadows. 

There was a faint chuckle.  “Pleased?” asked Captain Christopher as he stepped into the light.  “Did you hear T’Lin?  For a Vulcan, she was practically ecstatic!  You have ushered in a new era of peace, and you seem like you know how to maintain it.  That is exactly what the Federation wants to see.”

Talyere nodded agreeably.  “Though whether or not I succeed remains to be seen,” he added.

Christopher smiled, and patted Talyere on the shoulder.  “You will,” he assured the Elorg.

Feeling only somewhat reassured, Talyere feigned confidence and then decided it was time to change the subject.  “What brings you to Paris?” he inquired.

“You, actually,” admitted the Captain.  “Starfleet Command just finished debriefing me, and I thought I would swing over here to see what was going on.”

“How was the debriefing?”

“Long,” said Christopher.  “And boring.”

Talyere waited a long moment for the Captain to provide details, but when the subsequent silence began to linger, he decided Christopher was not inclined to share his experiences.  Talyere surmised that it had indeed been long and boring, and swiftly dropped the subject.  “Has the Starlight received new orders?”

“Not yet,” said the Captain.  “So our shore leave on Earth will just have to continue.  I’ve been trying to convince Erin to go to the Valley of the Moon with me this afternoon to see some old bones Kendall dug up.  Sadly, she seems more inclined to decorate our quarters.  Like we don’t have enough girly things already…”

“Elorg females are the same way,” mused Talyere.  “They insist on having chains and similar paraphernalia amidst their chambers.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Erin is not decorating with chains to say the least,” he sputtered.  Apparently, human females—or at least Commander Keller— differed from Elorg females when it came to décor.  Somehow, Talyere was not surprised.

“Well, I will leave you to your bones, Captain,” said Talyere.  “I have much work to do back on the Starlight.”

The Captain nodded agreeably.  “Have fun,” he said a moment later.

The Carnotaurus excavation continued to astonish Lucas Tompkins.  Though he was not entirely unfamiliar with the process, he had never before witnessed it with his own eyes.  After what seemed like hours of picking away at the reddish rock face, Kendall and Dana began to excavate plenty of the ancient dinosaur’s bones.  In earlier centuries, when technology was crude, the bones would have been wrapped in some sort of plaster cast to ensure preservation—but now they simply catalogued the bone and ran some sort of osteoregenerator over its surface for protection.  Several hours later, the two paleontologists were satisfied with the progress of their dig, and decided to return to the lab with their findings.

Horner’s lab was a place of wonders.  It was a fair-sized room, octagonal in shape, with numerous dinosaur skeletons adorning the walls, and a colorful holographic image of a bird-like serpent was projected on the aft wall.  There were several computer terminals scattered throughout the room, and a particularly impressive one at the front a large workstation in the center of the facility.  

The Doctor pointed out a few things of interest, including a rare Therizinosaurus; it had a long, slender neck, a bulky body, short, stout tail, and massive scythe-like claws on its hands—each one more than half Tompkins’ size.  His eyes lingered on the dinosaur for a long moment before Horner directed them to the table in the center of the room, which was littered with the myriad Carnotaurus bones recovered from the Valley of the Moon.

“My staff is busy cleaning up the better parts of our Carnotaurus,” explained Horner as she approached.  “I thought we could take a look at these damaged vertebrae.”  She glanced over the large bones on the obsidian tabletop.  “First we’ll need to decide which bone goes where.”

Kendall suddenly expelled a weary sigh.  “Since many of them are damaged and diseased, it won’t be an easy task,” he grumbled.  “

“Don’t worry,” said Horner.  “We just got some new bone recognition software.  That’ll make our job a lot easier.  I hope.”  She pulled a tricorder from her pocket and started running it over the nearest bone—though in Tompkins’ opinion, it looked like little more than a piece of rock.

Kendall slowly positioned himself in front of the workstation at the front of the table and started tapping at the controls.  “I hear they found another Sauroposeidon off the coast of Louisiana a few weeks ago.”

Horner nodded her head.  “Nearly twenty meters tall,” she added.  “I’m going to be heading up to New Orleans in a few weeks to check it out.  You’re welcome to join me.”

Kendall considered the proposition for a very long moment.  Since he was no longer had a position on the Starlight, he had very little to do on the ship, and this clearly seemed to get him thinking about his future.  “I might like that,” he finally admitted. 

A wide smile slowly spread across Horner’s face.  “I would like that,” she replied.  “You know your stuff… I wouldn’t mind having you as a partner.”

Kendall suddenly froze, and confusion spread over his face like wildfire.  “Partner?” he repeated skeptically.  “You’re… you’re kidding, right?”

“No,” said Horner placidly.  “I’ve been looking for someone to join me for a long time.  And if you want… you can be that someone.”

The look on Kendall’s face remained utterly neutral, and Tompkins had no idea what thoughts were passing through his friend’s mind—if any.  Hoping he could do something to break the sudden silence, Lucas stepped closer to the computer terminal and said, “You know, the T-Rex is cool.  I’ve always liked him.”

His efforts failed miserably, garnering little more than an apathetic glare from Horner.  “It’s okay if you don’t want to join me, Kendall,” she said.  “Just a little proposition, that’s all.”

Johnson simply shook it off and continued about his work as if Horner had never spoken.  “I’ve got two of these vertebrae identified,” he said, pointing at two of the rocky lumps.  “They appear to be the first and second cervical vertebrae, however, the prezygapophysis and the postzyagapophysis is damaged on both bones.”

Though Lucas was completely lost, Horner nodded knowledgably.  “What about the infra-postzygapophysael fossa?”

“Fractured at the time of death,” said Kendall.

Horner nodded.  “Was the neural canal penetrated?”

Kendall checked the data.  “No,” he said.  “The foramen didn’t take much damage, either, but it—”

Lucas cleared his throat.  “What the hell does all that mean?” he asked.

“Whoever attacked this Carnotaurus tried to rip its head off,” explained Kendall.  “It looks like he only nicked the surface, though.  Still, I’ve never seen anything like this before.  Nothing I know of could do this.”

Lucas pointed to a small pile of bones on a distant table.  “What about them?” he asked. Since they were still encrusted with rock and dirt, he knew they hadn’t been fully scrutinized.  

Horner quickly dismissed the notion.  “Those were Hadroceras bones found in… and around Carnotaurus—probably his last meal.”  She stared for a moment longer and then turned back to Kendall.  “We need to get back to the dig site and excavate the rest of this dinosaur,” she said.  “Only then will we have an idea as to what happened here.”

* * *

Minutes seemed like hours.

Hour seemed like days.

And if this kept up, Lucas Tompkins was certain days would begin to feel like years.  Now more than ever, he regretted his decision to go on this inane treasure hunt.   He had to concede that Kendall’s dinosaurs were definitely interesting; that much was a given, and had they been wandering through a holodeck frequented by Therizinosaurus and Carnotaurus, he might have been content to stay.  But digging up 100 million year-old bones was so incredibly boring that it made Tompkins’ skin crawl.

It was the middle of the afternoon in the Valley of the Moon, and the sun’s intense rays constantly beat down on the pinkish sand.  Had Argentina’s winter not been approaching, it was a certainty that the temperature would have been unbearably hot.  But since it was not, Lucas felt free to wander the rugged terrain while his companions huddled over the outcropping of ochre stone housing Carnotaurus’ remains.

Over a period of a couple of minutes, Tompkins slowly made his way over the crest of a crimson dune to the edge of a massive canyon.  It was a vast, gaping hole in the earth, pocked and utterly barren—hard to believe that it was once a vast jungle.  Lucas observed the desolate vista for a long moment before his eyes wandered to a craggy softball-sized rock on the ground near his feet.  I’ll bet I could get some distance with that, he mused as he plucked the rock from the ground.

After inspecting it for a brief moment, Tompkins slowly raised the rock and positioned himself to throw it—when the high-pitched hum of the transporter diverted his attention to the terrain almost directly behind him.  Tompkins quickly came about to see Captain Christopher and—to his surprise—Doctor Hartman shimmering into existence.

“Captain!” he exclaimed.

Christopher smiled pleasantly.  “Lucas,” he greeted.  “Enjoying yourself?”

Looking at the rock in his hand, Tompkins suddenly realized that the mere thought of throwing that bad boy into the canyon was the most excitement he had seen in hours.  Thus, his answer to the Captain’s inquiry was a resounding “No.”

A quirky look fell upon Christopher’s face.  “How could you think such horrid thoughts, dearest Lucas?  These rocks are our friends.  In fact, being at a dig site like this brings back plenty of fond memories.”

“Too bad Uncle Andrew isn’t here,” said Hartman, cautiously peering over the edge of the craggy precipice.  “He’d love to crawl around in that canyon.”

“He could have been,” said Christopher, nonchalantly glancing at the approaching Dana Horner.  “But he felt he was needed to help rebuild Ka’Tula Prime.  Certainly a venerable cause.”

“Yeah,” said Hartman softly.  She carefully peered over the edge of canyon for a moment longer before rolling her eyes and stepping back.  “I hate heights.”

Seconds later, Doctor Horner stood at Christopher’s side.  “Captain,” she said, extending her hand, “good to finally meet you.”

Christopher shook her hand and flashed her a wide smile.  “I’m sure you’ve heard endless stories of my heroic deeds?”

Horner froze mid-shake.  “Oh, definitely,” she said sarcastically. 

Christopher nodded knowingly.  “I’m the only thing they can talk about back on the Starlight,” he admitted.  “But I manage… somehow.”

“The Elorg had him on some potent drugs a few weeks ago,” Hartman crisply interjected.  “I’m afraid he’s still delusional.”

Horner nodded.  “It’s understandable,” she said before her gaze fell upon Lucas—or more specifically, the craggy gray rock in his hand.  “That’s a very nice coprolite sample you have there,” she commended.

Tompkins stared blankly at the rock.  “What?” he asked, suddenly noting that the Captain had a wide grin on his face.

 “That there is a wonderful piece of petrified dung,” explained Christopher matter-of-factly, just as Kendall Johnson joined the group.

“You know,” said Johnson, “we could take that back to the Starlight for an in-depth analysis.  If it’s from Carnotaurus, it could reveal a lot about what he’d been doing before he died.”

Tompkins regarded the coprolite with a disgusted look.  “Are you kidding?” he asked.  “We are analyzing crap!”

“Petrified crap,” corrected Christopher.  “Look on the bright side, it doesn’t have any unpleasant odors normally associ—”

Christopher’s communicator suddenly bleeped.  “Harrison to Christopher.”  His voice sounded urgent.

He touched the pin on his chest.  “Yes?”

“Captain, you’d better ge… to th.. ip… … explosion in th..”

And then there was static…

Chapter Two

Alan Christopher tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight,” he said urgently.

Nothing happened.

Slightly discouraged, he tried again—only to receive similar results.  “This is not good,” he said softly, fighting the urge to review the countless disaster scenarios racing through his mind.  To his chagrin, Harrison’s last coherent word—explosion—kept surfacing in his thoughts, and Christopher knew that something bad had happened.

Again, he hailed the Starlight—and again, nothing happened.  He sighed, and tried again.  “Christopher to… Tompkins.”

“This is Tompkins,” came the chief engineer’s voice a moment later—though not via communicator.  He still stood a meter away from Christopher with the craggy coprolite in his hand.  His comm badge hadn’t even chirped.

“I suppose,” said Christopher, gesturing toward the coprolite, “one could say this is a crappy situation.”

No one laughed.  Had there been fruit-bearing vegetation nearby, Christopher was certain something would have been thrown, and given his audience’s stoic gaze, the entire plant would not have been out of the question.  To his relief, his communicator suddenly chose that very moment to reactivate.

“Harrison to Christopher!” came the Commander’s voice once more.  “Do you read me?”

“No,” said Christopher.  “But I hear you.”

“You had best return to the ship,” he said, also ignoring Christopher’s foul attempt at a joke.  Then again, given the serious tone of Harrison’s voice, he may have missed the pun completely.

“Is everything okay up there?”

“I believe so.  But there may be a serious situation developing on the planet’s surface.  I shall explain when you return.”

Christopher had the distinct feeling that his very bad premonition was about to come to light.  “Then I’ll see you in a few,” he replied.  “Christopher out.”  He stood on the rocky terrace for a moment before turning his attention to the paleontologists.  “What about you guys?”

“We’ll come back, too,” said Johnson.  “I want to get that coprolite in the lab.  Our science lab should be able to pick it apart a lot better than anything on the surface.”

Christopher nodded and touched his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight.  Five to beam up.”

Within moments, Christopher could feel his skin begin to tingle.  A sparkling azure haze washed over his surroundings, and in the blink of an eye, he found himself standing on the Starlight’s transporter platform staring Matthew Harrison in the face.

“Greetings,” said the Commander, his mood somewhat improved since their conversation a few minutes prior.  “How was your trip?”

Christopher grinned.  “Short,” he said as he stepped down from the platform.  “What happened while I was gone?”

Harrison quickly tensed up.  “We suffered a brief communication and power blackout,” he said.  “Not only the Starlight, but every vessel in orbit, as well as every locale on the surface.  To make matters worse, amidst the blackout, an explosive was detonated inside the Federation Council Chamber.”

Christopher’s stomach began to churn, and he could suddenly feel his heart pounding in his chest.  The implications of such an attack had the potential to be dire.  But he didn’t want to jump to conclusions.  For the time being, Christopher just needed the facts.  “Talyere?” he asked, his friend being the very first thing to come to mind.

“Already back on the ship,” said Harrison, relieved.  “But had he delayed his return another ten minutes, he would be dead right now.”

“That may have been the point,” said Christopher grimly.  “He is an important political figure.  But then again, there were hundreds of political figures down there.  Any one of them could have been the target.”

“We were lucky. None of them were killed, thankfully,” said Harrison.  “Then again, terrorists only need to be lucky once; we must be lucky every time…”

 And Christopher knew all too well that luck had this bad habit of running out.  He only hoped they would get a few clues before it did so.  “Have you told Talyere yet?”

Harrison shook his head.  “No,” he said. 

“Then let’s go have a little chat,” Christopher replied, already headed for the doors.

“This is deplorable,” said Talyere Rosat at hearing the news of the attack.   “Then again, it is not altogether unexpected.  Any number of people could want me terminated, including members of my own species.”

“Let us hope,” said Christopher, slowly pacing in front of Talyere, “that they were not responsible for this.  It’s certain any further acts of aggression on their behalf would not be taken very well.”

An image of the Bajoran council member suddenly came to mind, and Talyere could not help but agree more with Christopher’s statement.  “Then I suggest we proceed with caution until it is certain who was responsible for the attack.  There is no need to wrongly accuse my people of a crime they may not have committed—even if they do have a strong motive to terminate me.”

“Assuming that you were the target,” added Christopher.  “That room was filled with well over one hundred other fine dignitaries.”

“Still,” said Harrison, “it is odd that they chose this day to attack.”

Christopher nodded agreeably and then turned his vibrant teal eyes upon Talyere.  “Just to be on the safe side, I’m going to assign a security detail to you until the threat has passed… or we have proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that you were not the intended target.”  

Talyere blinked.  “A security detail?” he repeated skeptically.  “With all due respect, Captain, I do not believe that is necessary.  I have survived this long without a security team stalking me.  I have faith in my ability to continue as such.”

Christopher folded his arms.  “I believe that it is necessary,” he said, clearly not swayed by Talyere’s argument.  “Like it or not, you are now a prominent political figure.  To make matters worse, you have hoards of enemies—and it is a certainty that they would all jump for joy should you suddenly fall over dead.  And we can’t have that.”

Like it or not, Talyere had to admit the Captain did have a fairly reasonable logic behind his decision.  In fact, Christopher’s logic was virtually flawless in this instance.  Still, Talyere was not overly fond of the notion.  “They will not be in my quarters, will they?”

“Only if you want them to be,” Christopher said.  “I plan on assigning Bator to the team, so you may wish to spend this quality time chatting pleasantly with him.  Or you could have him stand outside your door—bored to tears—like some sort of Kuzbainian gargoyle.  It’s up to you though.”

Talyere allowed himself a faint smile.  “I am certain something can be arranged,” he said.

Kendall Johnson looked down at the craggy gray coprolite and smiled.  All things considered—it was dung, after all—it was a thing of beauty.  The secrets hidden under its rough surface would certainly be sufficient to propel the investigation forward.  It was ironic that Lucas—who knew next to nothing about paleontology—found the sample.  And they were all extremely lucky that he didn’t get the chance to hurl into the canyon, where it was likely to go unnoticed for years to come.   But sitting on the small platform in the center of the science lab’s hexagonal testing facility, Kendall was certain the little coprolite would get all the attention it deserved.

When he was satisfied the sample was situated properly on the platform, Kendall swiftly retreated to the nearby control station.  He tapped a few commands on the interface and moments later, a shimmering pillar of white light surrounded the small platform.  Knowing it would take a few moments for the scan to complete, Kendall sat down in the adjacent chair and began to peruse the computer database.  To his chagrin, he was only able to sift through a few uninteresting subheadings before footsteps interrupted his concentration.  Slowly, Kendall looked up to see Lucas approaching.  “Hello,” he said softly.

Lucas nodded.  “Hey,” he said, his eyes darting around the science lab.  He paused for a moment, and then asked, “Where’s Dana?”

Kendall rolled his eyes; Lucas always seemed to have women on his mind, even if they were unattainable.  “She’s in the mess hall eating lunch,” he replied.  “I wouldn’t waste my time, if I were you.  I don’t think she’s interested.”

“I got that feeling, too,” Lucas replied.  “I guess she’s not a fan of the T-Rex.”

Kendall shook his head.  “If that was an attempt to impress her… it… was really bad.”

Lucas shrugged.  “Heh… That’s okay.  I think she’s more interested in you, anyway.”

“Oh yes… that,” said Kendall unenthusiastically, the last word falling off his tongue like poison.  Horner’s offer was about the last thing Kendall wanted to discuss, and thankfully, he wouldn’t have to—the computer suddenly bleeped, and the results from his analysis started to flit across the computer screen.  “It looks like it came from an omnivorous creature of some sort,” Kendall gleaned from the data.  “I don’t recognize any of the plant material in the remains, though.”

Lucas mulled over the situation for a moment, and then decided inspected the data for himself.  “Maybe it’s a new plant species?” he suggested.

Kendall cringed.  “Maybe,” he said, sounding very unsure of himself.  “We’re fairly knowledgeable with the flora and fauna of that time period… the chances of finding some new plant is… well, low.”  He stared at the data for a moment longer, and then pointed at one of the highlighted sections.  “But look at the animal remains.”

Lucas complied, but there was no look of enlightenment on his face.  “It ate an Iguanodon,” he said.  “So?”

“So…” said Kendall, his hands flying over the interface, “I don’t think Iguanodons lived anywhere near Argentina.”

A moment later, an image of Cretaceous-Earth appeared on the screen—a jumble of continents that looked only vaguely like their modern-day counterparts.  It rotated on its axis for a few seconds before several red areas appeared, encompassing most of Europe, the midwestern region of the United States, and Mongolia.  And much as Kendall had expected, Argentina was not included.

“Are you sure you found an Iguanodon in there?” Lucas asked a moment later.  “That piece of crap is a hundred million years old.”

Kendall shook his head.  “These are some of the most precise sensors in the Federation has, and if they say there’s an Iguanodon in there, I believe them.  The dinosaur that ate Iguanodon probably just got around.”

Since he didn’t have any evidence to doubt Kendall’s assumption, Lucas simply agreed—but he continued to stare at the data in the screen, and eventually came upon a cluster of data Kendall had yet to sift through.  “What about that?” he asked.

At a glance, it looked like more animal remains—but Kendall was in no way certain.  “I don’t recognize it,” he admitted.  “I’ll have the computer reanalyze it just to be sure.”

There was a moment of silence as Kendall input the parameters for his scan into the computer, but the second the beam of light surrounded the coprolite in the chamber, Lucas seated himself on the edge of the workstation and said, “Dana’s got a pretty good deal for you.”

Kendall rolled his eyes yet again.  “She does,” he said flatly.

“Why don’t you take her up on it?”

“I don’t know,” said Kendall with a shrug.  “I… I just need some time to think about what I’m going to do, that’s all.  I’ve been thinking about asking the Captain to reinstate me as a part of the crew, actually.”  He didn’t sound overly sure of himself, however, and given the look on his face, Lucas wasn’t buying it, either.

“Wake up and smell the dino-crap, Kendall!  It’s obvious you love working with Dana… digging through all that dirt looking for bones.  It’s the happiest I’ve seen you in a long time—and you’re telling me that you’d rather toil away in this stupid science lab for hours on end?  Think about why you wanted to leave the Starlight in the first place!  You hated it here!”

Those were strong words… and not entirely correct, but close enough to the truth for Kendall to actually stop and think about the torture he would be putting himself through by staying.  He would have to watch every day as Captain Christopher lusted over the woman of his dreams… He would struggle with his solitude and fret over his numerous mistakes.  And now that Rachael was gone, he would have nobody to console him…  “You’re right,” Kendall finally admitted.  “I did hate it here.”

“And Dana is offering you a golden opportunity to do something that you like,” said Lucas.  “You would be freaking crazy to pass this up!”

Kendall paused, recalling Dana’s itinerary for the coming weeks.  There was the aforementioned visit to New Orleans to see the skeletal remains of the Sauroposeidon… and after that, Horner planned on heading to Wyoming to investigate several possible Parasaurolophus skeletons found on the Tertiary side of the K/T boundary; if they are confirmed, it could provide hard evidence that the Delta Quadrant’s Voth Empire did indeed originate on Earth… 

Keeping this in mind, Kendall quickly ran the Starlight’s coming itinerary though his head:  sit in orbit of Earth to investigate the terrorist attack.  Scan a few nebulas. Watch Captain Christopher drool over Erin.  Investigate yet another spatial anomaly.   How dreary…

But before he had a chance to further contemplate his future, Kendall heard the computer bleep.  It was through analyzing the foreign objects in the coprolite sample, and demanding attention.  Kendall quickly muted the bleeping noise and turned his eyes upon the new data.

And his jaw dropped.

“What is it?” asked Lucas, peering at the screen.

Kendall simply sat and stared.  “I wish I knew,” he said.

Chapter Three

Alan Christopher could not believe his eyes.  The Federation Council Chambers—one of the most important buildings in the entire galaxy—was now little more than hollowed-out, ash-laden cavern with a molten crater in the center.  Just about everything else had been vaporized in the blast, and given the ominous cracks in the walls, it was clear that the building would eventually collapse.

Christopher stood at the edge of the crater with Bator, Talyere, and Commander Vestik, the Andorian head of Starfleet Security.  The group observed the damage for a long moment before Vestik pulled a padd from his belt and handed it to Christopher.  “That’s the entirety of the data we have collected so far,” said the Andorian.  “Looks like the perpetrators used some sort of space-folding transporter to beam the bomb into premises.”

Talyere’s face suddenly turned several shades whiter.  “The Elorg are the only known species with that capability,” he noted.  

Bator nodded his agreement, but then added: “According to Starfleet Intelligence, several other species have developed crude working-versions of a similar nature, including the Romulans and the Talarians.”

“Well, whoever did it,” continued Vestik, “they were able to modulate the beam to get through our every last defense.  That requires not only a firm grasp of transporter technology, but of the Federation’s internal workings.”

“There was a Romulan delegation here earlier,” reminded Talyere.  “I do not know how knowledgeable they were, but they were certainly here.”

“I remember,” said Christopher.  “They spoke with T’Lin right after you did.”

Vestik nodded.  It was likely he already knew this information—in fact, as head of Starfleet Security, it was his job to already know.  Still, he nodded as a courtesy, and at least pretended to file the information away in the back of his mind.  Then, he pointed to the large black markings on the floor, streaking away from the explosion’s epicenter.  “It was one hell of a blast,” he said.  “Could’ve easily killed everyone in the room.”  He pointed to another streak.  “That blast pattern is fairly consistent with what we know of Elorg explosives.”

The pieces to this puzzle were slowly beginning to fall into place, and Christopher was not liking the picture that was forming.  “We don’t want to jump to conclusions,” he reminded.

Vestik turned on his heel and pointed a blue index finger in Christopher’s direction.  “I’m not,” he said.  “I’m simply following the evidence—and the evidence doesn’t jump to conclusions.”

“No,” said Christopher.  “It doesn’t.  But you do.”

Vestik scoffed.  “The Elorg have the motive.  The Elorg have the means.  And the Elorg have their blast pattern all over this crime scene.”  He slowly turned to Talyere, his antennae fidgeting for a moment before straightening out.  “The Elorg also have an inside man who is quite familiar with the Federation’s procedures.”

Talyere’s eyes flared with crimson anger.  “Are you suggesting I am a terrorist?” he demanded.

The Andorian didn’t even flinch.  “No,” he said sternly, “but I may wish to ask you a few questions in the near future.”

“I have nothing to hide,” said Talyere icily.

Vestik only glared at Talyere.  The evidence might not jump to conclusions, but Christopher was certain—now more than ever—that this particular Andorian did.  Then again, the longer Christopher considered the evidence, the more it began to speak for itself. But he wasn’t about to pass a final judgment until all the data had been studied…

The more Kendall Johnson stared at the data before him, the less it made sense. It as if he were putting together a puzzle, but half of the pieces in the box didn’t belong.  In order to appease his growing sense of confusion, Kendall had decided to run one last scan on the coprolite—but instead of comparing the samples to strictly Cretaceous plants and animals, Kendall decided to run the gambit, and have the computer check the entire botanical and zoological database for every known plant and every known animal to exist.

About three minutes later, the first noteworthy piece of information blinked onto the screen.  It was from the botanical database, a large flowering plant called jaristorine, and it was a perfect match to the plant samples found in the coprolite.  There was just one minor detail that troubled Kendall.  He summoned Lucas with a wave of his hand, and pointed at the screen.  “Take a look.”

Lucas complied, and to Kendall’s relief, had a similar reaction.  “Are you sure the scanner is aligned properly?”

“Yeah,” said Kendall.  “They’re in such good shape that we could probably pinpoint a speck of dust on Neptune.”

His brow furrowed, Lucas stared at the data for an additional moment.  “Then how the hell do you explain that?”

“Explain what?” came Captain Christopher’s voice a moment later.  He had just entered the science lab in tandem with Doctor Horner, and was already wearing a curious look upon his face.  Kendall suspected the curiosity would soon blossom into confusion.

“What do you know about jaristorine?” asked Kendall a moment later.

Christopher shrugged.  “Nothing,” he admitted.  “Why?  What is it?”

Kendall glanced at the data one last time, just to be certain he had all his facts straight.  “It is a large flowering plant that grew on Ka’Tula Prime about 100 million years ago.”

“Ahh,” said Christopher, nodding his head with enlightenment.  “I recall it vaguely now that you mention it.  Now… why the heck did you mention it?”

“Because I found samples of it on the coprolite we found.  On Earth.”

Much as Kendall had expected, confusion soon entrenched itself upon the Captain’s face.  “So… what is it doing in your little pile of dung?  Just sitting there, having a good old time?”

Kendall shrugged.  “Your guess is as good as mine.  I actually have no idea.”

“I have a theory,” Lucas abruptly interjected, much to Kendall’s surprise.  “Ka’Tulans still existed entirely as noncorporeal entities back then.  What if they somehow drifted all the way to Earth?”

“No,” said Kendall.  “Even if the did drift that far, they were noncorporeal.  So they didn’t eat.  Which means… they, um, didn’t make dung.”

“Then you explain it, Mr. Genius.”

“I can’t.”  Kendall turned his eyes to Horner.  “What do you think?”

She slowly made her way to Kendall’s side and took a quick peek at the information on the screen.  And then she sighed.  “I don’t think,” she said.  “This has me baffled, too.”  She brooded for a moment longer, and then added, “But whoever did this is definitely the killer of Carnotaurus.  There are enough of his vertebrae in here to confirm that.”

“So that’s one mystery solved,” mused Johnson.  “All we need to do now is figure out what this mystery entity is.”

“Do you think if we found more of your petrified crap, you could get some more answers?” asked Lucas.

Kendall considered it for a long moment.  “Maybe,” he admitted.  “Why?”

“Because I bet if we turned your sensors away from the dust on Neptune, we could find some more of your precious crap on the surface.  Should only take a few minutes to reprogram the sensors.”

“It’s worth a shot,” said Horner.

“I agree,” said Kendall.  “Let’s do it.”

Erin Keller stood at the workstation atop the platform in the astrometrics lab.  Standing less than a meter away were Bator and Talyere, both looking intently at the majestic image of Earth prominently displayed on the massive viewscreen wrapping around the platform.  The image lingered for only a moment longer before a red frame started blinking around France.  The computer swiftly zoomed in on the area until it was at maximum magnification, and an overhead view of the once pristine Federation Council Chambers appeared front and center.

It lasted for only a moment before everything went pitch black.  The darkness occluded the viewscreen for several seconds, and when it retreated, the Council Chambers were ablaze.

“Nine point four seconds,” said Erin a moment later.  “That’s how long power and communication was disrupted this morning.”

Bator grunted.  “It is obvious the terrorists used this time to do their work,” he stated.  “And with the blackout, there is almost no sensor data for us to examine.”

“But why only nine seconds?” asked Talyere.  “If these people had the means to leave Earth helpless as such, why not leave them in the dark?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Erin.  “I’m no terrorist.  I don’t know what goes through these people’s minds.”  She paused for a moment, and then said, “They might not have had the ability to keep Earth’s power grid offline any longer than that.”

Before anyone could ask any questions, Erin’s hands fell upon the control interface.  As she tapped at the keys, France faded into the background with the whole of Earth, and a simulation of McKinley Station floated into the foreground, holding a sleek Intrepid-class starship in its arms.  “Our little orbital facility reported a total blackout, just like most of Earth’s surface,” said Erin.

The view of Earth suddenly shifted to the Pacific Ocean and the simulation of the Starlight hovering overhead.  “We didn’t experience a blackout,” Erin continued, “but our systems experienced some pretty wild fluctuations.”

She tapped at the controls again.  This time, the Earth soared into the distance, and a massive Athena-class vessel appeared on the screen. “The Gemini only experienced a little static interference,” said Erin.  “And the Mars Defense Perimeter didn’t report much of anything.”

“So the phenomenon was highly localized,” Bator surmised after a moment’s thought.

“Pretty much,” agreed Erin.  “I suspect it was some sort of rotating EM pulse…but with accurate sensor data, I can’t verify that.”

A wide grin slowly spread across Bator’s face.  “But we can verify the position of the ship that generated that EM pulse,” said Bator, approaching Erin’s station.  “We can triangulate the position of the ship using the blackout data from every other starship in orbit of Earth this morning.”

Erin considered the plan for half a second before deeming it valid, and then set out to get the job done.  Within moments, nearly two-dozen red blips surrounded the image of Earth.  “I guess we were quite lucky today wasn’t one of those days when the only ship in range was the Enterprise,” she mused, watching the data compile on the screen.

The computer produced a few happy chirps, and within ten seconds, a bright orange dot joined the red ones, flashing prominently at the epicenter of the activity.  “It would appear the disruption emanated from a small vessel in low orbit near McKinley Station,” surmised Bator.

Talyere frowned.  “Sensors detected no vessel near that position before or after the attack,” he noted.  “Is it possible the vessel warped in—and then out—during the blackout?”

“I’m afraid not, little buddy,” said Erin crisply.  “We would have detected some sort of warp signature or ion trail if a ship had done that.”

The Elorg considered that for a moment, and then provided another suggestion: “What if the vessel was cloaked?  I saw a Romulan delegation on the surface; that would seem to indicate a Romulan vessel would be nearby.”

Bator grunted softly as he checked the sensor data.  “One D’deridex-class Warbird is in orbit,” he reported.  “Perhaps we should have a discussion with the Romulans…”

Chapter Four

“How long have you been on Earth?”

Subcommander Ranul sat quietly in the chair before Commander Vestik’s desk—a standard-issue Starfleet model, devoid of any decoration save a computer and one small picture—and pondered the Andorian’s question for a long moment before turning his silvery eyes upon his interrogator.  “I arrived aboard the Warbird Ix’ara three days ago,” he replied evenly.  “The vessel has been in orbit near your McKinley Station ever since.”

Vestik’s eyes wandered over his computer terminal for a moment.  “It has,” he confirmed.  “And where were you at the time the bomb went off this morning?”

“On the surface.”

“Where on the surface?”

Ranul expelled an exasperated sigh, making it clear he believed this meeting a waste of time.  “After the meeting with the Federation Council adjourned, my colleagues and I decided to observe some of the local landmarks.  At the time of the explosion, were en route to the Bastille.  There was a contingency of Starfleet security officers trailing us the entire time.  If you do not believe me, you may simply ask them.”

“I already have,” Vestik replied.  He shifted his gaze to Captain Christopher—seated beside Erin Keller on a small sofa a few meters away—and smiled.  “Romulan tourists,” he quipped.  “That’s a new one.”

Alan smiled faintly, but kept his attention focused on the task at hand—getting some answers out of Ranul.  “You said you’ve been on Earth for three days,” he said.  “Where have you been staying at night?”

“At the Romulan Embassy,” said Ranul simply.  He shifted in his chair and then added, “Search them if you’d like, but you will find nothing of consequence.”

Vestik shook his head.  “That won’t be necessary,” he said.  The Andorian paused for a brief moment, again accessing his computer terminal.  “To the best of your knowledge, has your vessel launched any auxiliary spacecraft over the past three days?”

“Not that I am aware of.”

“Very well,” said Vestik.  “I do not have any more questions for you at the time being.  You are free to go—but I may want to talk to you again later.”

Ranul nodded his understanding.  “I will be at the Romulan Embassy for the next several hours,” he said.  A moment later, he rose to his feet, regarded Vestik for a brief moment, and then departed, leaving the Andorian alone with his two remaining guests.

Erin was quickly on her feet, approaching the Andorian’s desk.  “Is that it?” she demanded.  “I could have thought of a thousand other questions!”

“Erin,” warned Christopher’s voice a moment later, but Vestik dismissed it with a twitch of an antenna.

“It’s okay, Captain,” he said.  “She is simply distressed that her lead did not pan out.”

“Didn’t pan out?” repeated Erin, maintaining a relatively neutral tone.  “You didn’t give it a chance to!”

Vestik smiled.  “I gave it all the chance it needed,” he said.  “Besides, the evidence speaks louder than any one voice.  I suspected the Romulans were not involved long before speaking with Ranul.  This conversation only confirmed my suspicions.”

“So where does this lead your investigation?” asked Christopher before Erin had a chance to say anything stupid—not that she would have, but it was a chance Christopher wasn’t willing to take.

Vestik paused for a thoughtful moment.  “I would like to speak with Talyere,” he said carefully.  “According to Commander Keller, he was the one to suggest the possible Romulan involvement.  Perhaps he was trying to shift the blame away from his own people?  Or… from himself?”

Erin could feel anger building inside her.  “That’s ridiculous,” she scoffed.  “Talyere would never do something like this!”

“He’s been a part of our crew for two years,” added Christopher.  “His performance has been more than exemplary the entire time.”

Obviously unimpressed, Vestik dismissed the praise for Talyere with an indolent shrug.  “But now he has an empire to run…”

“Talyere is committed to peace,” said Erin.

“Peace is a mere façade for his true intentions,” Vestik sneered.  “In order to keep his people from turning on him, Talyere needs their support—and the only way to do that is to demonstrate that the Elorg Bloc is still strong…”

Christopher shook his head.  “Blowing up buildings proves nothing but cowardice.  Talyere is no coward.”

“If that is so,” said Vestik, folding his arms upon his chest, “then you will have no qualms about letting me speak with him.”  He glared for a moment, and then asked,  “Are you on his side, too?”

Erin couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  “You’re crazy!” she sputtered.  “How could you even think about saying something like that?”

“The evidence” was all Vestik would say.  He allowed the sentiment to hang in the air for a long moment before turning his full attention back to his computer screen.  “I suggest you hand over Talyere peacefully—and in a timely manner.  I would hate to force the issue, but mark my words—” he drilled his fist into the surface of his desk, knocking over his lone picture “—I will if I have to.”

As Vestik righted his fallen picture, Erin was able to glean an image of Vestik surrounded by three other Andorians—all of whom seemed quite fond of him.  His family, perhaps?  Erin wasn’t sure, and she wouldn’t have a chance to find out.

“Dismissed,” came the Andorian’s voice a moment later.

Lucas Tompkins still couldn’t believe he—the chief engineer of a powerful starship—was spending his time searching for petrified dung to solve a mystery that was a hundred million years in the making.  He could have been getting to know some of the female crewmembers a little better.  He could have recalibrating the engines for peak performance.  He could have been asleep.  But no… he was looking for poop.  And after staring at the sensors for a seemingly inordinate amount of time, Lucas had finally found some.  

“Kendall,” he called out as the first of several red blips flitted onto his screen.

Within moments Kendall Johnson lurked behind Lucas, watching intently as additional samples flitted onto the screen.  “It looks like the heaviest concentrations are located near Madagascar and off the coast of Chile.”

“Both quite thoroughly submerged,” added Dana Horner as she joined the group.  She pondered their situation for a brief moment, and then asked, “Do you think it’s possible to beam them up?”

Kendall carefully pushed Lucas away from the control interface and started going at the controls for himself.  “No,” he decided after a moment’s work.  “It looks like the seafloor in both areas is too unstable.  If we used the transporter, it could cause an underwater landslide—which could hurt the delicate ecosystem in the area.” 

Horner nodded her understanding.  “So what do we do?” she inquired.

Tompkins considered the question for moment.  At first, nothing came to mind, but then, inspiration suddenly struck.  “What if we took the Aztec?” he suggested.  “We could just scrape some samples off the surface instead of taking the entire piece of crap.”

“That might work,” said Kendall, nodding agreeably.  “We’d have to modify the Aztec a little, but it shouldn’t take more than five minutes.” 

Lucas grinned.  “Then let’s do it!” he exclaimed.

* * *

Much as Kendall had predicted, the necessary modifications to the Aztec were hardly traumatic, taking less than the five minutes he had allotted for the task.  Pleased with the Aztec’s smooth transition from space-faring fighter to deep-sea explorer, Kendall grinned, and then joined Lucas in the cockpit of the craft.

“I just finished the preflight sequences,” Lucas reported as Kendall took the seat next to him.  “I’m setting a course for the Chilean coast.”

“Good,” said Kendall.  “It looks like we’ve got clearance from ops.”

Lucas grinned.  “Then let’s roll,” he said. His deft fingers soared over the controls, and seconds later, the Aztec was in motion.

They hovered in the Starlight’s shuttlebay for a brief moment before maneuvering around some of the smaller craft and making a go at the exit.  A forcefield zapped wildly as the sleek Aztec passed through the gateway to the unknown, and seconds later, they were in space, soaring over the majestic blue and green planet Earth.

“It doesn’t get any better than this,” mused Tompkins as he gazed at a streak of white clouds hugging the Florida coast.

Kendall was inclined to agree.  “We’ve been to hundreds of alien worlds, but none of them ever seem to inspire this much awe,” he said.

“This is home, Kendall…”  It was evident that Lucas wanted to say more—his lips were parted, waiting for the words to follow—but no words came out.  He was entranced by the lush, verdant Amazon rain forest, awed by the rugged Andes Mountains, and absorbed by the rolling azure waves of the Pacific Ocean…  He didn’t need to say anything more.

Kendall struggled to pull his eyes away from the pristine paradise below—but knowing that one hundred millions years of mystery was about to be unraveled, he forced himself to look at the sensors.  “We’re within five hundred kilometers of sea level,” he reported.  “Our coprolite is just a few hundred meters below that.”

“I’ve locked on,” said Tompkins.

“Bring us to 150 kph once we’re at sea level,” said Kendall.  His eyes briefly wandered back to the cockpit window, and were greeted with nothing but rolling azure tides—tides that were growing closer with each passing second.  Kendall could feel a bit of queasiness in his stomach, but he ignored it, feeling confident that Lucas knew how to pilot a shuttle; they weren’t going to crash.

“Here we go,” said Lucas a few seconds later.

The shuttle rumbled as it slowed to a mere 150 kph, exacerbating Kendall’s already queasy stomach—it was now beginning to churn, much like the ocean lurking a few meters below them.  Kendall was just glad that he hadn’t eaten lunch.  “The best coprolite samples are about 225 meters straight down,” he gleaned from the sensors.  

Lucas nodded.  “I see them,” he said.  “Setting a course.”

Within moments, a great splash of water enveloped the Aztec, and they well were on their way to the murky depths of the Pacific Ocean.  It was an exciting sentiment, but one that continued to give Kendall’s stomach mire.  “Lucas,” he whispered, “can you keep the ship a little steadier?”

“Not a man of the sea, eh?”  Lucas grinned, and carefully tried to adjust their descent to something a bit steadier.  “How’s that?”

Kendall closed his eyes and imagined himself in the middle of a desert.  A dry, immobile desert.  And in concert with the steadied downward motion, that seemed to calm his uncertain stomach.  “That’s better,” Kendall admitted after an additional moment.

Lucas smiled.  “I used to do this all the time when I was a kid.  Of course, I didn’t have a massive fighter to do it with—had to use my dad’s old shuttle.  It was a piece of junk from the 2150’s.  But it got the job done.”

This was all news to Kendall—up until now, he thought he knew Lucas pretty well.  “The 2150’s,” he repeated.  “That shuttle must have been similar to the ones used on Captain Archer’s Enterprise, right?”

Tompkins nodded.  “Close,” he said, “but no cigar.  This thing was literally a piece of junk salvaged from who-knows-where.  My dad found it, and we spend a couple of months restoring it… then we took it out for a spin—it couldn’t get enough speed to escape from Earth’s atmosphere, so for a real adventure, we just took it underwater.  Had a hell of a time, too.”

Kendall sighed.  “I never got to do anything like that.  We lived in Pennsylvania… and didn’t travel very much because of the Dominion War.  Have you ever been to Pennsylvania?”

“Yeah,” said Lucas.  “I was there with Commander Keller around stardate 71500.  We had to visit Hershey: the single greatest city in the world—in her opinion, anyway.”

Chocolate, mused Kendall.  Of course.  He gazed back at the sensors just in time to see their depth: 222 meters.  “This should be good, Lucas,” he said.

He nodded.  “Right.  We’re holding position at 222.47 meters.  I’ve got a nice coprolite sample 1.62 meters below.”

Kendall nodded as he tapped at the controls.  “I’m activating the grappler,” he said.  The grappler was an extensive arm deployed from the ventral part of the ship—and armed with a specially designed extension, it would easily be able to collect a decent coprolite sample or two.  “The arm is extending.”

On the small monitor between Kendall and Lucas, an image of the murky sea below appeared, displaying exactly what the arm saw as it descended.  This deep in the ocean, there were very few fish—only some strange primitive microorganisms, and lots of darkness.  But soon, it stumbled upon a sheet of craggy rock—a rock that had not seen the light of day for millions of years.

“That’s it,” said Kendall quietly.

“That whole thing?” asked Lucas.

“Yeah,” Kendall affirmed.  “Well, some of it, anyway.  Dinosaurs were big—their dung included.  We’ll only need to scrape off a little bit, though.”  He tapped at the controls and guided the arm over the grayish rock face.  It slowly reached out and scraped the craggy surface, kicking up a tiny mushroom cloud of murky dirt and debris as did so—but within a few moments, it had the sample in its grasps.  

Kendall’s gaze lingered on the screen for a moment, but when the arm began to retract, he turned his attention elsewhere.  “It looks like we got about three kilograms,” he read from the sensor display.

“Will that be enough?” asked Lucas.

“More than enough.  And if not, we can always come back.  I wouldn’t mind becoming a man of the sea…” The ship lurched, and Kendall’s stomach roiled.  “Maybe,” he added, just in time to glimpse a strange impression on the sea floor.  “Hold our position!” he shouted, perhaps a bit louder than he had intended.

But Lucas swiftly complied, and when the ship steadied itself, Kendall was staring at a massive indentation on the floor, shaped roughly like a sea-serpent of some sort.

“Heh… That is… weird,” said Lucas.  

“No kidding,” Kendall said.  “And there’s no way we can excavate that.  We’d need six or seven more shuttles to carry it up…”

“We can scan it,” said Lucas, “and create a 3D model back in the science lab.”  He paused for a moment.  “What do you think that is?”

There was a long silence, but then Kendall replied, “Our killer…”

Lieutenant Bator considered himself one of Talyere’s closest friends.  They didn’t exactly socialize like Kendall and Lucas, but they spoke frequently enough to have formed a considerable relationship.  In his heart, Bator knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Talyere was no terrorist—but after reviewing Commander Vestik’s data, his mind was not so sure.  If only he had a definitive piece of evidence to disprove the Elorg’s involvement.  Then—and only then—would he sleep tonight.

But to Bator’s chagrin, no such evidence had surfaced.  In fact, most if it appeared to create quite a convincing case against the Elorg.  There was nothing concrete, but if the Federation pointed any fingers at this point in time, it was certain they would be pointing at the Elorg.  

That was obviously the last thing Talyere wanted.  He had spent the past several hours planted to the workstation in the astrometrics lab, sifting through each and every piece of data dozens of times in search of the one small ray of light that would bring vindication.  It remained elusive.

“Did you hear?” asked Talyere suddenly, breaking the silence that had settled in hours ago.

Bator shook his head.  “I am assuming I have not,” he admitted.  “What is it?”

“The Bajorans,” said Talyere.  “They have requested a fleet of twelve starships to protect their system from Elorg attacks.”

Bator sighed.  “So much for the trust you had been trying to establish,” he said sympathetically.

“Oh, it gets worse,” Talyere continued.  “Not only did Starfleet grant the request, they are sending twenty ships to guard Bajor until the Elorg fleet has been dismantled.  They are also dispatching ships to all the worlds near the Elorg border…  I was under the impression that this was a peaceful, trusting organization.  It seems to me they are little more than a group of paranoid warmongers.”

“You must understand, Talyere, this has been the worst terrorist attack on Earth since the World Trade Center was destroyed nearly 400 years ago.  They are bound to be cautious.”

“Well,” said Talyere with a sigh, “I do not blame them for caution—but they are shielding themselves from the wrong people.”

 “It is a part of human nature to protect themselves,” said Bator.  “And in order to protect themselves, they need to place blame.”

“Even if it is in the wrong spot?”

Bator nodded.  “They are an odd people.  But I assure you, when the truth is uncovered, they will do the right thing.  They always have.”

Just then, Talyere’s console chirped.  “What is it?” asked Bator.

Talyere’s orange eyes flared with confusion.  “I am not certain,” he said.  “I was going through the communication logs… and then this came up.”  He alluded to the screen.

Bator quickly jumped in to examine the data for himself.  “It would appear you have isolated a communication frequency that was not blocked by the EM pulse,” he surmised.

“That means anyone using this shield and comm frequency would still have power and communications, correct?”

A flash of hope washed over Bator.  “Yes,” he said, already digging through the computer database to match the frequency with some other galactic power—but the search was excruciatingly brief.  No matches were found.  “It is similar to a low-band Romulan frequency,” said Bator.  “But they haven’t used it for decades.”

Talyere sighed.  “And the Romulan vessel was disabled during the attack,” he grumbled, gazing at the curvy wave on the screen.  He studied it for a long moment before a flash of enlightenment came upon his face.  “I do recognize it,” he finally admitted.  “I was perusing the Elorg database the other day—the Conclave of Overseers attributed this frequency to a small Garidian craft encountered on stardate 73951.4.”

“Garidians,” said Bator under his breath.  The long- suppressed allies of the Romulans.  It all started to make sense now—but there was one minor detail.  “It is not likely Starfleet will deem the Elorg database a credible source.  We must somehow prove they were here…”

Talyere nodded, and a wry grin spread across his ashen face.  “And I have a fair idea how such a task can be accomplished…”

Chapter Five

News—both good and bad—was quick to surface upon the Aztec’s return to the Starlight.  And to Kendall Johnson’s chagrin, the majority of the bad news involved their new coprolite sample.  While it had proven a worthy sample, it yielded nothing new to help further the investigation into Carnotaurus’ death.  It was simply more of the same.  Conversely, the unexpected imprints found on the seafloor provided Kendall and his companions with all the good news they could possibly imagine.  

“This sensor data is amazing,” said Dana Horner as she looked at the three-dimensional model hovering over the island workstation in the center of the science lab.  It was little more than a scaled-back recreation of the seafloor, but more than enough to provide hours of wonderment.  

“It gets better,” said Kendall after a moment.  Prior to summoning Doctor Horner to the lab, Kendall and Lucas had done a little 3D modeling of their own.  And while they were in no way CGI artists, Kendall was proud of the work they had completed thus far.  “Computer,” he said, tapping at the controls, “Load file Tompkins-3-3-1-Beta.”

Kendall’s gaze shifted from Dana to Lucas.  He was grinning widely as a large serpent faded into existence above the workstation.  The model was rudimentary to say the least—untextured and blocky—but as it rotated on its axis, it got the point across loud and clear.  “I call it Kendallsaurus,” said Johnson a moment later.

Lucas scoffed.  “That has… no ring to it.”

“Still,” said Horner, “it is amazing.”

“This is a rough working copy, of course,” said Johnson.  “We just threw this together using the sensor data.”

“And all you found is the impression?” asked Horner.

Lucas nodded.  “Yeah.  Pretty amazing, huh?”

“What’s more amazing,” said Horner, thoughtfully gazing at the beast, “is that you didn’t find any bones.”  She paused, and turned her gaze upon Johnson.  “You know what that means, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he said.  “It proves the Ka’Tulans were here 100 million years ago.” 

The look on Lucas’ face remained blank.  “I thought the Ka’Tulans were noncorporeal at the time?”

“Yes,” said Johnson.

Tompkins huffed, obviously confused.  “Then how did they carry plant material all that way?”

Kendall pointed back at their 3D model.  “You’re looking at it,” he stated.  “We know that the ancient Ka’Tulans were able to hold solid forms.  A small group of them probably—a subspecies, perhaps—decided to hold this particular form as they wandered.”  He gazed at the crude rendering for a moment, and then frowned.  “In fact, we can probably extrapolate a more accurate portrayal of this beast.”

His hands fell upon the controls and Kendall began to manipulate the crude rendering of his Kendallsaurus.  Within a few moments, the blocky surface began to smooth, the hectic protrusions that looked painfully inaccurate vanished, and a clearer picture of their find began to unfold.  It was a creature all right, but one unlike anything Kendall had ever seen before.

Lucas, however, seemed to be transfixed by the new rendering.  “Computer,” he said softly, “add skin and musculature to the rendering.”

It complied, and moments later, an even more realistic portrait of the beast emerged.  It was tall, with powerful legs, long arms, a moderately long neck, and small head ending in a powerful beak.  But something didn’t look right—the arms… they were too long.  “Computer,” said Kendall, “reduce arm size by fifty percent.”

Again, the computer bleeped happily as it complied, but even as the arms shrank to a smaller size, Kendall knew that was still wrong.  He turned to Dana, and then to Lucas—both of whom seemed equally perplexed with the situation.  Curiously, Lucas looked far more concerned than anyone else in the room.

“What is it?” asked Kendall.

Lucas shrugged.  “I wish I knew,” he said.  “I feel like I’ve seen this somewhere before.”  He brooded for a moment.  “Computer, restore arms to normal.”

The arms quickly morphed back to their awkwardly long state, leaving Kendall feeling utterly confused.  “Maybe we did something wrong?” he suggested. 

Lucas shook his head.  “No,” he said, seemingly distracted by a secondary train of thought.  He gazed at the creature for a very long moment, and then said, “Computer, assume this creature is bird—adjust the musculature, and then add wings and feathers.”

The computer chirped, and moments later, the image of a massive feathered serpent hung in the air before the awed trio.  “I saw something similar to this in Doctor Horner’s lab,” explained Lucas.

Horner gazed at the serpent for a moment, her eyes welling with curiosity.  “You did,” she said.  “I have a picture of Quetzalcoatl in my lab—and it looks exactly like this.”

Johnson was familiar with the name—but only vaguely.  To the best of his knowledge, Quetzalcoatl was a legendary god-beast in ancient Aztec mythologies.  It represented the sun, death, and resurrection.  And it certainly lived up to its name, for the killer of Carnotaurus was resurrected right before Kendall’s eyes.

But what did it all mean?

“This is not Talyere,” said Commander Vestik icily stepped into the Starlight’s holodeck.

“You’re right,” said Captain Christopher, “it’s not.  It is something far better.  You should get a real kick out of this—the highlight of your day, no doubt.”

Vestik glared at the Captain for a long moment, his antennae twitching wildly.  “I have an investigation to conduct,” he muttered.  “Do not waste my time.”

Christopher nodded politely.  “Computer,” he said pleasantly, “activate program Christopher-Zeta-1-8.”

The honeycomb-shaped hologrid summarily faded away, replaced by a replica of the Federation Council Chambers.  Christopher stood for a long moment, watching intently as Vestik grew more agitated.  It was obvious the Andorian thought this to be a waste of his precious time—but what he didn’t know was that these moments were the last he would be spending on this case.

Erin Keller, Bator, Talyere, and Subcommander Ranul entered the holodeck several moments later.  They regarded their surroundings with a bit of curiosity, but said nothing as they walked past Vestik.  The Andorian, on the other hand, nearly jumped out of his skin on the sight of Talyere.  “You!” he sneered evilly.  “Have you called us here to taunt us?  To flaunt your superior attitude?”

“No,” replied Talyere flatly.  “I have come to vindicate my people.”

Vestik shook his head in defiance.  “There is no vindication for terrorists!”

Christopher flinched at the sheer amount of conviction in the man’s voice.  Vestik truly believed that Talyere was responsible for the attack—and it didn’t matter if it were true or not.  Discreetly, he motioned for Erin to take action.

She nodded, and slowly approached the fuming Andorian.  He immediately tried to push her away, but Erin persisted, and ultimately, he stood down.  “Vestik,” she said softly, “I saw that picture on your desk earlier.  It was your family, wasn’t it?”

The Andorian’s eyes blazed with a fiery blue.  “Irrelevant!” he snapped as he barged past Erin and headed straight for Talyere.  “You are the only relevant thing in this room.”

Talyere did not make any attempt to avoid Vestik—and to Christopher’s relief, the Andorian didn’t do anything stupid, stopping a scant meter away from Talyere.  “You are mistaken,” said the Elorg, turning to Ranul.  “That man holds the key to your investigation.”

The notion held Vestik’s attention for only a moment before he dismissed it like garbage.  “You are all I am interested in at the moment!”

Christopher suddenly noticed a phaser on Vestiks’ belt, and quickly intervened before the Andorian could use it.  “Talyere isn’t going anywhere.”

Vestik snarled at Christopher’s approach.  “He is a murderer!  He killed my family!  He killed my family!!  He deserves to DIE!  All of those Elorg bastards deserve to DIE!” 

And then he lunged at Talyere, teeth bared, and raging with uninhibited fury—but two seconds later, a vivid orange phaser beam surged into his back, and the Andorian fell to the ground totally unconscious.

Christopher stared at the fallen Andorian for a long moment, sighed, and then turned his weary gaze upon Erin.  “That didn’t go well,” he said.

Erin cast an empathetic gaze in his general direction.  “You couldn’t have known he would have reacted like that.”

“I should have known,” said Christopher softly.

“But the case is solved,” said Bator, alluding to Ranul.  “We have all the evidence we need.”

Indeed, the case was solved.  After discovering the Garidian connection to the bombing, Talyere had contacted Christopher with the data.  Christopher, in turn, contacted Ranul, who was able to provide them with a Garidian explosive that matched the blast pattern of the bomb that destroyed the council chamber.

“But the Garidians aren’t terrorists,” said Erin after hearing Alan’s explanation for the blast.

“Obviously,” said Ranul.  “Had they been better trained, they would have detonated the bomb earlier, when the Romulans were still in the facility.  I can only assume that we were the intended targets.  The Garidians have no love for the Romulans, after all.  We will have more data once we are though interrogating them.”

Christopher suddenly raised an eyebrow.  “Interrogate?”

Ranul nodded.  “We searched for Garidian vessels in the vicinity after learning they were responsible for the attacks,” he explained.  “We discovered two tactical fighters near your moon, and intercepted them both.  We will release the prisoners to Federation custody once we are through with them… if they survive.”

It wasn’t exactly protocol, but Christopher wasn’t exactly one for following protocol—and in order to ensure relations between the Federation and Romulans maintained their current status, he decided they could do as they pleased with the Garidians.  For now.  

The ruins at Chichen Itza were unlike anything Alan Christopher had ever seen.  After sorting out some details with the Romulans and the Federation, Alan decided to finally take Erin to the surface whether she liked it or not.  She not only agreed to come, but also brought much of the senior staff with her.  And to Alan’s his surprise, Kendall’s investigation was no longer situated in Argentina, but in Mexico, at the foot of a massive step-pyramid.

“I was not aware humans built such things,” said Talyere after a moment of observation.  “And it is almost inconceivable how an ancient culture erected such structures.”

“It is,” agreed Kendall, shaking off a chill that befell him as the crisp evening breeze kicked up.  “Even after centuries of study, we have no idea how they managed to heft such massive pieces of rock.  It must have taken thousands of men months just to get one piece into place.”

The pyramid was old and crumbling, and numerous weeds sprouted from its myriad cracks.  But the steep stairway leading to the sacrificial altar atop the pyramid was still intact.  “We won’t be attacked by the natives if we climb this, will we?” asked Alan a moment later.

Kendall shook his head.  “No.”

“Just don’t get any ideas when you’re standing in front of the sacrificial alter,” Erin chimed in.

Alan grinned.  “But we must appease the gods,” he said jokingly as he began to climb.  He traversed a few of the steep steps before turning to Kendall, who was trailing a few meters behind.  “So tell me, what are we doing here?”

Kendall pointed to a chipped painting of a winged serpent on the side of the pyramid.  “That is the actual god that was worshiped at this temple—Quetzalcoatl,” said Johnson.  “For centuries, it was believed to be a mythical beast, but we discovered its remains just off the coast of Chile.”

Alan nodded his understanding.  “But what does this have to do with Carnotaurus?” he asked.

“This is where things get interesting,” said Lucas.  Alan hadn’t even known the chief engineer was following them.  He craned his neck to see him climbing just behind Erin, conveniently out of sight.

“Quetzalcoatl is our killer,” said Johnson simply.

Alan was puzzled.  “I’m missing something here,” he admitted.  “If dinosaurs became extinct 65 million years ago, and no traces of this Quetzalcoatl-thing have been found until today, how exactly did the Aztec know about it?”

“Heh.  This is where things get more interesting,” said Lucas.

“We believe Quetzalcoatl was a Ka’Tulan sub-species.  But instead of taking on humanoid forms, they decided to look like winged serpents,” explained Johnson.  “They could have wandered back-and-forth between star systems over the ages.  Ancient Vulcan culture has several mentions of a winged serpent… so does the ancient Hebitian civilization on Cardassia.”

Alan couldn’t help but notice a sheepish grin forming on his beloved’s face.  “No wonder you have an ego,” Erin whispered to him.  “Ancient cultures have been worshipping your ancestors for eons!”

He grinned.  “And you’ve always doubted my claims that I’m a god…”

“And I will continue to do so until you sprout some wings and fly,” Erin chirped, just as they reached the top of the pyramid.

At the height of the Aztec Empire, Alan assumed it would have been highly decorated flowers and pottery… or something similar, but now, it was little more than a flat plane with a large, rectangular alter in the center.  “Just imagine what it would have been like,” said Alan in awe, “just to be here once.”

Erin looked at the altar.  “You would probably only have one chance to go there,” she mused.  “And I very much doubt it would be too pleasant.”

“I wasn’t talking about croaking on the altar,” Alan corrected, “I just meant… to be a shaman or whatever the Aztecs had.  A High Priest.  To be able to see this pyramid in pristine condition, with the great winged serpent looming overhead…”

“They still might be out there, you know,” said Kendall.  “They may yet return to Earth.”

Alan nodded.  “And will you be here for their reception?” he asked, referring to Doctor Horner’s offer.

Kendall gulped, but there was no horror in his face.  He seemed to have made up his mind… and simply needed to find the words to express himself.  He paused for a moment longer, and then finally said, “No.  If I have learned one thing today, it’s that I have some good friends on the Starlight.  And if I’ve learned two things, it’s that there are plenty of other wonders in the galaxy.  And I want to be there to see them—if you’ll have me back.”

Suddenly, a burst of light shot across the evening sky—a shooting star.  On the horizon, the golden sun had started to sink below the horizon, its majestic rays reaching out into the coming night.  But this historic day was over, and tomorrow, they would begin anew.  Christopher grinned.  “Your science lab awaits… Lieutenant.”

Cast of Cretaceous Characters

Carnotaurus

“Flesh-Eating Bull”

Legnth: 25 feet long (7.5 meters)

Height:  9 feet (3 meters)

Weight:  1 ton

When It Lived: 95 million years ago; Middle-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Patagonia, Argentina

Though it was not the largest predator in Argentina, Carnotaurus was perhaps, the smartest. Many scientists believe that Carnotaurus was a feral hunter.  It was agile, and had a keen sense of smell, but perhaps its biggest advantage was binocular vision, enabling the creature to estimate distances accurately.

Giganotosaurus

“Giant Southern Lizard”

Legnth: 47 feet long (14 meters)

Height:  15 feet (4 meters)

Weight:  8 tons

When It Lived:  90 million years ago; Middle-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Patagonia, Argentina

Giganotosaurus was one of the largest predators of all time, second only to a recently discovered dinosaur that has not yet been named.  Giganotosaurus had a fairly light, agile build for its size, and was relatively dumb—but with eight-inch teeth in a six-foot jaw, almost nothing could survive an encounter with this beast.

Hadroceras

“Bulky Beak”

Legnth: 4 feet long (1.2 meters)

Height:  2.5 feet (0.83 meters)

Weight:  55 pounds (25 kilograms)

When It Lived:  95 million years ago; Middle-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Valley of the Moon, Argentina

A small dinosaur related to Triceratops; no such dinosaur actually exists—Hadroceras was created simply to give Carnotaurus something new to munch on in “Missing Links.”

Parasaurolophus

“Beside the Lizard Crest”

Legnth: 33 feet long (10 meters)

Height:  11 feet (3.7 meters)

Weight:  5 tons

When It Lived:  65 million years ago; Late-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Western United States and Canada

Parasaurolophus was a rare, but highly advanced hadrosaur, sporting a six-foot crest atop the back of its head, possibly used for communication or identification.  Parasaurolophus lived at the end of the age of the dinosaurs, and it is now believed that some of its kind—hadrosaurs—may have survived for a short time after the catastrophic asteroid impact of 65 million years ago.

Sauroposeidon 

“Lizard of the Gods”

Legnth: 100 feet long (30.5 meters)

Height:  60 feet (20 meters)

Weight:  60 tons

When It Lived:  110 million years ago; Middle-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Oklahoma, Texas, USA

Sauroposeidon was the tallest dinosaur to ever walk the earth.  Closely related to Brachiosaurus, it was built much like a giraffe (a tank-like one), and could easily peer over a five-story building.

Therizinosaurus

“Scythe Lizard”

Legnth: 23 feet long (7 meters)

Height:  10 feet (3 meters)

Weight:  3 tons

When It Lived:  65 million years ago; Late-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Gobi Desert, Mongolia

The biggest claws of any animal that has ever lived belonged to Therizinosaurus.  These massive scythes were likely used to rip open tree trunks or termite hills, which Therizinosaurus would then eat.  A complete skeleton has never been discovered, though based upon the massive 2-foot claws, the dinosaur had to have been huge.

Tyrannosaurus

“Tyrant Lizard”

Legnth: 40 feet long (12.4 meters)

Height:  20 feet (6 meters)

Weight:  7 tons

When It Lived:  65 million years ago; Late-Cretaceous Period

Where It Lived:  Western United States and Canada

Tyrannosaurus is the most revered and well-known dinosaur of all time.  Though it was recently dethroned by Giganotosaurus as largest predator, Tyrannosaurs was bulkier, smarter (relatively speaking), and much more lethal with its powerful jaw—able to penetrate bone—making it perhaps, the most efficient killing machine ever made.

K/T Boundary

It is generally believed that the dinosaurs became extinct after a massive asteroid struck the Earth 65 million years ago near the Yucatan Peninsula.  The K/T boundary marks the end of the Cretaceous Period—when the asteroid hit—and the beginning of the Tertiary Period.  The remains of a hadrosaur were recently found on the Tertiary side of the K/T boundary, indicating that not all dinosaurs died at the end of the Cretaceous Period as one believed.

Prezygapophysis, Postzyagapophysis

These are all parts of a dinosaur’s vertebrae—the bones that make up the spine.  
For more information, visit the following websites:

http://www.dinodata.net/
This Website is the most expansive dinosaur site I’ve ever seen—and easily the best one.  It contains tons of information, and is extremely up to date.  It is, however, very technical.

http://www.zoomdinosaurs.com/
This Website is aimed more at kids, and the dinosaur drawings are quite cheesy.  And the site is slow sometimes.  But the information is quite easy to comprehend, and is also quite up to date.

http://www.dinosauria.com/
And here is the happy medium.  The information here isn’t overwhelmingly technical, but it isn’t aimed at a five-year-old, either.  It’s not overly recent, though, and sometimes there just doesn’t seem to be enough information.
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