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      ‘… when I hear the iron horse make the hills echo with his snort like thunder, shaking the earth with his feet, and breathing
         fire and smoke from his nostrils, (what kind of winged horse or fiery dragon they will put into the new Mythology I don’t
         know,) it seems as if the earth had got a race now worthy to inhabit it.’
      

      Henry David Thoreau, Walden

   
      
      Prologue

       

      In the early spring of 1878, on the southern plains of the territory of Wyoming, a storm blew up from a frozen sky, which
         but a half-hour before had been a blinding, cloudless blue. There were two men caught out in the blizzard. They were mounted
         on large Kentucky horses and dressed in long and battered leathern coats, their slouch hats pulled low against the violence
         of the winds, so that there was no seeing their faces, not until they reached the side of a lake, where one of them paused
         and his fellow looked up. Both were weather-worn, skin stretched tight across their bones, whiskers grizzled to the colour
         of old gun-metal. Neither spoke, as though there weren’t the need, one the shadow of the other. But then the first man spat.
         He fell to complaining. How they never should have left that afternoon. Hadn’t he said he’d smelt it, the snow blowing in?
         What had he been doing, trusting to a Texan?
      

      His companion, the Texan, said not a word in answer. Just eased the carbine slung across his back, then shook out his reins
         and spurred on his horse. He rode down the bank of the lake. Thin ice was forming about the reeds and stones. The Texan began
         to canter through the shallows, shattering the ice, leaving bright shards behind to mark his horse’s trail. His companion
         followed. He didn’t bother grumbling any more. The wind too bitter to have it felt against the throat. The water as it splashed up freezing on
         his boots. And still the snow falling and the flakes thick like goosedown.
      

      By the time they reached the far bank the night was falling too. The first man reined in his horse. His eyes were narrow and
         they darted to and fro.
      

      ‘Almighty God,’ he muttered, ‘this weather, we could be anywhere.’

      The Texan angled his hat to scratch the back of his head. His long, dirty hair was frozen into plaits. He squeezed a couple
         of them absently, thawing them in his grip, and then all at once he tensed and his look turned puzzled.
      

      ‘What is it?’

      The Texan leaned forward, his head cocked, as though staring with his ears.

      ‘You didn’t see no light.’

      ‘I saw it, Benton.’ Without waiting the Texan urged his horse forward, though by now the snow reached up to the girth of his
         saddle. His companion, the man addressed as Benton, shook his head, but he followed in the trail left by the Texan’s horse
         all the same. They began to climb a slope. When Benton peered into the snow-blotted gloom he could just make out the ridge
         of a bluff, stretching across the horizon. He shielded his eyes with the palm of his hand and scanned the bluff for anything
         that might offer shelter. Suddenly he rocked back in his saddle. He rubbed his eyes, but when he looked again the light was
         still flickering, and Benton was about to call out and wave his hat when he saw his companion draw his revolver.
      

      ‘Put that up, there’s no one here going to worry who we are.’

      The Texan dismounted from his horse. He began to slither and stumble up a sharp incline, feeling his way across the snow-smothered
         rocks. Though the way was treacherous he still gripped his revolver. After a second’s thought, Benton slipped down from his
         saddle and drew out his own.
      

      He followed the path which had been breasted by the Texan, taking care where the snow had been crushed into ice. All the way
         up he stared at his boots. He wanted to mark his path, but also to avoid the burning of the snowfall in his face. The flakes
         were finer now, but the wind was so cutting that they stung like grains of sand. Benton only looked up again once he’d reached
         the crest of the bluff. The rocks levelled out to form an angled plateau. A wide trench had been dug across it, so deep that
         it appeared to vanish into darkness, and leading from there were several sets of footprints, still clear enough despite the
         blurring of their edges. Benton followed them with his eyes from the trench’s edge. They led to a large pile of crates, which
         loomed from the gloom of shadow and snow. Benton crossed to them. He saw they had been boarded up with roughly nailed planks.
         Some of them were almost twice the size of a man. The sight seemed the cause of a gleam in Benton’s eye. He ran his hand down
         the side of one of them, then walked back to the side of the trench. ‘Hey!’ he called out. ‘Hey!’
      

      There was no answer. But even as he peered down, he caught the movement of two dark shapes. The snow was so fine now that
         it was barely more than a haze of shivered ice, and Benton could see as he inspected the opposite wall of the trench how the
         rock lay banded in stripes of grey and purple. He called out again, and this time he was met by an answering cry. He could
         make out the dark shapes more clearly now. There were two men, and they appeared to be struggling with a mighty lump of rock.
      

      ‘What you got there?’

      One of the men glanced up and shouted something, but Benton couldn’t hear it above the screaming of the wind. After a moment’s
         considering, he holstered his revolver.
      

      ‘You keep a good watch on me now,’ he told the Texan, then lowered himself carefully into the trench. He approached the two
         men guardedly. They both wore hoods pulled tight across their faces, but Benton could just make out their moustaches, which
         were long and straggly and dripping with sweat.
      

      ‘What you got there?’ Benton pointed to the rock.

      ‘Nothing you’d think was any use.’

      ‘Why?’ Benton stared at it some more, then asked in a cunning tone, ‘What would anyone want it for if it’s just a lump of
         rock?’
      

      ‘You care to help us?’ Both the men seemed close to dropping their burden. After a moment’s hesitation, Benton stepped forward
         to share the weight. ‘God’s name,’ he whispered, ‘something this heavy, it’s got to be precious to be carrying it in this
         cold.’ But he had no breath to speak any more, and even when the job was done and the lump of rock delivered to a pallet by the crates, all the
         men kept their silence, just sucking as best they could on the painful air, Benton wiping the sweat from his grizzled moustache.
      

      ‘So,’ he said at length, his voice raw and thin, ‘you got some shelter, because it sure is bitter cold like Hell out here.’

      The taller of the two men, a swarthy-complexioned, handsome-looking fellow, blew into his hands, then gestured with his arm.
         ‘There’s a railroad station a mile or so back.’
      

      ‘Railroad?’ Benton frowned. ‘Where is this?’

      ‘This here? Why, this is named Como Bluff.’

      Benton frowned. Rolled the syllables over his tongue. ‘Co-mo Bluff.’ He peered sharp-eyed at the two men. ‘And you two work
         at this station then?’
      

      ‘Section foreman,’ said the tall man. ‘Reed, Bill Reed. And this here’s Vincent, who’s hired to help me out.’ He paused. ‘You?’

      ‘Me?’ answered Benton at length. ‘Oh, me, me and him’ – he gestured to the Texan – ‘we’re just looking for somewhere to bed
         down for the night.’
      

      Reed glanced at the Texan, who stood motionless, his Frontier still in his hand, leaning against the crates. ‘What’s the matter
         with him?’ Reed asked. ‘He thinks it’s clever to go waving that thing round?’
      

      Benton turned to meet the Texan’s eye. The Texan stood motionless a moment more, still leaning against the crates, then wiped
         his nose and slipped the pistol into his belt. ‘You got any food?’ As the Texan asked this he looked all of a sudden heartsunk and famished, and he no longer
         fixed to keep himself from shivering at the cold.
      

      ‘Got to safe this up first.’ Reed tapped the rock with the tip of his boot. ‘Then tomorrow, if you’re willing, maybe you can
         help us move these crates down to the station.’ He gestured towards the boxes, dim and mournful in the twilight.
      

      Benton stared at them with a rapacious curiosity. ‘What you got in them then,’ he tried again, ‘if not just lumps of old rock?’

      Reed suddenly smiled. ‘You really want to know?’

      ‘I surely would.’

      Reed nodded. ‘Then you’d best both come with me.’ He reached over to Vincent for the light and led the way back to the trench.
         As he turned to scramble down into the darkness, his face, which before had seemed so guarded, now wore the aspect of a showman
         at a fair. He waited for Benton and the Texan to follow, then started picking his way along the trench, slithering on the
         frozen snow as he went. From above there came the heavy flapping of a tarpaulin stretched out across the rock. Reed stood
         waiting on the margin of its shadow, then angled his torch to illumine the cliff face. ‘There. In the rock. That’s what we’re
         hunting.’
      

      Benton squinted. The trench had been braced with heavy timbers, and the torchlight was irregular and faint, so that at first
         he could barely credit his eyes. He rubbed them. But when he opened them again there it still was, a dark shape formed by the contours of the rock. A dark shape that seemed to be a vast and monstrous bone.
      

      ‘You see it?’ Reed asked.

      Benton stepped forward over the icy rubble. He reached out with a shaking hand to touch the spectral form. Wider, taller than
         himself, a giant bone. He ran his fingers down the curve of its length, and as he did so he saw other bones embedded in the
         rock – rib bones, hip bones, all of titanic size.
      

      Reed smiled as he watched Benton’s face. ‘Uh-huh, you can see them all right.’

      Benton guessed he was expected to answer. But he didn’t want to, still less to think. There were thoughts crowding him like
         scavengers and he’d been fleeing them for many days now. Where they’d come from he couldn’t be sure, saving that they rose
         from some place beyond the limits of what he’d ever thought to know. They wore a terrible aspect and they were nothing he
         cared to be reminded of at all.
      

      His eyes still not straying from the bone, Benton beckoned to the Texan. ‘Hey,’ he called out hoarsely, ‘you got to see this.
         Get over, take a look at this.’
      

      The Texan sauntered blank-faced into the flapping shadows. But when he saw the bone he started violently, and then he whistled
         and scratched his head and stepped back out from underneath the canvas. He looked up at the sky. The snow had stopped falling
         and the darkness was still with the iciness of night. The Texan began to moan to himself, then he reached for his revolver,
         but Benton had already scrabbled over to him and was pulling on his arm. Benton clapped him round his shoulder and patted him soothingly, for all the world as though the Texan were a
         startled horse.
      

      ‘Hey,’ Benton whispered, ‘hey, it’s all right.’ He turned back to Reed, who was looking somewhat nervous. ‘These bones,’ he
         demanded, pointing to the rock, ‘where did they come from?’
      

      ‘Not from anything you’d find living today,’ Reed answered, glancing uneasily at the Texan, ‘if that’s your friend’s fear.
         Why, this thing …’ – he began to walk further down the trench, swaying his light across the rock – ‘this lived millions of
         years ago, when all about here was warm with jungles.’ He half-slipped again on the ice and hugged himself and shivered. ‘Strange
         as that may seem.’
      

      Benton followed him, still inspecting the rock. He could trace a pattern to the ribs now, and to the dispersal of the back
         bones, see how they formed the contours of a skeleton. Like Reed he shuddered, though not with the cold. ‘Must have been a
         monstrous thing.’
      

      ‘Giant lizards, that’s what they were, long as a train.’

      ‘And that’s a fact?’

      ‘It is indeed a fact and can be read here in this stone.’

      ‘And who is it wants them? You want them for yourself?’

      ‘Not me. There’s a professor back out East, Professor Othniel Marsh.’

      ‘Professor Othniel Marsh. Professor Othniel Marsh.’ Benton stretched out the syllables, as though with the pleasure of the
         sound. He stood with his lips pursed a moment, then narrowed his eyes. ‘And this same professor – he’s the one been getting you to slave out in this cold?’
      

      ‘He wants all the bones from hereabouts as fast as he can get them.’

      ‘Hell, what’s the hurry?’ Benton began to laugh. ‘These monsters been buried for millions of years, what’s another month or
         two?’
      

      Reed smiled faintly from beneath his icy moustache. ‘Our professor, he’s not alone in wanting these dead bones.’

      ‘A rival?’

      ‘That’s how it appears.’

      ‘And this rival know about this place?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘And your professor’s eager it stays that way, I guess?’

      Reed smiled again so that the ice on his moustache began to crack. ‘You could say that.’

      Benton reached out to touch the black forms of a bone. ‘Who’d have guessed something quite so dead would ever bring so much.’
         He glanced round at the Texan, then back at Reed. ‘I guess, one of these things was still alive, it’d be worth even more?’
      

      ‘I guess so,’ shrugged Reed, ‘but since there’s no chance of that, I just worry about getting the bones all safely packed
         away.’ He raised an inquiring eyebrow, then pointed down the trench. ‘Back there,’ he said, ‘underneath the canvas, that’s
         where all the hammers and the planks are kept.’
      

      Benton met Reed’s stare, then shrugged and muttered, ‘Sure.’ He followed Reed and helped him and his hired man muster the tools. They all of them scrambled back out of the trench, and then Benton watched Reed set to fussing with
         the timbers. At last, grown impatient by the sight, he pushed Reed aside and finished up the crate himself. The task didn’t
         take him long. Only when the time came to nail down the final board did he pause a moment and gaze through the gap in the
         crate – at the rock, and the strange dark shadow of the bone which it contained.
      

      ‘You’re willing,’ Reed said slowly, watching him, ‘there’s work enough here and more.’

      ‘The professor? Professor Othniel Marsh?’

      Reed nodded. ‘Yessir. Professor Marsh.’

      ‘Well.’ Benton nodded. ‘Well, well,’ he said.

      There was a silence. Then Reed tapped the crate with the tip of his boot. ‘Best stack this with the others. If the weather’s
         good in the morning, we can take them down the station.’
      

      Benton nodded faintly. He helped Reed and Vincent with the shifting of the crate, then he glanced towards the Texan, who was
         still gazing up into the sky, his face pale, his eyes staring wide. Benton crossed to him and the Texan slowly lowered his
         gaze to meet his companion’s eye. ‘You see that bone?’ he whispered. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, would you? Not if you didn’t
         see it with your own eyes?’
      

      ‘No,’ answered Benton softly. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, no.’

      The Texan twisted his mouth into a grin, but it was a fearful thing to see, for mirth was the last thing it appeared to signify. All the same he suddenly began to laugh, shaking his head, and then seeing Reed and Vincent heading off he wandered
         after them, his shoulders still twitching. But Benton scanned the boarded crates again, and then scarcely without meaning
         to he gazed into the sky. Snow was starting to fall again, falling from the blackness, swept in ragged blots upon the ever-shifting
         storm, so that Benton, following their passage, could imagine that he was watching the movement of phantom wings, beating
         once, twice, then forever dissolving.
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