CHAPTER 2
Casey

Michael crams his back into the bark and tries to flatten his body against the tree. He flings his hands behind him and clutches the rough trunk while his lips snap shut to stifle a shout. He can’t believe his eyes. As he gazes across the seemingly endless field in front of him, he sees dinosaurs.

Many of them are in small groups but a few stand alone. Little ones scamper across the grassy ground and huge ones slowly plod across the meadow. They are all quite far away, but he is positive that they are all dinosaurs.


Michael watches them a long time, still grasping the tree. Some are silently grazing, some seem to stare at the air as if listening for something, and some are scratching their backs against tree trunks. Some seem to have somewhere to go and a few appear to be asleep, but he is sure of one thing. They are all completely unaware of him.


He finally loosens his grip and slides slowly down the trunk until he’s sitting on the ground. As his eyes glance from one dinosaur to the other, his mouth slowly drops open, he shakes his head slightly, and a faint smile creeps onto his face. “Wow!” Michael says quietly.


He doesn’t know where it came from; it made no noise at all, but he’s back on his feet in an instant trying again to become part of the tree. Suddenly, everything in the meadow is running. Michael recognizes it immediately. One of the most terrifying creatures that ever lived is right in front of him.


Michael rams his cheek into the trunk. He can feel the thick chunks of bark digging into his skin, but he doesn’t cry out; he doesn’t even wince.


The huge predator is as still and quiet as Michael. Only the huge head slowly turns as the animal seems to study everything in front of him.


Michael can’t see the beast’s eyes since he’d have to move his head to look that far up, but he can clearly see the knife-like, yellow teeth. He can hear its rough breathing, and he almost chokes at its horrible smell.


Thoughts race through Michael’s mind. Should I join the other dinosaurs and make a run for it or stay where I am? He wonders if he can outrun him but quickly decides he can’t. A quick scan of the trees shows none taller than the huge creature, even if he could climb fast enough to stay away from those long teeth. There are no caves, not even a rock pile in which to hide.


Michael finally decides there is no way he can escape from the Tyrannosaurus rex not fifty feet from him. So, he closes his eyes and waits, still clamped to the tree.


After a few minutes, which he is positive lasts an hour, his fingers start tingling, his knees are shaking, and his cheek hurts. Unable to wait another second, he prepares himself for the fact that the meat-eater will be almost upon him, mouth dripping with excitement at its next meal. Then, he slowly opens his eyes.


But he sees no sharp teeth, no claws, no huge monster. Nothing is running at him. In fact, he lifts his head from the trunk and sees dust rising from the ground. Across the field he sees the Tyrannosaurus plodding toward a small group of dinosaurs fleeing for their lives.


Once he is sure it is really gone, Michael turns away from the field, away from his tree, and runs for all he’s worth in the opposite direction. 


His legs burn from trying to run so fast, and he doesn’t notice anything along the way until everything begins to change. He suddenly finds himself in a steamy marsh.


The air here is so thick and wet that Michael fights to breathe. Every time he takes a step water squishes around his shoes and he sinks into a green ooze. Huge wet ferns surround him. They are not at all like the small ones he passes in the woods at home; these block the sky above his head and have long fronds hanging down like arms reaching out to grab him. 


An eerie wailing off in the distance sends chills down his spine. He cups his hands over his ears to shut out the loud buzzing all around them, but he still hears the slow, rhythmic splashing of an unseen creature sloshing across the soggy ground.


Suddenly, he hears a loud snap and a huge head appears by his left arm. Michael can’t believe how enormous its head is. Three long horns point right at him. Brown eyes, which seem so tiny in the huge head, stare right at him. Its skin is partially wet, but he can see deep wrinkles and patches of mud on its gray surface. The horns are yellow and splotchy and very long. It’s a Triceratops, Michael realizes, remembering the books he has seen, but why can’t I remember if they eat plants or meat? Michael feels little trickles of sweat roll slowly down his back as he fights the impulse to run.


At last, the huge head swings around and the creature slowly disappears into the dense plants. Dropping to the soggy ground, Michael gasps for air. He hangs his head, panting. Then, he hears growling off in the distance and a steady stomping that makes the ground beneath his knees tremble slightly.


His legs won’t move; his breathing stops again. For a long time, he crouches there, motionless. The noise comes no closer, but he finally decides to get as far away as he can.


He forces himself to walk. His arms brush the giant leaves to the side as he wades through the marsh. Tiny animals leap out of sight with his every step. At first he jumps and catches his breath each time, but after a while he begins to expect them.


His pants are soaked up to his knees now and his shoes and socks are so saturated that he can feel the muck between his toes. Giant insects hop and crawl around him, but he keeps going.


At last, as he moves a large frond out of his way he sees a beautiful lake. A steep hill seems to rise right out of the water at its far end. Its reflection is perfectly mirrored on the lake’s smooth surface. This looks so different from the lake near our town, thinks Michael.

Several dinosaurs stand near him at the lake’s edge. They look like one of the dinosaurs in the books, but he can’t remember the name. From the small picture, he never imagined that they were this big. The animals in front of him are bigger than bulldozers or cement trucks; bigger even than the Triceratops who nearly scared him to death. They have really long tails and big fat bodies and their heads seem so little at the end of such long necks.


Many more dinosaurs are on the other side of the lake, all silently grazing. Some of them balance on their hind legs and tail and nibble among the tree tops. Their front legs dangle or rest lightly on the branches. They look so silly, thinks Michael.

He glances back to the lake and wonders if there are scary creatures swimming, unseen, beneath the surface of the still water. Would they eat plants, too? he wonders. He’d never had to think about that at their lake, but he smiles as he stares out across the water and back to the dinosaurs. What a great place, he thinks.

To get around the lake, Michael has to double back into the marsh. By now his clothing is completely soaked from the humidity and the wet plants. He has to keep wiping his forehead on his sleeve to try to stop the salty drips from getting into his eyes. 


Every turn brings more of the same but he keeps going, still hearing the awful growling in the distance. After what he is sure is an hour, the ground becomes more solid so he can walk faster and the plants aren’t quite so close together. 


When his legs begin to ache he realizes he’s going uphill. It is a gentle slope at first but then becomes so steep that he has to stop to catch his breath a few times. He feels so tired that as he finally crawls to the top of the steep hill, he sinks down, panting, even though he can still hear the angry growls echoing through the thick air.


This higher ground makes him feel safer than he had in the marsh below. The plants that grow this high are smaller, so he doesn’t feel as if things can sneak up on him unseen. And the view from his high perch is wonderful.


He sits on one of many hills rising all around the wetlands below. The marsh he just left is almost encased in a misty fog below, hiding all the dinosaurs, the giant plants, and the boggy earth from his sight. 


The sky is a deep blue with just a few puffy clouds. As he looks out across the endless miles, he realizes how different his world looks now and wonders if he is the first person to ever see all of this. Michael closes his eyes and feels his heart beat and his breathing slow for the first time in what seems like hours.

He hears their shrill cries before he sees them soar across in front of him. Without even realizing it, his arms wrap around his head and he throws himself to the ground in a little ball as one of them flies right at him.


As soon as he hits the dirt, he turns his neck as far as he can so he can peek from under his arm. He sees the creature’s head bend toward him, the huge, long beak coming closer. Michael doesn’t move a muscle. The huge animal circles him a few times then finally veers off and joins several more. Whatever they were, they are soon only black dots in the cloudless sky. 


“Well, they don’t make a V when they fly so I doubt they’re geese,” he chuckles.

Michael stares back at the ground and rests for a few moments. He wiggles his neck a bit to work out the kinks and leans up on his elbow. “Phew,” he whispers. “What an incredible place.”


A gentle breeze blows at his hair. Even though goose bumps rise on his arms and legs, it feels good to be cold after the suffocating heat of the marsh. Michael draws his legs close to his body, wraps his arms around them, and sets his chin on top of his knees. He sits there a long time just staring out at the peaceful valley, smiling.


When his panting has stopped again Michael suddenly realizes he should look for Casey and he strains his eyes to see through the fog below. The haze is too thick, though, and he can see almost nothing. He knows he’ll have to go back down to find his friend.


Since he hasn’t heard the growling for a long time he takes one long last look across the valley, and then leaves the safety of the hill, deciding to go down a different way since he hadn’t seen Casey on his way up.


The return to the marsh is much quicker than he wants, though, when he loses his footing not ten feet from the top. As he tumbles down the slope, unable to stop his fall, he sees the lake below. He hasn’t realized until just now that he has climbed the very hill that rises from the lake. He hopes that he won’t land in it and discover for himself what swims in its cold, dark depths.


His hands reach out to catch hold of anything to stop him but he is falling too fast. A few times he is able to stand but only tumbles over again before he can get his footing. His quick glimpses show the lake getting closer and closer.


He realizes he needs to take a deep breath and hold it just as he falls in since he doesn’t know how deep the water is. He braces himself for the shock of entering the lake, closes his eyes, and takes the biggest breath he can. I wonder how cold the water is? he wonders.
