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Prologue
Incident at Kaw Lake
Sheinelle Bautista
Kaw City, Oklahoma
“No time is wasted on reconnaissance,” Sheinelle Bautista said to himself as he drove toward Kaw City. Bautista had recently graduated from the New Mexico Military Institute and sought a commission with the Oklahoma Army National Guard—specifically with Delta Heavy Infantry Company of the 179th Infantry Battalion located in Ponca City, Oklahoma. From New Mexico, he had driven out to Ponca City to meet his potential employer. The drill weekend had gone well, and he felt he made a good impression not only on his future commander and platoon sergeant, but the soldiers as well.
“Finally, here,” Bautista whispered as he drove toward Kaw Lake. It had been a lifelong dream—to be an infantry platoon leader. It had been a tough route. Sheinelle had been born in Puerto Rico, and after high school, enlisted into the Regular Army and served three years in Hawaii with the 25th Infantry Division. Most people struggle with learning another language in the classroom, but Sheinelle had learned the English language at Basic Training and then perfected it while serving as a grunt.
His English was so good now, people didn’t believe him when he told them had only picked up English in the last five years. He had started slowly, first with country music and children’s books, before graduating to fast-paced rap and adult novels.
But in the end, it had been worth it. He was going to be a Platoon Leader. His hands shook with excitement as he parked his car and started to walk out to the lake.
Growing up on the island, he had learned this trick and it had stayed with him his whole life. It was silly, but it worked. He would go out to a large body of water, and jump in. While at Hawaii, after finding out he had been selected for Airborne School, he had driven to the North Shore and jumped in. The cool waves of the Pacific Ocean rocked his body, allowing him to calm himself.  He had done the same thing in New Mexico after getting his heart stomped by his college sweetheart; he had driven out to the Bottomless Lake State Park and jumped in there.
“Works every time,” he said to himself.
Sheinelle walked from the Kaw Lake parking lot and toward the bay. Carefully, he took off his shirt and jeans. Attached to his black leather belt was his .357 revolver, which he carried in his appendix holster. He looked around him. He knew he needed to put it back into his car, but he didn’t see anyone around.
He’d take the risk.
One quick dive, then back on the land, grab his clothes, grab his gun and head out.
SPLASH!
A million, minuscule metaphorical knives stabbed his skin, as the cold water shocked his system. He stayed under the water, and with long, beautiful strokes, he pushed himself further into Kaw Lake. His strong swimming took him down and out, before allowing his body to slowly float to the surface.
SPLASH!
The cool air pricked his skin, as his upper body burst through the water’s surface. Sheinelle laughed and sucked in air as he furiously paddled his hands and feet, staying in place as he treaded water. 
“Ugh,” Sheinelle’s face curled up like a prune. “That smells awful.”
Because it was a dam, at times, a person could smell dead fish. But this wasn’t that, it wasn’t the smell of dead fish—it wasn’t the smell of fish.
It was something different.
A chemical smell—unnatural.
WHOOSH!
Something pulled him under the water and then instantly let go—immediately he burst upward.
It happened so fast; he wasn’t exactly sure what happened. He wobbled side to side, off balance. As he trod water, he saw something on his hand.
He lifted his hand to his face for inspection.
“What is this?” he said to himself, and felt his lungs beat hard against his chest.
A semi-translucent slime, similar to saliva, coated his hand. Furiously, he shook his hand, trying to rid himself of the object.
Only excess particles flung off, with the rest clinging to his hand.
“Get out of here!” he said to himself and started paddling toward the bay. Adrenaline fueled him, as he pushed forward.
Something felt off. While the desperation of the event gave him more strength, he seemed to be moving slower.
“Finally!” he shouted to himself as he emerged from the deeper portion of the lake and into the shallow water.
WHAAM!
Sheinelle slammed into the bay, his head bouncing off the rocky sediments in the shallow water.
“Something’s not right.”
Looking down below his waist, he saw it. In a detached and removed part of his brain, he struggled to fully comprehend what his eyes were staring at. And then suddenly the reality of the situation came rushing at him like a freight train.
“¡Mi pierna!”
His right leg was gone!
A translucent slime covered the wound, keeping him from bleeding out. He shook as an overwhelming feeling of coldness took him—his teeth chattered together and his hands and foot quivered.
“G-g-g-get to the gun.” He pressed himself backwards, in a crab walk making his way toward his revolver.  With painful, awkward movements, he moved back to his clothes. He grabbed his holster and yanked the .357 wheel-gun from its sheath.  His stomach churned as he saw a trail of ooze from the bay toward his position. With his free hand he covered his mouth, as his nausea grew.
WHOOSH!
Water burst forth, with such a large amount, such energy, that Sheinelle was thrown back.
There on the Kaw Lake Bay was the culprit.
A great marine reptilian leviathan. Its body was shaped like a seal, but instead of mammalian flippers, it had scale-covered paddles on either side of its body. Its head was spear-shaped, reminding Sheinelle of a gargantuan monitor lizard. It opened its mouth, as if in a display of power, revealing foot-like dagger-shaped teeth.
There, in the side of its mouth, Sheinelle made out the severed top portion of his foot, pinned in between its incisors.
He screamed at the leviathan.
Raising his Magnum revolver, he slammed his finger against the trigger.
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
Sheinelle had always practiced shooting with both eyes open, for such a time as this. Because when adrenaline hit, the human body would refuse to close one eye. The rounds struck the monster, hitting the inside of its scale-covered mouth. With both eyes open, Sheinelle watched as the rounds impacted against the leviathan.
But despite the pain.
Despite the impact of six rounds.
The monster continued.
It barreled forward, like a giant beached-walrus.
Sheinelle screamed out—his voice high in a horrible combination of shock and terror.
Shock at how fast the monster could move on land, and terror at the size of the beast as it became more evident as it grew closer. Its great chest smashed into Sheinelle’s left leg, grinding it into the dirt.
Pinning Sheinelle to the ground, it then dug its mouth into his chest. Its signature slime emitted from its mouth, covering the dying man in more gruesomeness.
Like a crocodilian, the monster started a death roll—going left then right.
Bits of Sheinelle were launched into the air, as the monster continued its revolutions. Fingers, bones, bits of flesh littered the air like confetti, as the still conscious Sheinelle was torn apart like an organic piñata.
Sheinelle’s screams stopped.
In response, the monster stopped its roll.  In a manner identical to a Komodo Dragon, the monster unhinged its jaw, allowing Sheinelle’s corpse to ease into its throat. As Sheinelle slid further back, the monster bit down until his body completely disappeared inside the monster.
The leviathan turned and dove back into Kaw Lake.
Suddenly, the night erupted with the sound of sirens and horns. The bay was illuminated with flashing red and blue lights. A black Iveco Massif pick-up truck swerved through the parking lot and into the bay, parking right next to Sheinelle’s clothes. The truck door opened. A man wearing a Detroit Red Wings jersey, large baggy pants, and a gold-platted AK47 got out of the driver-side, making his way around the vehicle and toward the macabre heap of Sheinelle’s gore.
“Knallhart!” the man exclaimed and reached down and picked up the .357 revolver from the bay. He smiled and then stuffed the gun in the back pocket of his JNCO jeans. Next, the man went to the back of the truck. He let down the bed of the truck and reached inside. Then, taking an industrial-sized hose, he walked to the front of the truck, pulling out more of the hose as he did. He oriented the nozzle at the ghastly trail of gore that ran from Kaw Lake to the bay.
He then twisted the nozzle, releasing a powerful spray of water. The intensity of the water’s flow beat against the bay, ridding it of Sheinelle’s remains and destroying any hope of collecting evidence on the event that just transpired. 




Foreword
Theodore,
I send these documents to you, my life-long friend and respected professional associate. I did not know Sheinelle Bautista, but still, I am saddened by his loss. From what I understand, your investigation into what happened has brought you to our town. By this time, you have undoubtedly heard rumors of the events that unfolded at Kaw Lake. We wanted to document our attempt to avoid this bizarre situation. We did not wish to let our beloved city turn into Roswell or Willow Creek. While these cities bring in tourists’ dollars, we feared it would prove detrimental to our beloved residents’ economic mobility. In other words, we feared universities and corporate jobs would shy away from individuals with the town of Kaw City attached to their resume. 
We knew we could not keep this event wholly hidden. My team and I decided it best to present an accurate account of what really occurred.
Like my associates, I question myself as I think about the past events. I have had to reject my current understanding of the world to make sense of what we have witnessed. 
We send the following collection of firsthand accounts because you have earned our trust. We pray you see the strength of friendships and the diligence displayed in the fight against our enemy.
Your friend—

Brannigan Novak
Kaw City Chief of Police
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PART I





PSYOPS

“My Dad didn’t like to talk about it,” Matt Jenkins said. “He wished he had never seen that thing floating in the air. But my dad was a man of action. When he saw that thing, he and one of the guys in his squad did what they thought they needed to do and jumped in their patrol cars and chased that thing three miles before it broke loose. The guys at the station gave Dad all sorts of grief for seeing a UFO. They thought it was all in good fun, but they didn’t realize it had hurt his reputation in town. In the end, he felt alone and isolated. He quit the force, and that really put stress on my parents’ marriage. From then on out, he was a different man, cold and distant.
“Of course I was sad when he killed himself, but I can’t say that I was surprised. It wasn’t just depression but an act of defiance to everyone who turned their back on him. Suicides are kind of contagious. One person will do it, and then a few days later, someone else will do the same thing. That’s what happened in my hometown, and two other men followed his example. But that wasn’t the saddest part of that story. No, the most heartbreaking thing was that a year after my dad died, I found out there had been a defense contractor in the area working on rotary-wing aircraft. That was back in the 1940s, so people weren’t used to helicopters, but that’s what Dad saw— a prototype helicopter. One UFO sighting turned into three suicides.”
Excerpt from the article “A UFO Ruined My Hometown.”
Charles Walker, Jan. 11, 1972.




Chapter 1—An Unexpected Phone Call
Stuart McConnell
Kaw City, Oklahoma

The call woke Jamie and me at 2 AM. My startled mind rushed to my parents. Jamie’s dad had a heart bypass one month earlier. To my shock, it was the excited voice of a young man, who, to my annoyance, kept calling me “Mister.” Don’t get me wrong, I understood it was a sign of respect, but it made me feel old.
He told me his name was Tommy Coleman. We then proceeded to go through a bout of verbal jiu-jitsu, as I tried to calm him down and understand the situation.
“How did you get my number?” I demanded. As a rule, attorneys are very selective about giving out their cell phone numbers, and I was no exception.
“Mr. McConnell, I heard you were a good man and a good attorney and that’s what I need right now.” 
My gut told me I wasn’t going to enjoy what came next.
“What charge is coming your way, kid?”  I asked.
“Murder.”
My stomach flipped. I gritted my teeth. Who had given this kid my number?
“Go on, kid,” I said.
“My uncle is a deputy sheriff here in Kay County,” Tommy said. “He told me never to talk to a cop until after I talked to an attorney. He said Stuart McConnell was a guy I could trust.”
“Your uncle is a deputy?” I gritted my teeth.
“Yes, Leon Coleman. He said you were both Thunderbirds.”
Duty has got the best of me again, I thought. After 9/11 I had joined the Army, but while I was at basic training my dad got sick. My contract got reworked and I went into the Army National Guard. I stayed in Kaw City and helped my dad until he passed. Then, using my Guard benefits, I went to college and then law school—with a nasty deployment right in the middle of my time in University of Tulsa Law School. Finally, I graduated law school and I was hired by a Fortune 500 Company—I was finally getting out of this area. But this time, my mom got sick and there were some issues in Kaw City.
My sense of duty got the best of me again—I turned down a corporate legal job to help people in my hometown.
Kaw City—it was as if she was some sort of sorceress, constantly finding ways to pull me back. Here I was again. I didn’t know any details, but my sense of ethics told me this: Tommy Coleman deserved a fair trial.
I sighed.
My bed-lamp partially illuminated the room and my wife. She sat up straight and held the blanket under her chin. Thirteen years with me had given her lines under her eyes and streaks of gray in her hair. She gently bit her lip—her trademark look of concern. I flashed a weak smile at her— it was my feeble attempt to tell her everything was going to be okay. 
I don’t think there is anything tougher than a soldier’s wife. Jamie had endured multiple training events, a pretty hard deployment, and now she was stuck with a rough but duty-bound attorney. She was smarter than I. Jamie could have been an attorney herself, but she had elected to take this position— the wife and manager of a small-town attorney’s household.
Man, Jamie was tough. 
My gut told me it was a case I didn’t want, but I also knew I had a soft spot for a young kid who took his uncle’s advice and called for help.
“Alright,” I spoke into the phone. “I’ll meet you at my office in about an hour.” I threw on my clothes, kissed Jamie, and headed out into the darkness.




Chapter 2 – Meeting Tommy
Stuart McConnell
McConnell Law Firm
Kaw City, Oklahoma

I drove to my office, pounding a can of Ribbit. I knew they were terrible for me, but nothing kept me up like energy drinks and tobacco. Jamie had beaten me into a verbal pulp over the tobacco, so the only vice I had left were energy drinks. And while I was never dishonest with my wife, I was...strategic. I never drank an energy drink in her sight and made sure I brushed my teeth, so she didn’t taste them on my lips. Upon reaching my office, I jumped out of my truck and made my way to the door.
“Mr. McConnell!” a voice called out. “It’s me.”
Startled, I instinctively reached toward the wheel gun I kept stowed on my hip.
“For future reference, don’t be sneaking up on vets like that!” I yelled.
“Sorry—”
I cursed under my breath. Tommy Coleman stood in the dark beside his car. As he walked closer to me, I got a clearer picture. I cursed again.
Tommy Coleman was the spitting image of his uncle, Leon Coleman—the kid couldn’t have been more than nineteen-years-old. My thoughts raced back to meeting Leon at the recruiter’s office and getting ready for basic training. But when I knew Leon, before the deployment anyways, he had been a carefree kid. Tommy was not. I could see lines of concerns etched into his face. Even if Tommy was guilty of murder, I knew he deserved a fair trial. Duty got me in this mess, and friendship ensured I wasn’t going to leave.
And right now, my sense of duty insisted this kid got a fair trial.
“Alright, kid, let’s go inside and get this started.”




Chapter 3 – Talking with Tommy
Stuart McConnell
Inside the McConnell Law Firm
Kaw City, Oklahoma

Murder, I thought, that’s what I’m dealing with.
I’m getting older. I’ve grown more calloused to the sadder things in life. And up to this point in time, I thought I had grown accustomed to crazy, but this college boy let me know there were still things that could shake me up.
“Give me a second, Tommy.” I went to my linen closet and reached in. My hand shook with excitement as I grabbed the secret item. I pulled out the object—the temptation that for so long had plagued me, a can of short-cut chewing tobacco.
I might have quit, but I was still an addict. The craving was always there. The craving is always there. The struggle is constant. Every day. Unbeknownst to my mentors and my sponsor, I always kept a can of chaw there in my office. The can is to serve as a reminder. The can lets me know that the temptation is ever present.
But apparently a murder trial was my breaking point.
I opened the can.
My eyes rolled back—eyelids fluttered in ecstasy. I tried to contain my excitement, but I moaned as the minuscule leaves cut my lip and the hot, moist rush of juices flowed into my blood. My whole mouth grew hot. The old, familiar sensation returned, overwhelming me in self-forbidden pleasure.
“Sir,” Tommy’s voice squawked the way only a teenage boy’s could. Turning around, I saw Tommy Coleman’s face was beet red. The kid stared at me in disgust. 
“What happened, kid?” I asked.
“A creature jumped out of the water and killed my friends.”
I tucked the chaw further into my lip. The leaves cut into my lip and I could feel liquid tobacco seep into my microscopic oral wounds.
“A creature?”  I said. “Like an alligator or something?”
“Or something.”
“I can’t accept that, Tommy. You gotta be honest with me.”
“Look at me, sir!” Tommy pounded his fist against the table and pointed into his face.
My eyes studied Tommy’s face. He was tired but there was something else I sensed about him— sincerity.
“Did you kill them, Tommy?”
Tommy vehemently shook his head and I could feel his indignation.
“I think I believe you. But some sort of lake monster is a lot to take in.”
“You believe me but not my story. You think I’m high or something?”
“Or something. But tell me, Tommy. Are your friends still out there?”
Or what’s left of them?
Tommy looked at me, and for the first time, he cracked. Tears flowed from his eyes.
“One friend is. The others went into the water.” He said. “I’ll take you to her; I’ll take you to Vickie.”




Chapter 4—Trapped
Chief Brannigan Novak
Kaw City

“Kaw City,” I muttered under my breath as I got out of bed in my tiny room. I started my law enforcement career in this town, back in my early twenties, right after I got out of the Army. I worked a little in the oil field while I applied for law enforcement. Kaw City—she greeted me with open arms. Or that’s how it felt at first; then it started to constrict—as if the city wanted to keep me here forever.
My time in Kaw City was supposed to be temporary—I wanted to go to a small town and then go somewhere big. But one thing after another, and I’ve been here for almost twenty years.
Then this happened—ACL injury while I was out riding horses. I was just waking up when I got the call. I threw on my walking cast and grabbed my cell phone from the dresser.
“You alright, Brannigan?” My friend, Jacob Galicia, called from the couch.
“Yeah, just a phone call.” I hobbled back to my bed.
“Chief Brannigan! Now, I was specifically sent out here to tell you to take it easy!” Jacob Galicia teased.
This City— not only had it found a way to get me here and keep me here, but it also seemed to have just roped in one of my best friends as well, Jacob Galicia.
When Jacob found out about my surgery and I was the only full-timer in my department, he worked up a schedule to help me out. It was an interesting mix of people. Jacob was a Trumpet Performance major from Oklahoma City University who later became a chiropractor. So, he was a music guy and a practitioner of alternative medicine. Though we had differences of opinion, he was a great friend. But of course, being two dudes, we wouldn’t ever outright say that.
“Oh, mind your business, Boot-licker!” I chided.
My friend shook his head and snorted. I missed the call but was able to identify the number and called back.
“This is Chief Brannigan.”
“Chief,” the voice on the other end said, “It’s me, Stuart McConnell. I have a client here. He has something he needs to report.”
“Report?”
“Yes. It’s a horrible accident. He’s young, Chief. I’m his legal representative and I’ll do all the talking.”
My stomach tightened as Stuart McConnell started sounding like an attorney.
“Alright, Stuart, shoot me straight.” I said. “I won’t be able to talk to the boy, I’m fine with that, but what are we talking about?”
“The kid needs you to see something,” Stuart said.
“What does that mean, Stu?”
“A body.”
I could feel pressure in my busted knee.
“Well,” he said, and I could hear an audible swallow as he contemplated his next words, “what’s left of her.”
“I’m going to have a lot of questions—”
“And he—we are going to answer them, but first we need to take care of the victim.”
“Who is she?” my stomach churned as I waited to hear the name.
“Vickie Stephenson,” Stuart said, and while I was frustrated with his legal posturing, I could hear the reverence in his voice as he spoke the departed’s name.
I cursed and slapped my quad. Instantly, I regretted it, grunting in pain as the shock ran into my knee.
“Brannigan, you okay?” Jacob called out.
I held the phone away from my mouth and shouted to him that I was okay.
“Yes, of course I know her. She comes from a good family.” I cursed again,  as Jacob’s concern fell on me.
“Alright, Stuart, I’ll meet you out there.”
I ended the call.
“What’s up, Brannigan?” Jacob asked.
“A Kaw City girl just got killed. Now I’ve got go find her body then talk to her mom and dad.”
I could see my friend’s face snarl into a mess of confusion and disgust.
“Does this get any easier?” he asked.
“Somethings, but definitely not this.”




Chapter 5 – Journey to the Shore
Stuart McConnell
Kaw Lake
Kaw City, Oklahoma

We parked my car about  yards from the Kaw Lake shore.
“You can walk us out to her?” I opened my car door.
“Yes. I dropped a pin in my phone to the location,” Tommy said and held up his smart phone. “I’m using this as a GPS.”
“Your uncle teach you to do that?” I asked, looking Tommy over.
“No,” the kid laughed. “I’m the age that grew up with technology. But my uncle did teach me about maps and compasses, so that kind of relates to this.”
Suddenly, I gagged.
An overwhelming stench stung not just my nostrils but my throat and tongue as well. I could feel temperature rising in my eyes.
We were still in the parking lot, but a breeze had brought a stench of decay to our location. Tommy’s face scrunched up like a sun-dried tomato.
“You’ll never forget the smell, kid,” I said. 
“I wish I could,” he said, “but I know you’re right.”
“Do you want to take me to her first, get a quick look, and then we come back to meet Chief Novak?”
Tommy looked at me. There was more disgust from my question than the scent of his friend’s rotting corpse.
“Trust me, sir,” Tommy spat, “we only need to see this once.”
Now it was my turn to feel stupid. I blushed and gave a weak smile. A car door slammed behind me. Turning around, I saw not just one but two vehicles. A heavily tattooed woman got out of a large black hearse, while Chief Brannigan Novak stepped out of his patrol car and gently shut the door. Beside him, I saw another individual who I could only describe as a “dude.” He wore a flat-brimmed hat and a mechanic-type shirt that was unbuttoned, exposing a black undershirt. Below his jeans, he wore blue jeans and Converse tennis shoes.
“What the heck?” I shouted, my stomach hot with indignation. This was Chief Brannigan Novak with two individuals who didn’t look like they belonged here.
“Are you guys in a grunge band now? Who the heck are these guys?” I yelled.
As I watched Brannigan Novak hobble forward, I instantly regretted my explosion, but as Tommy’s legal representative, I refused to let my embarrassment be seen. Chief Brannigan had recently had an ACL surgery and wore a large knee brace on his right knee.
“These guys?” Brannigan pointed to the tattooed woman and the dude.
“Yes, this is just supposed to be my client and you. What are they doing out here?”
“She’s Maggie Matheson, the coroner,” he said, pointing to the woman, “and this is Jacob Galicia, my friend who is basically serving as an auxiliary officer. He is helping me as I get through the recovery.”
Maggie Matheson had tattoos that ran from her ear, down her right arm, and on top of her knuckles. She wore a black button-up shirt and black utility pants. Additionally, she had this 1950s style makeup which contrasted with her straight black hair and gauged ears.
“Where is the body?” Maggie asked.
“What is she doing here?” Tommy exploded. His face turned red, and his fists clenched. I saw Brannigan Novak instantly get into a defensive posture as if to grab his side-arm. I grabbed Tommy in a bear hug, not that I believe Tommy would attack her but I could see he was about to scream some more.
“It’s alright, Bubba, she’s just excited to do her job,” I whispered into his ear.“It’s not personal.”
“It’s very personal!” Tommy cried. “She was my friend!”
Tears ran down Tommy’s face, but he remained in a semi-offensive posture. I held onto Tommy’s bicep and looked toward Chief. From the corner of my eye, I could see Tommy frowning and gnashing his teeth as he thought about the situation. 
“I’m okay, Boss,” Tommy said to me and nervously nodded his head. “I’m sorry.”
Brannigan rested both hands on his hips and turned to Maggie.
“A little bit of tact, will ya?” Brannigan yelled. “I’m sorry, kid. She is just excited to do her job.”
It was now Maggie’s turn to blush. Her light skin beamed bright red.
“I’m sorry. This is one of my first cases...like this,” Maggie whispered.
I could see that youthful, ambitious excitement in her eyes. She just wanted to put her training to the test. Heck, as an attorney, I totally got it. But over the years, I had also learned the importance of a decent bed-side manner.
“I’m sorry, lady.” Tommy said, “that ‘body’ is...was my friend.”
“Take us to her,” I whispered to Tommy.
Tommy nodded, and then we made our trek from the parking lot to the shore.




Chapter 6 – Object of Interest
Stuart McConnell
Kaw Lake
Kaw City, Oklahoma

“There she is,” Tommy whispered. “That’s Vickie.”
Tommy quaked, and I reached my hand out to steady him. He shoved me away and knelt on one knee. A gory mass of unidentifiable organs trailed underneath Vickie’s bikini-covered chest. I fought the urge to vomit as I scanned the body. Vickie’s eyes were rolled back in her head, and her mouth was frozen in terror. Sand from the beach clung to her hair and arms. Vickie’s skin color was already becoming more yellow, and her arms were stiff. 
“There you are, Lady.” Tommy said. “Go take care of my friend.”
Maggie nodded, acknowledging Tommy’s words.
“Wait!” Brannigan shouted and hobbled forward. “What is that?”
“Oh, you saw that too?” Maggie asked.
“What? What did you see?” Tommy shouted. 
I grabbed Tommy’s shoulder and whispered into his ear, reminding him not to talk to Maggie or Chief Novak directly.
“Well, I know you don’t want him to talk, but I think this is something that might help your client out,” Maggie said.
“What is it?” I asked and stepped forward.
“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Brannigan said.
Maggie pulled out something stuck in Vickie’s gory mass and held up an off-white, slimy, arrow-shaped, cylindrical object as thick as my thumb.
“What does that look like to you?” Maggie asked.
I gulped and attempted to maintain a stoic and professional appearance, but I gaped like a wide-mouthed bass as I stared at the item. I looked from the object to Tommy. Tommy lifted his eyebrows, as if to say, “I told you so.”
“I think...” grabbing my handkerchief from my pocket, I wiped the sweat from my brow, “I think that’s a tooth.”




Chapter 7 – A Wildlife Breeder’s License - Oklahoma Statute Title 29, §4-107.
Stuart McConnell
McConnell Law Firm
Kaw City, Oklahoma

Tommy and I drove from the scene back to my office. After we left, the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation Agents arrived and more time would be spent securing the crime scene and collecting evidence. While I was relieved to be away from that horrific scene, I still felt uncomfortable returning to the consultation room.
Every time I saw that room, I cringed at the glass-top table and beautifully crafted wooden ladder-back chairs. Before being an attorney, I had been both a soldier and a cheap, misery college student, and needed the money to help my parents. So, let’s just say I knew how to be economical and to be honest. This room offended me. But I also learned how crucial professional appearance is. I pointed to the table and Tommy took a seat across from me.
“I can tell you cared about Vickie. I’m sorry for your loss,” I said and my stomach churned as I watched Tommy’s face turn sour and his whole body quake with evident sadness.
“Your uncle would be proud of how you worked to properly respect your friends,” I said. “And you made sure to not incriminate yourself.”
“I have nothing to hide, it’s just...”
“Just what?”
Tommy pulled out his cell phone and held it so I could see the picture of the dagger-like tooth.
“I saw what was on the other end of that,” he said, “and no one is going to believe me.”
“Don’t count me short, son. I had a client here in Ponca City who got fined for having a chimpanzee. I’ve dealt with a similar situation.”
Tommy looked at me and burst into laughter.
“No offense, sir, but you ain’t seen anything like this.”
“Like I’ve said, I’ve messed with exotics before.”
“This ain’t exotic...this is primeval.”




Chapter 8 – Tommy Coleman’s Testimony
Stuart McConnell
McConnell Law Firm
Kaw City, Oklahoma

“I’m from this area, but right now, I’m up at Fort Hays State University studying paleontology. It was my buddy’s birthday, so I came back to celebrate with him. His dad was an insurance agent, so he had money, you know? Property, even a boat. It’s funny when I think about it, because people my age will complain that there are no young people in an area, but as soon as a boat with beers shows up on the lake, twenty-something-year-olds show up like flies around crap. So, James Coenen brings his dad’s cabin cruiser, and when we were at the bay, I saw Vickie and Carla. I didn’t even know they were in town. Like I said, the boat just lured ’em in.”
“So, you guys were drinking?” I asked and jotted notes on a yellow legal pad.
“We weren’t drunk. You gotta believe me. Sure, we had some beers. I would say we were maybe buzzed and Vickie cuz she was so small. We was just having fun.”
Suddenly, Tommy sat up straight and I could see his whole demeanor change. “Death because of me bein’ a drunken idiot would’ve been better than the way they went out.”
Tommy paused. I could almost hear the cogs turning. I set down my pen and looked directly at my client. “Go on, Tommy.”
“James wanted to go to the middle of the lake. Then, while we were out there, Vickie turns to me and says, ’are there snakes out here?’”
“I was having too much fun to really pay attention. I think I laughed off her comment. But then Vickie got louder; more upset, we...”
Tommy stopped; his face had turned crimson.
“Tommy?”
Tommy punched his leg and cursed.
“The more upset…” He started and then seemed to gain his composure, “The more excited she got, the more we laughed. She sounded funny but then she started to freak. She said, ‘I really did see a snake. It was fifteen feet long!’”
Tommy shook his head.
“I’ve taken enough biology classes to know that snakes in these parts don’t get that big. But while Vickie may have exaggerated the length, I also knew snakes out in the lake—particularly, water moccasins, could be particularly aggressive. Water moccasins freak me out and that’s when I started to pay attention. The others laughed, but something didn’t feel right.
“Vickie grabbed my arm and pointed. ’I saw it right over there,’ she said. ’It was freakin’ massive and moved like a snake.’ Her story...and this will sound funny, but her story...felt...true. I didn’t think she was lying. I moved around the boat, trying to see what she saw.”
“So, she saw a snake?” I put down my pen.
“No, but that’s what she thought. Heck, Teddy Roosevelt claimed he saw a snake bigger than that down in the Amazon. But that was the Amazon, this is Kaw Lake. I figured her estimation was off. Like maybe it was further out than she thought. But then I saw it.”
“The snake?”
Tommy laughed. There wasn’t a hint of mirth in his cackle, but the harshness of a skeptic.
“No, I didn’t see a snake. And she was wrong. I saw a moist, reptile snout that stretched out like the letter ‘s.’ It wasn’t fifteen feet—it looked bigger. Now it was my turn to become upset. I cussed and screamed. I grabbed James by the arm and pointed out at the lake.” Tommy cupped his head in his hands, then shaking his head looked back at me.
“Something hit the boat. I wobbled around, barely keeping my balance. The can of beer sloshed all over my shoes, but I didn’t care. James looked out to the lake and pointed. He will forever be frozen in my mind. He didn’t even have time to say anything. He just pointed. He looked like he was in shock. Then suddenly...and Mister, this is where I am going to sound crazy.... a giant blur shot into the air and grabbed him and landed on the other side. James didn’t even have time to scream. There was almost no splash, like an Olympic diver.”
I could see the pain in Tommy’s face as he said his departed friend’s name.
“It all happened so fast that I can’t really say what I saw,” Tommy said, shaking his head. “But the blur had scaly skin that reminded me of a juiced-up alligator gar. At least, that is what I thought I saw. None of my other friends said anything. We just stood there, frozen in place. I turned to Vickie, and I started to say, ‘Did you just see that?’
“But I didn’t even get the chance. Something smacked into our boat. It was hard, like another boat had slammed into ours. We all cried out. Instantly, Carla was launched upward. She screamed as she fell into Kaw Lake. Her cries—curdled my blood. A huge tail and flippers flung out of the water during the frenzy, but I couldn’t see its head.”
As he spoke, I held up my phone, studying the picture of the tooth.
“She didn’t go out like James,” Tommy said. “It was more visceral. Whatever caught Carla immediately went into a horrible cycle. Her screams gargled away as she was ripped beneath the surface. When she emerged again, the cries were weaker. I rushed to grab an oar, but as I did something smacked me in the face. It took me a second to understand what happened. And this—this part—I know it will forever haunt my nights. During the death roll, parts of Carla—her hands, legs, and insides shot up into the air. Carla’s leg hit me in the face.”
My legs trembled as he spoke. The facts of the case didn’t yet make sense, but I could see sincerity in Tommy’s face and his misery seemed genuine.
“I looked down,” Tommy said, his voice cracking with emotion. “Dark waters started poolin’ around my feet. That thing musta punctured the hull. We were sinking! Vickie and I cried for help, but out on the middle of the lake, there was no one. We were going to have to swim for it. In my college classes, I’ve heard that when an animal attacks, it is very efficient. That they don’t leave much evidence behind...well that wasn’t the case with Carla. Parts of her head and hair floated on the water with bio-fluids floating on the surface like an oil spill.”
My cheeks involuntarily ballooned as I fought the urge to vomit.
“Vickie refused to go into the water, but as the boat continued to sink, what choice did we have? I gave Vickie one of the life jackets and we started our swim. Vickie threw up as we swam through parts of Carla.”
“I can’t tell you how long it took us to swim to shore, but it felt like two hours. We tried to stay at the same pace, but I made it to the shore first. I stood in the ankle-deep water and then turned around to help Vickie.”
Tommy leaned forward. He put his hands over his face, covering his eyes. I nudged the box of tissues forward.
“I turned to help Vickie,” Tommy said, “but as I grabbed her hand, I saw it again.”
“‘It?’” I asked, looking up from my legal pad. “What was it?”
Tears pooled in Tommy’s eyes, but he laughed and shook his head. “No, Mr. McConnell, it was no alligator. It swam up right behind Vickie. I yanked her backward, then struck at it with the oar. It caught the oar in its mouth and snapped down. Then the water came over it and sank back. I dropped the broken oar, and we both sprinted—or tried to—in the ankle-deep water.”
I cleared my throat, as I thought of how to word my question.
“Tommy, if it wasn’t an alligator, what exactly did it look like?”
Tommy nodded. “I’m sorry if I am melodramatic, but that monster is burned into my memory. I remember looking out. At just the right second, the moon came out from the clouds lighting up Kaw Lake. The water smoothed out, showing the monster’s ugly skull. It had a massive square head, kinda like a pit bull, but it looked more like a Komodo Dragon. It had a forked tongue and dagger-like teeth. It had a row of the massive teeth, just like the tooth that you saw.”
“A huge wave washed over us. And in that wave, came the monster! It launched right at us. It had these scaly reptilian flippers that looked like paddles on a boat, and gray, rocky bumps on its back. Before Vickie could get to her feet, it bit her—right up to her belly button. Vickie cried out, and I grabbed her by the hands and yanked backward.”
“The monster’s teeth split through Vickie and in one gulp, swallowed her lower body. I fell backward with her torso. After that it turned toward deeper water, and....”
“Take your time. You’re safe now.” 
He snatched up the bottle of water beside him and took a long drink. His pallid face gained some color.
“I’m okay,” he said.
“What happened then, Tommy?” Though the facts seemed impossible, my chest twisted as Tommy grieved.
“It ate her lower body, but her large intestines were wadded up in the side of its mouth. When it pulled back, it pulled out more of Vickie’s insides.”
Tommy stopped. His shoulders heaved up and down and thick tears rolled down his face, painting an image of lamentation. Pitifully, he wiped the mucus from his nose with the back of his hand. I handed him a box of tissues.
“It turned around and swam away, and as it did, the rest of her guts stretched further out. Her guts uncoiled like a snake as the monster took it with him.”
Tommy shuddered. “I saw all twenty feet of her small intestine pulled from her body, then the monster vanished back into Kaw Lake.”




Chapter 9 – Exotic Animal Investigation Brannigan Novak
Kaw City Police Department
Kaw City, Oklahoma

I stood at the bay of Kaw Lake, watching as the fire department’s Search and Rescue team scuba dove down into the lake. Fireman Frederic “Red” O’Malley beached from the water and made his awkward strut as he walked with bright yellow fins on his feet. He pulled the snorkel from his face and pushed the goggles away from his eyes.
“I’m sorry, man.” Frederic arched his back, trying to find relief from the weight of his oxygen tank. “I haven’t really found anything down there.”
“No bodies?” I asked.
“No.” He shook his head.
And no dinosaurs either. I shook my head as I ridiculed the story Stuart had told me.
“Hey, Red?” I tried not to show my embarrassment, but I could feel my skin reddening as my face involuntarily wrinkled like a dishcloth..
“What’s up, Chief?”
“You didn’t find anything weird down there, like...”
“Like what?”
I had seen that stupid documentary about that private tiger sanctuary down in Wynnewood, so I knew the possibility of some freaking alligator or other exotic animal lurking around the lake wasn’t entirely out of the question.
“An…” I looked left to right before leaning forward and whispering, “an alligator?”
Red laughed. His lungs heaved up and down on his six-foot five-inch frame. “No, Chief, no gators down there.”
I opened my mouth for a rebuttal, but trying to make a rational argument with the name “Joe Exotic” in it didn’t feel right.
“And,” Red patted me on the shoulder.
“Yeah?”
“I know you don’t think there are any gators down there, otherwise you wouldn’t have sent us in there.”
He was right. Tommy Coleman had to have been drunk. Maybe Stuart was playing some weird-psychological-ambulance-chasing-game with me to keep me off-guard. I respected Stuart, but I wouldn’t put it past him. He had a duty to his client.
“Well, Tommy said the boat and the kids were last seen at the lake, and you’re saying...”
“I’m saying, there isn’t anything there. You guys might have found the girl, but I see no sign of a struggle, no blood, nothing. Heck, I don’t even see any debris from the boat. I think that Tommy kid is crazy.”
I laughed, but on the inside, I felt crazy.
“Thanks, Red,” I said. “We’ll figure something out. But first, I have to go talk to some parents.”
Red started taking off his gear and making his way to his truck. “I don’t envy you there, Chief. But you know what?”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“If someone had to tell me horrible news, I wish it’d be you, Chief. People around here know you care about them.”
My gut tightened.
“Don’t get me wrong though, Chief,” Red playfully backhanded my stomach, “you’re still ugly.”
I laughed. I appreciated the words. I knew the rest of the day was going to suck.
***
After a miserable day of seeing parents cry, I still had reports to write. I walked into the station to find Reserve Officer Cole Killian sitting at the table, playing with his radio.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
Cole jumped at the sound of my voice. He tried to smile, but he looked worried.
“Figured you could use the extra help,” he finally said.
Cole had been my other full-time officer before getting into insurance. He might have left the full-time game, but he continued to help me out as a reserve officer. There had been some rumors that Cole did this as a hobby. Some people around the city said it allowed him keep his six-figure lifestyle and to play cops-and-robbers on the weekend. But I knew that wasn’t true. Cole was a good cop and even better man. I knew he did it to help his community and to help me. But being another dude, I wasn’t going to tell him that. That would just be awkward.
I let out a long sigh. “You figured right.”
“I talked to your buddy Jacob. He handed me the report that Tommy kid gave you. What do you think about it?”
“Well, I think I believe the kid is being sincere.”
“Really?”
“Do I think he saw a monster? No, of course not. I thought he was drunk or on drugs, but he was pretty shook up. Then Maggie pulled out the tooth.”
“Well, then what do you think it could be?”
“I think it’s pretty obvious. You’ve seen that Joe Exotic documentary, right?”
“Yeah, so?”
“I think some wannabe Joe Exotic bought an alligator or some exotic animal and when they could no longer afford it, they let it loose in Kaw Lake.”
Cole’s face contorted as if I had just told him a cringe-humor joke. “That’s your hunch.”
Sweat trickled down my face. “Yes. Crazy stuff like that happens all the time in Florida. Argentine black and white tegus are all over Georgia now.”
“Argentine teg-”
“Tegus. Chimpanzees have attacked people out in the Everglades. This type of stuff happens more than people think. At least that Joe Exotic stuff opened people’s eyes to the fact that exotic animals are all over the place now.”
Cole’s face went bone-white.
I punched the table. “Just talking about this scenario makes me feel insane. Gators in Kaw Lake? Do you know how stupid that sounds?”
Cole sighed. “There was that gator found just outside of Tulsa...but, you’re right, Chief, it does sound stupid. Normally alligators are down further south, Little Dixie area, not this far north. But you’re no dummy. This doesn’t make sense to me, but...obviously it makes sense to you. But if wind of this gets out, Kaw City will be a laughingstock. Kaw City is a tourist destination and if we have a killer gator out in our lake, that’s really going to hurt visitors.”
“We survived Conoco leaving, we survived Corona, we can survive this.”
“But did we survive those things? Or did we adjust economic expectations?”
“You’re not talking like a cop anymore, money-bags.”
“Actually, I am. This is community policing, and if the community has no money, this job will get a lot harder.”
“I was just teasing you. I’m worried about this too.”
“Well, what do we need to do now?”
“Right now?” I asked. “I think the obvious thing is for you to go out to Kaw Lake and do a pretty aggressive canvas. While you’re doing that, I’m going to contact the Army Corps of Engineers and see if they have any footage. I had a buddy who worked for them, and they have these underwater drones. If we could get in contact with them, maybe they could help shed some light on the situation.”
Cole stood up, put his radio into his belt, and adjusted the microphone to his shoulder. “Sounds crazy, Chief, but I trust you. I’ll head out to the lake, maybe talk to Luddy, offer him something to drink, and see if he’s seen anything.”
I shuddered at the mention of Luddy.
“That sounds like a horrible day.” I shook my head. “But it makes sense.”
“It won’t be that bad,” Cole said.
I rolled my eyes and pretended to gag.
“That guy smells like someone crapped in an armpit,” I said. “But you’re the salesman. That makes you more of a people person.”
“Yeah, but I don’t think Luddy is going to be buying any insurance from me.”
I laughed and Cole headed to the door.
“And Cole,” I called out to him as he was halfway out the door.
“Yes?”
“Be careful.”




Chapter 10 – Luddy
Cole Killian
Kaw City, Oklahoma

Ludwig “Luddy” Vanhoesen. He was what we call in our line of work a “hab.” That’s law enforcement vernacular for “habitual offender.” The guy was probably harmless, but he scared women and children. For a long time, he had an apartment in town. A pair of good-hearted church-goers had put him in their garage apartment and things seemed to be going smoothly for a bit.
But Luddy couldn’t stop drinking. His rambling and drinking scared the neighborhood. His presence drove down the prices of the houses in the area. The other neighbors threatened to sue the apartment owners and ultimately, they were forced to ask Luddy to leave. That was about two years ago and that’s the last I know that he had stayed in a house.
No house; no job. A bum.
Ludwig Vanhoesen was a tragic story. More tragic is the fact that it was not an uncommon story. A lot of people have heard about drug-dealers getting their own family members hooked on their product, but that’s not limited just to them. Luddy’s uncle started a brewery, and hoping to continue to bring in profit, got Ludwig into alcohol. I’ve heard plenty of other similar stories from the brewery industry.
But the drinking, that was just Luddy’s introduction. From alcohol he branched out into drugs and spent the 80s and 90s in a chemical-induced stupor. They call it “perma-fried,” and Luddy was the textbook definition of it.
But I wouldn’t call him stupid.
Luddy could find a bike or lawnmower, and he could junk that thing out, get money, and then eat for a month.
Luddy could survive. In some ways, Luddy had a decent existence. Not only could he survive, but he also had bleeding hearts that cared for him. Those old church ladies knew he was a problem, but they took pity on him. If the church ladies heard me or any of the cops were being too hard on him, they would show up at the city council, and we would be in hot water.
Luddy was three-dimensional, and we had discovered that Luddy, in a few cases, was actually helpful—the old switcharoo.
Quite often, criminals would take advantage of the elderly or mentally impaired, because the younger officers would ignore their complaints. But we knew this and used it to our advantage. We basically paid him as a free-lance contractor and then we worked Luddy, as was what Brannigan and I called a “semi-informant.” He got a general feeling of what was going on, and he would let us in on the information. The funny thing was that no one would believe that Luddy helped us—heck, they wouldn’t think Luddy could help anyone. But Luddy did. He provided us with information about Kaw City’s campsites multiple times.
While most people think of the Dixie Mafia as down in Little Dixie, they made some excursions up in these parts. A buddy of mine—a Signal Officer in the Oklahoma Army National Guard— helped us put a clandestine recording device in Luddy’s bicycle and he got great intelligence. The District Attorney put away the Dixie Mafia lieutenant that had ventured this far north, and that ultimately deterred them from Kay County. We got the resources, but ultimately it was Luddy that got the recording.
There’s no way Luddy could have done it on his own, but you couldn’t turn your back on Luddy.
My brain told me that Luddy was a vagrant and a drunk, but my gut told me that if anything weird happened at Kaw Lake, Luddy would be the one who would know.




Chapter 11 – A Drifter Can Survive
Cole Killian
Sandbar RV Park
Kaw Lake
 

Luddy knew when to make his exit. He panhandled to survive and RV tourists and campers would call us when they got fed up with him, but he was already gone by the time we would get out there. He would jump between Aspen Hollows, Bear Creek Cover North Campground, and Sandbar RV Park. I was going to be busy; I would have to park the SUV and then start trekking in the woods. I would try to be as subtle as possible because I didn’t want my presence—a law enforcement officer—to scare people off. While I might not have known precisely where he was, I knew his routine, which I was pretty sure could take me to him. He would go out, catch some fish, then go back and cook them. After fishing and fixing his meals, he would panhandle and go search for booze. 
First, I rounded the campgrounds outside of Kaw City. I went to Burbank and then to Ponca City. Then I came back into Kaw City. I kept my eyes peeled for the cane pole and his signature blue, shabby tent with patchwork duct tape. There was always the threat of drug-dealers and their associated crowds hiding out in this area, so I kept my tactical awareness as I traveled. The dumber criminals, like the inexperienced teens, sold drugs in their parents’ house. The more seasoned lawbreakers went to isolated places like Kaw City where we only had two full-time cops. 
“Bingo!” I said as I saw his makeshift dwelling.
There were still fresh tracks from where he had left his tent to fish. I followed his prints.
“What the heck?” 
I didn’t find his signature cane pole. Instead, I discovered an expensive fishing pole. Quickly, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and snapped a picture with the camera.
That’s strange, I thought, looking at the picture. It was blurry and unrecognizable. I took another picture but with the same results. Frustrated, I stowed my phone into my pocket. The rod’s shaft was made from an expensive sleek-black metal. At the bottom of the rod was a leather that covered the handle. 
To the untrained person, they might think that Luddy might be some sort of drug mule. But he was too unreliable for that. He hadn’t been able to hold down a job in twenty years. Hustling, yeah, he could do that, but the transportation of illegal narcotics or its finances, that was a job. Cops flocked to Luddy like stink to doo-doo. No, that wouldn’t be how he got this rod.
“Church ladies,” I told myself. “They must have bought it for him.”
I picked up the fishing pole and inspected it.
“Interesting,” I said.
Putting the fishing pole down, my gut tightened.
Someone was behind me.
Spinning around, I instinctively drew my weapon.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” a sing-song voice said. “Iz me, Luddy.”
As fast as I had drawn my Glock, I pushed it back into my holster.
Luddy. He stood five feet seven inches and a slim 135 lbs.—you get to know these things after a few arrests. The top of his head was bald, save for a greasy ponytail that stretched from the back of his head down his back. He wore a tattered University of Texas t-shirt, with paint-covered jeans, and boots. I don’t know how he managed, but somehow Luddy seemed to have shaved once or twice a week. Luddy involuntarily twitched, swaying his upper body left to right in an almost serpentine motion.
“You scared the crap out of me, Luddy!” I breathed deeply.
“Sawry,” Luddy said while his body swayed.
I glared at Luddy, but instantly regretted it. The law taught me to respect an individual’s residence, and here I was in the middle of his.
“I’m sorry, Luddy. You just spooked me.”
“No worries,” he said, and flexed the muscles in his face as his body twitched.
“Where did you get this?” I pointed to his fishing pole.
“That?” Luddy pointed to it.
“Yes, where did you get it?”
“I foun’ a lawn-mower an’ junked it out. I took th’ money bought th’ pole.”
I gave a side-ways smile. Something about it was dishonest. Luddy didn’t have any of the tell-tale signs of dishonesty. He looked me square in the eyes without his pupils veering off.
He was lying. I knew it. “Hmmm...”
“I’s got th’ receipt an’ all.”
“What?” I asked.
He pulled out a messy, black wallet that was so nasty, it was hard to identify its material composition. Inside the dirty wallet was a neatly kept piece of paper. He handed me the document, and I read over the fading purple ink.
“Oh,” I sighed, “A receipt.”
“Yeah, ya know from buyin’ it.”
“Sure enough, Luddy.” I picked up the fishing pole. “You got good taste.”
“Thanks,” he said and carefully took the receipt and stowed it into his wallet before putting it in his back pocket. He then carefully patted his back pocket, the way someone would do putting away their keys or ensuring their weapon was on safe.
Interesting.
“You take care of that receipt.”
“Yeah,” he said, in his characteristic lazy drawl, “I don’t want no trouble.”
“No, that wouldn’t be good,” I said. I mulled over the words, the way someone would taste a seasoned steak, trying to identify the most potent ingredient. “It looks pretty decent...heck, it looks beautiful.”
“Yeah, ya never know what ya can get outta pawn-shop.”
My body grew hot with anger. From my time in law enforcement, I had learned that people would lie about anything—anything. From talking to other people, I knew cops who would almost lose their mind when people lied to them, but that wasn’t me. But for some reason, in this instance, Luddy lying to me was like a nuclear warhead going off in my brain.
“Luddy,” I said, “you know I try to be good to you—”
“I ain’t lyin’, I swears, I swears,” Luddy said, and his narcotic-induced tremors became more pronounced.
I glared at Luddy. I wanted to leave the conversation, but there was too much going on.
“Luddy,” I said, “have you seen anything weird going on around here?”
Luddy nervously shook his head.
“Nah, no, sir, no, sir. Nuthin’ I can think of. Except maybe you and your boys waking me up at night?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Your patrol officers—they got out all the yellow tape and wrapped that crap all over everywhere.”
My mind went back to Vickie, and I felt like a bull in a China shop. I got within inches of Luddy’s face.
“Do you know what happened?”
“Nossir, no sir. I jus’ smell somethin’ bad. Purdy nasty.”
I clenched my fists.
“Luddy! Do you know what that smell was?”
The drunk shook like a leaf.
“Somebody died. A teenage girl.”
“A girl?” he choked.
“Yes.”
“What happen’?”
“I don’t know, man.” I shook my head. “Three kids dead or missing. I’m out looking for answers.”
I felt stupid, like I had pushed Luddy too hard. He convulsed, and for a second, I thought he might be having a seizure.
“I ain’t hear nobody got hurt.”
Luddy’s face went pale, and his eyes were full of tears. A single tear rolled down his cheek.
“You sure you ain’t seen nothing weird?” I asked.
“No,” Luddy said. “I saw some kids out ’ere.”
Luddy looked at the ground.

“Luddy?” I asked.
“I tried to get a beer from ’em but they runned me off.”
My stomach clenched.
Great.
I’m going to have to take a witness statement from Luddy. 
“That’s it, Luddy?” I asked.
Then I left intentional silence. I would stay quiet and let Luddy fill in the blanks. Silence was a great verbal trick used by cops and job interviewers for decades. Luddy cleared his throat. 
Works every time, I thought.
“There’s been a guy ouchere. A weird lookin’ fella.”
“What does that mean?” I asked. When I asked, I legitimately didn’t understand what he had said. I mulled over his words, realizing “ouchere” meant “out here.”
“He just seems...different. Like ‘ee ain’t belong ’ere.”
“Kaw City is a tourist town.” I grimaced, thinking my words were too big. “You think he’s a visitor? Coming out here to fish?”
“No, not he ain’t like that. He just...I don’t know how to say isn’t it, he just don’t belong.”
Luddy was opening up, but it would still require a lot of mental energy to translate what he said.
“This guy wore like all black. He looked like he’s Native, but I didn’t recognize him from around here. Made me feel weird...made my skin crawl. Wore these black pilot sunglasses and wore a black trench coat.”
That was the nugget of gold with the doo-doo still sticking to it.
“Didn’t belong?” I asked.
“People avoid him. I’ve seen him out here. He don’t camp, he don’t fish. It’s like he’s...”
“Patrolling?”
Luddy excitedly nodded his head up and down. “That’s it.”
“Did you get a name?”
Luddy shook his head. I knew that wasn’t a lie.
“Wanna know something weird about him?” 
“What?”
“This guy, he wore a black OSU football jersey, but he did somethin’ weird with it.”
I’ve seen Luddy pick up a used cigarette butt and smoke it, so I knew this would be meaty.
“Weird?” I asked.
“Yeah, ‘ee tucked th’ football jersey in his jeans and wore a belt.”
“That’s it? That’s what’s so strange?” I asked.
“I ain’t ever saw nobody do that before, have you? Tuck in a jersey.”
“That’s it? That’s what’s so strange?”
“Yup, thazz about it.” He smacked his lips and nodded his head. “Oh, that an’ I seen ’im takin’ pictures of the dam.”
My knees shook. I thought I was going to fall over. Kaw City was a tourist town, but tourists don’t go into the woods to take pictures of a dam that was run by the Army Corps of Engineers. Plus, any engineering firm, going to take pictures of the dam, would typically coordinate with us. After 9/11 people would get freaked out by engineers taking pictures of dams and infrastructure. The whole profession started a standard operating procedure of coordinating with cities before going around taking pictures. Once before in my career, I had drawn my gun on an Oklahoma State University Engineering Student from Saudi Arabia who was out here taking pictures of the dam. He turned out to be a good guy, maybe a little naïve; his name was Abbas Aziz. We called out Raj Gotham and he talked to the guy, calming down the whole situation. Heck, I think Abbas sent the department a Christmas card.
Twenty years of police and soldiers thinking about the terrorist threat, and people get really nervous about people taking pictures of infrastructure. Engineers and construction workers knew this and worked to mitigate the risk of getting shot.
Why hadn’t this stranger tried to coordinate with us?
“Say again?” I asked.
“That strange man, the one that wore the black duster, I see’ ’im takin’ pictures of the dam.”




Chapter 12 – Vehicle Accident Report
Cole Killian
Kaw City, Oklahoma

Vehicle Accident Report
Officer Reporting: Cole Killian
Driver A: Percy Blankenship
Ht: 5’8” Wt: 165 lbs. DOB: 3/23/1972
Driver’s License Number: —-
State: Oklahoma
Vehicle: 2021 Volkswagen Atlas Tanoak
Driver B: Martha Irvington
Ht: 5’3” Wt: 135 lbs. DOB: 3/19/2000
Driver’s License Number: —-
State: Kansas
Vehicle: 2006 Kia Sportage
Driver A’s Statement:
I was driving east on Highway 11 when this Silver KIA slammed into my front bumper just above my right fender.
Driver A states that Driver B came over after the collision and checked to see if Driver A was alright. I got out and recognized that the driver was Martha Irvington.
Driver B’s Statement:
I was driving west when I noticed massive waves in Kaw Lake. I turned my head to the lake and quickly turned back. When I turned back, I saw a brown object strike my windshield. The entire thing cracked into a million spider-webs. I couldn’t see. I slammed on my brakes , and I think my car skidded to the left. I then felt the impact of another vehicle. My airbag deployed and my neck stung from whiplash but all things considered I was alright. I then got out of my vehicle to check on the other driver. I saw blood all over my windshield. When I went to see the driver, I saw it was Percy behind the wheel. I have known Percy Blankenship for many years. Other than slight discomfort in his neck, Percy seemed fine.
Vehicle Damage:
The right fender of the Volkswagen was knocked off but remained intact. I identified what appeared to be a red liquid that ran approximately six inches down the vehicle’s hood.
The impact was 18 inches from the northern curb and 56 inches from the southern curb. (See attached diagram.)
Officer’s Note- Driver B didn’t appear intoxicated or under the effects of any mind-altering substances. Witnesses stated they saw some water fly up and something oblong—as the witness put it, “maybe like a tree-trunk” roll end over end and smash into Driver B’s window. Both Driver A and Driver B attempted to take pictures of the damage with their smart phones, but complained the images were blurry and unrecognizable. Due to their inability to document the damage, I took pictures of the damage with the Kaw City Police Department’s camera, which was located in my patrol car.
No ticket or citation was issued.
Following the accident, I conducted a canvass of the area. In my investigation, I recovered the severed head of a bull. The bull had what appeared to be shards of glass in its fur and small specks of paint, consistent with Driver A’s Volkswagen.




Chapter 13 – Gut Check
Brannigan Novak
Aeropuerto’s Restaurant
Ponca City, Oklahoma

While Cole Killian went out and collected more intelligence, I did the same. Data is great, but leaders make decisions with their gut. The media was shocked when people were expressing unease about the first round of COVID vaccinations. All the research stated that these injections would be safe. But not everyone jumped in line. They waited. Were people foolish? Was it really that simple? Were they idiots because they felt uneasy, even though the CDC said the vaccinations were safe? Or, was there just something in their gut that didn’t feel right about such an immediate rescue?
We believe there are six senses, but as a cop, I can tell you that doesn’t encompass everything.
Those micro-hairs on the back of your neck—listen to them. That little voice that tells you don’t turn down that street you’ve been down a hundred times, where does that come from? What about the older woman, who just a few days before her death, gets everything ready? She cleans her house, calls old friends, gives heirlooms to their children. Is that one of the six senses? Is that the sense of smell? Is it hearing? Or is it something else?
I listened to all my senses—even the ones I can’t describe.
Something in Kaw City was not right.
The Army Corps of Engineers was at the dam. Americans are interesting because they don’t necessarily trust the government, but they love soldiers. I was no exception. I had a friend- a fellow Rotarian who was there. Geoffrey Götz. He earned a degree in Engineering-Physics from UCO before getting a Master’s Degree in Civil and Environmental Engineering at Texas A and M. I could have called the dam and gone through the official channels or called the help desk, but I didn’t.
I went with my gut.
I called Geoffrey.
From the start of the conversation, I knew something was off.
“I don’t work there anymore, buddy,” Geoffrey said, the tone of his voice off. Cops are trained to label emotions when talking with someone and Geoffrey’s voice sounded so weak. I could not determine his emotion; I could only sense his overwhelming fatigue. 
“Oh—”
“I got fired.”
That was not expected.
Geoffrey was one of the most brilliant people I knew. And he was not just an academic type. He was good people. Outgoing. Kind. Not everyone liked his wife, but they sure did like him. But Geoffrey got fired from the Corps of Engineers?
“Brannigan?” 
“Yeah?”
“Let’s meet up, have a meal and... talk.”
I could feel the tension in every syllable.
“Where?” I asked.
“Mexican restaurant. The one at the airport.”
“There’s a lot people there; a lot of noise.”
“Yeah,” he grunted. “That’s what I want.”
***
My friend looked horrible, as if he had lost fifty pounds from unnatural causes. One of those braided leather belts from the 90s barely held up his pants. His button-up shirt swung from his body. A week’s worth of beard covered his face and when he took the chair across from me, I stifled a gag at the overpowering stench of body odor. I tried to conceal my shock, but he saw through it.
“I’m not doing too well,” he said.
I squirmed. A lot of people didn’t like his wife. She had been a special education teacher, which she was ill-suited for her cold-hearted nature. She also had a side-hustle as a piano teacher. Women around the area called her a gold-digger and claimed she only married Geoffrey for his money. Rumor had it that she had an incestuous relationship with her brother. I didn’t care much for gossip, but it gave me a better understanding of this situation.
“Fired?” I asked.
We stopped as the waitress took our orders. Geoffrey never made eye contact with the waitress and then I, excited for the opportunity to speak in Spanish, ordered camarón.
“My world got turned upside down,” he said as the waitress left. “I got fired and she divorced me. I’ve got no resources to stop her legal team and all my future earnings are going to go to her alimony.”
“They fired you? I didn’t think that could happen that fast with the Corps of Engineers.”
Geoffrey’s face went sheet-white, and tiny beads of sweat formed on his forehead. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you,” he said.
Geoffrey looked left and right and then leaned forward, whispering as he did. I could barely hear him over the large crowd and the spirited conversations.
“It’s no longer the Army Corps of Engineers that are out there.”
I had just read reports about a lake monster, but this hit me like a Holly Holm roundhouse.
I could feel my face sneer with incredulity. “Geoffrey, what are you talking about?”
“I said the Army Corps of Engineers ain’t out there.” Geoffrey smiled. I could see he was slightly irritated, but I could also see he was thinking of how to explain the situation. He looked to the ceiling and his eyes moved back and forth before leaning forward to whisper.
“Brannigan, are you familiar with privatization?”
I laughed. In my line of work, privatization was a funny thing. Politics created weird bedfellows, and a lot of topics are very faddish. Outsourcing certain federal jobs, such as cooks and bus drivers, to the commercial sector seemed cool and hip back in the early 2000s, but private prisons weren’t really getting mainstream support right now.
“That dam was privatized,” he continued. “A big tech company bought a senator, and then the senator gave them the dam. The world was so caught up by COVID lock-downs, weird things were able to get passed—Utah started flirting with a bill to legalize polygamy and here in Kaw City, a social media platform took over the dam.”
“Geoffrey,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. “That’s crazy.”
“I’m sure it sounds that way, but not as crazy as the Non-Disclosure Agreements. I had to sign a ton of them.”
“From the Corps?”
“No, from the corporation. They offered some of us jobs, but most of my peers got out. I wanted out but Irma...or more accurately, my ex-wife, insisted I stay.”
“What tech company took over a dam?”
“SQUELCH.
It’s an up-and-coming social media platform. They want to democratize the medical field and continue the movement to a greener world.”
“Sounds like they have good intentions.”
Geoffrey laughed. “They might be green but their management style was awful; I’ll just say this: Chernobyl is less toxic than that work environment. Woke lip-service with dictatorial tendencies. I think Mussolini’s soul was mixed into their soy lattes.”
“That sucks.”
“The pay was decent which is why Irma didn’t want me to leave, but the place was horrible; when I quit - she quit me. I turned in my two-week notice and they fired me. I applied elsewhere but SQUELCH gave me a horrible reference. It was so bad I could have sued for slander but I’m too tired fighting against Irma.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m telling you this, because SQUELCH is going to hurt you too.”
“What?”
“They keep everything in house.”
“In house?” I asked, my stomach tightening. I looked side-to-side for any inquisitive ears.
“They hire from within,” he whispered. “There won’t be any trickle-down funds from their multi-million profits into Kaw City and there will be less visibility. All their services are from within. I took out my own trash. They have their own cafeteria, and no one goes out of the office to eat. They said they’re trying to reduce their ‘carbon footprint.’”
“I don’t know about their carbon footprint, but they’ve completely reduced their actual footprint. I figured the dam and its related permits would be federal but this is bizarre. I’m the Chief of Police and I never even knew they were here.”
“That was their intent.”
“Well, we had an accident at the Lake. Would I be able to talk to SQUELCH and get footage—?”
“Not a chance.” He snorted. “They’re not going to share security footage with you. The security guards they got out there, they are straight up thugs. Literally threw me out on my ear.”
“Thugs?”
“I don’t use that word lightly. I mean it. Straight up criminals. One security guard has two tear-drop tattoos running down his right cheek and the other has a giant-spider-web on his elbow.”
“You know what that means, right?”
“They’ve done hard time.”
Whoa.
I sighed. I looked around nervously. I rubbed my head and took a big swig of ice water.
“This is a lot to take in,” I whispered.
“Yes, it is. It also means SQUELCH has armed felons running their security. They carry these big Soviet-bloc pistols and I’ve seen, this is not a lie, AK47s right at their desk.”
I cussed under my breath, low enough that the old ladies sitting beside me didn’t hear my vulgar utterance. 
“Yes. Legally, I shouldn’t have told you any of that, but I just felt you ought to know what’s going on in your backyard.”
I studied Geoffrey’s face—he seemed too tired to lie. A younger version of me would have rejected his story. I would have seen the horrible state Geoffrey was in and wrote him off as crazy. But the truth was Geoffrey was a good man. He had just put himself in a vulnerable situation giving this information, and he was willing to face horrible repercussions to help me.
My educated mind told me the story was impossible: Outsourcing the dam? Felons running around with Eastern Bloc weapons? No way.
But my gut told me to believe Geoffrey.
***
The waitress brought out white Styrofoam boxes for our leftovers. We continued with small talk—Russell Westbrook and Kevin Durant. Geoffrey finished his food. He ate with the tenacity and indifference of a man cursed with hunger.               My eyes caught the waitress as she brushed past us. I needed to pay. I needed to get out. There was work to be done.
“¿Me puede tener la cuenta?” I asked.
“Si,” she said and, smiling back, she handed me the bill.
Geoffrey’s face grew red and I could see his deliberate avoidance of my gaze.
“Geoffrey, you alright?” I asked.
“Brannigan....”
“Yeah?”
“Can you...” He paused. In high school, I saw a kid try to perform the Olympic-style lift and dropped 200 lbs. right on his face. The pain in that kid’s face was nothing to the pain I saw in Geoffrey’s.
“What’s up, man?” I asked.
“Can you get the check?”
I know in these new times, machismo ain’t considered politically correct, but in my humble opinion, there is nothing more awkward than letting another man pick up the check. I hated it and I hated it for him.
“Thanks,” he said, keeping his eyes glued to the floor. He got up and departed.
I paid and sat silently contemplating the situation.
I wasn’t done.
My gut was still working.
Geoffrey’s story unnerved me. I believed everything Geoffrey said, but I needed more sources of information. More people needed to talk, but from what Geoffrey said, few people would be willing. My eyes scanned the restaurant as I went to pay. My senses had warned me something was amiss. My eyes scanned the establishment.
And there, eating by himself, was a man. An individual with black hair pulled back into a “man-bun,” dark-tinted aviator-style sunglasses, and cauliflower ear on his left side. People like to tease dudes with man-buns, but you don’t tease the dude with cauliflower ear.
He looks like a wrestler.
Ponca City was less than thirty minutes away from Kaw Lake. Ponca City had some of the best Mom and Pops restaurants in all of North America, so yeah, I had frequented the town. I knew everyone in Kaw City and while my knowledge of Ponca City residents was not as strong, it was strong enough to know this guy wasn’t one. He was sitting down but I could see the enormity of his frame. Our eyes locked. I smiled, but the man remained unmoved.
I left the restaurant.
My gut tightened.




Chapter 14 – A Middle-School Locker-Room
Stuart McConnell
Doc Fleming’s Office
Kaw City, Oklahoma

The horrific image of Vickie’s body was burnt into my brain, and I was going blind on paperwork. I was so swamped I ate and drank in my office. I’d been running through the Kaw Lake scenario all morning until my phone chimed with a text. My wife dropped our German Shepherd off to be neutered, and I needed to go pick up our dog.
Thank you, Jamie, I thought. I had a sneaky suspicion that this was the strategic move of a caring wife—she gave me a task she knew I would be interested in to give me a break from the consumption of my case.
Trust me, the thought of our dog’s castration was not interesting, but the trip to the veterinarian would be appreciated. I still thought animal science was interesting, so picking up the family dog and visiting with Dr. Fleming was actually something I was interested in.
Before becoming an attorney, I had dreamt of becoming a veterinarian, but my mentors pushed me towards something more “practical.” I don’t resent them, but I always wondered what that life would have looked like.
I tried to clear my mind as I drove to Dr. Charlie Fleming’s office. I lowered the windows, letting cool air blow into my face, and blasted bluegrass as I drove. I parked outside of Dr. Fleming’s office and walked towards it.
That’s weird I thought, I thought. My time as a soldier had taught me to never overlook anything strange.
I had parked right next to Dr. Fleming’s Rolls Royce. It was a beautiful black machine with a lustrous silver-colored grill. The windows were all completely rolled down, as if to air out an unpleasant odor. I stepped closer and peered inside; I saw no sign of vandalism or destruction. But while visually I found nothing alarming, my nostrils stung and I involuntarily gagged.
Why does his Rolls Royce smells like 7th grade BO?
Worried that something had been stolen from Charlie’s car, I made my way inside Dr. Fleming’s office. As I got closer to his door, the scent inside was even more pungent. I didn’t simply smell the stench but tasted it, as the inhaled odor burnt my taste buds. The bell attached to the door rang as I entered. The previous times I had been to Charlie’s office, I had been immediately greeted by his secretary, but this time I was greeted by silence. My eyes scanned the office. The office manager’s computer screen was black, with glitters of dust on the keyboard.
“Charlie?” I called out.
Something wasn’t right—both his car and his office were vacated and left unlocked. From the time I had been around Charlie, I knew him to be a meticulous man, so this indifference wasn’t normal behavior. I didn’t know what the middle-school body spray meant, but I had definitely never associated that with Charlie. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I reached my right hand down to my hip and felt my concealed pistol.
“Charlie?” I croaked. I quickly went to the water fountain and gulped a quick spray of water in attempt to clear the odor from my throat. I called out his name again.
I heard someone shuffle in a backroom, open a door, and heard footsteps coming in my direction.
Had I just walked in on a third-degree burglary? From working as a district attorney, I knew burglars tended to not necessarily be armed, but had plenty of tools that could do bodily harm.
In my mind, I rehearsed drawing my pistol, reading myself for an attack. I rested my hand on the grip of my Glock.
I gasped.
Dr. Charlie Fleming. 
“Charlie?” I asked again.
He wore a blue button-down shirt with gray sweatpants and brown-colored derby shoes. Charlie walked toward me, with a certain peculiarity in his gait  that I found unnerving. His walk appeared to be extremely fatigued, as if his current train of thought was so heavy it prevented his attention to his present surroundings.
Dr. Fleming was a well-known and respected man around Kaw City. But when I observed him, he reminded me of the guys in law school who fell behind and then abused ADHD medication to study. His hair swirled about his head, in an unkempt and wild manner. His clothes were crumpled and stained. He smiled at me, revealing fuzzy, yellow teeth.
“How are you doing, Charlie?” I asked.
Charlie avoided eye contact. “I’ve seen better days.”
He reached out to shake my hand. This felt weird. I hadn’t regularly shaken anyone’s hands since the COVID pandemic started back in March 2020. I obliged and accepted his grip. It was firm, but his head and eyes were elsewhere—looking back at the room he had just left.
He looks like he’s been on a bender, I thought, but instead of saying that, I opted for a diplomatic approach. “You look like you’ve been studying for a test.”
His head bobbled unevenly, and his cartoonish eyes looked around the room before focusing on me.
“Funny you should say that,” he said.
“Charlie?”
“Let’s just say I have been overcome with ardent academic desire.”
Crap, I thought. My vet has turned into a tweaker.
“What does that mean, Charlie?” I asked
He looked left and right  before motioning me forward. I obliged but remained cautious of my friend’s altered state.
“I found something,” he whispered. He spoke with such a low and gentle timber that it changed the sound of his voice.
“What did you find, Charlie?”
“I haven’t been able to sleep. I told my secretary to go home.”
I noted his indifference to my questions.
“Buddy, I just came to check on my dog,” I said. “And now you’re scaring me.”
“I am a man of science not of language, but now I need to put this discovery into...”
“Charlie!” I was more forceful this time, trying to snap him back into reality. “What did you find?”
“It’s okay, Stu,” Charlie smiled. “I’m scared too.”
In that moment, he didn’t sound as though he were chemically altered, though the normally low pitch of his voice was in a higher octave as he continued to speak with great excitement.
“Scared of what?” I asked.
If Charlie seemed addled before, it was nothing compared to how he acted now. 
“Something you won’t believe,” he said.
I clutched Charlie’s shoulder.
“Charlie, are you on drugs?” I whispered. I was so close to him,  I could see the beads of sweat covering his forehead and I could smell the disgusting smell of body odor. But to my surprise, other than the body spray, I didn’t smell any unnatural substance.
Charlie looked at me and winced.
“I think I need to speak to a psychiatrist,” he said, as his eyes became glassy with tears, “but right now, a good attorney will do.”
I laughed—my first sense of levity since pouring over Tommy’s case files. “I never said I was a good one.”
“Well, I’m not a good taxidermist but you’ll have to bear with me.”
“Taxidermy?” I stuttered. “You didn’t do something weird to my dog, River?” I demanded. “Charlie, you didn’t hurt my dog, did you?”
Charlie’s eyes lit with a flame of indignation. “I most certainly have not! I might be going crazy, but I’m still the best vet in this area.”
My stomach relaxed as I saw parts of my old vet return.
“Oh,” I said, patting the vet on the back. “Alright, Charlie. What have you done?”
“Where was I?” He asked. “Oh, taxidermy!”
Believing my dog to be okay, my mind rushed elsewhere. I know this may sound extreme, but because of his strange behavior and the mention of the strange art, my thoughts rushed to serial killers like Ed Gein and Jefferey Dahmer. From watching documentaries, I knew that Dahmer and others practiced taxidermy as a way to preserve their trophies.
“What have you done?” I asked.
Charlie raised both hands in surrender.
“It’s not what you think, Stuart. There is no way I can really prepare you for what you’re about to see.”
Curiosity mitigated my fear, propelling me forward.
“Alright, Charlie. Show me.”




Chapter 15 – Jack Horner’s Turkey
Stuart McConnell
Dr. Fleming’s Office
Kaw City, Oklahoma

“What are you going to show me?” I asked as I followed my friend into a dimly lit room.
“I misspoke earlier, McConnell.” Dr. Fleming turned on the overhead light.
A low hanging bulb illuminated a disorganized room, with a disarrayed assortment of medical supplies and other scientific instruments of which I was professionally ignorant.
“Misspoke?” I asked. “How?”
“Technically, I’m not practicing taxidermy. I’m practicing embalming.”
“What’s the difference?”
“To the outside world, they’re both disturbing. On a personal level, I find taxidermy more disturbing. While embalming is the preservation of dead flesh, taxidermy is the artistic manipulation of a deceased creature. I have worked to embalm my discovery.”
“This ‘discovery’ isn’t your dead mother, is it?”
Charlie laughed. “I’m not Ed Gein. I’m still Dr. Fleming. Don’t worry. But, Stuart...”
Charlie’s face relaxed, reminding me of our previous encounters.
“Yes?” I asked.
“At the end of this, you’re going to wish it was my dead mother.”
I scratched my head, thinking over his words. How was I supposed to respond to that? Is he joking? I thought. If this was his attempt at humor, it was that bizarre “joke” on the audience type gig like Andy Kaufman or Norm MacDonald.
“I doubt that” I said. “Where is your work of art?”
Charlie held up his blue nitrile-glove covered hand and waved me forward. Obediently, I followed him through the disheveled laboratory.
“Right there,” Dr. Fleming said, and pointed at a twin-sized white sheet. There was something underneath it. The way Charlie had put the sheet over it made the object’s shape indeterminate. “I found it while I was bow-hunting out at Kaw.”
“That’s it?” I asked.
Charlie really is on drugs, I thought.
“Charlie, I’ve seen a white sheet before,” I joked.
“Tut-tut, Mr. Attorney,” Charlie said, shaking his head. He then yanked the sheet from the object.
“That’s your discovery?” I asked as I stared. “That’s a turkey.”
Charlie laughed, the cackle high with no hint of jocularity. Goosebumps covered my skin.
“No, that ain’t a turkey,” he said.
“Looks like one to me,” I said.
“Yes! Yes, it does look like a turkey, but I assure you, it is not,” Charlie  said and playfully slapped me on the back and then handed me a pair of nitrile gloves. “For your cross-examination, sir.”
I smiled. I took his lawyer joke as somewhat of a slight, but as an attorney, I had grown calloused to these jokes.
“Permission to approach the bench?” I asked.
“By all means.”
I inspected the animal. The first thing I noticed was when I inspected the hind quarters. I realized that it was not tail-feathers. A long, feather-covered, snake-shaped object ran from the creature’s pelvis to the tip of the limb.
“That’s weird,” I said.
With both hands, I squeezed the limb. But I realized the feathers that covered the unknown limb were small.
“This turkey has...” I leaned forward, and visually inspecting the creature’s hind end. “...it has a tail?”
“My friend, soon you will understand my current situation,” Charlie said. “Please, proceed.”
I ran my fingers down the bird’s thigh toward its feet, but before I touched its talons, Charlie grabbed my shoulder with a vice-like grip.
“Let’s keep that for the end of the trial. Move forward to the bird’s...beak.”
I nodded and moved to its head, which was bare, like that of a turkey, and like a turkey, it had a blood-colored wattle. But it was the bird’s snout that turned my world upside down.
For some reason, Charlie had put a bolted screw at the base of the creature’s face.
“What is this for?” I asked and pointed to the steel-colored screw that sat juxtaposed to the rest of the bird.
“For your inspection,” he said. “Open it.”
With both hands, I opened the bird’s “beak.”
Looking down, I saw my gloves sliced and blood spilling from my fingers. I cursed and gasped in pain. 
“I’m sorry, buddy,” Charlie said and handed me a white rag. “I should have told you to approach the mouth slowly.”
“No, I didn’t hurt myself on the screw.”
“I never said you did. Look.”
As I fought to stop the blood, I looked in the snout.
“That’s not a beak,” I said.
“No, it ain’t.”
My mind must have seen the shape of the bird and therefore my mind’s eye had given it a beak because that was what I understood about birds, but in reality, none of this was true. Where the wattle and feathers stopped, there were black, reptilian-like scales that reminded me of the mouth of a caiman.
“It has a snout, with a bunch of pointy teeth,” I said.
“Now the pinions...wings,” Charlie pointed at them. “And again, move slowly.”
My fingers still stung from the fangs. Dr. Fleming didn’t need to tell me to be careful, but I appreciated the sentiment. I don’t think you could call it a wing. It was a wiry arm, with thick wings at the base of the elbow. I pinched the arm and inspected it.
“These are claws,” I said, pointing them out to Charlie. “This...turkey...has fangs and claws?”
“You’re not done yet.” He leaned over my shoulder and pointed at the monster’s feet. “Look.”
Curiosity drove me forward, but now it was fear- fear that shook my body. My body trembled, and my lips and tongue involuntarily shook, making pitiful infantile noises.
“Those talons...” I stopped as my lips broke into thousands of tiny tremors. “That’s a claw.”
At the base of the monster’s foot were three toes, with the inside toe-claw shaped like a long, sinister sickle.
“When you first saw this specimen, your mind immediately made the connection to a peacock or a turkey because, in terms of memory, that was the best reference it could find. Now, Stuart, step back and look at what it is.”
I nodded then stepped back and looked.             
The bird didn’t have tail feathers, but a long, s-shaped tail extended from its hips. The creature’s snout—it didn’t have a beak but a scaly V-shaped snout. The bird’s mouth remained open, revealing about twenty-six individual serrated teeth. Then I saw its talons with the two identical interior curved claws.
“It’s some sort of...primordial...bird,” I managed.
Dr. Fleming looked at me and gave a meme-worthy smile, urging me to say what I honestly thought. “Is it though?”
“It looks like a Triassic turkey,” I said.
“Don’t play stupid with me, Stuart. You know what it is.”
Everyone who grew up in the 1990s did. Heck, my AP High-school Paleontology teacher would probably threaten violence if I didn’t recognize this creature.
“It’s a velociraptor.”
Administrative Note*
To the reader of this document. Popular culture has distorted the image of the velociraptor. Films and novels don’t portray an accurate image of the velociraptor but, in reality are based on its much larger kin, the Deinonychus. Michael Crichton stated that he used the name “velociraptor” because he felt the name was “more dramatic.” The velociraptor was a much smaller creature, approximately the size of a turkey, and covered in feathers. 
Dr. Fleming’s creature was approximately that size, had a caiman-like snout which was adorned with a blood-colored wattle, and was completely covered in feathers. Its signature claws and tail were more similar to what is presented in popular culture.
Despite the raptors’ more diminutive stature and its feather-covered body, its lethality was apparent. As stated in the document, I suffered an accidental laceration while inspecting the creature’s snout and Dr. Fleming revealed that he suffered a puncture wound from simply handling the creature during the embalming process.




Chapter 16 – The Good Attorney
Stuart McConnell
Dr. Fleming’s Office
Kaw City, Oklahoma

My body shook violently. I grabbed the table which held up the velociraptor. I tried to speak, but my lips continued to shuddered.
Breathe, Stuart. I told myself. Breathe!
“Now,” I managed, “I think I’m the one who is going crazy.”
“Misery likes company,” Charlie said and poked me in the ribs.“I’m sorry.”
“No, Doc. You know I have always respected you,” I said. “You are a man of science of positive repute around Kaw City. But this...”
“Changes everything,” he said.
I  nodded feverishly.
“I-I-I,” I said, “have a client. He claims he saw a girl attacked and killed by something... similar...to this.”
“Similar?”
“Yeah, crazy coincidence, that I’m running into you with this thing.”
Charlie cackled. “This peninsula has a population of three hundred sixty people, Stuart. It ain’t really that big of a coincidence.”
“Yes, but two prehistoric encounters—that’s astronomical.”
“Two?” he asked.
“Yes, there’s another one, not a raptor, but something else, that my client saw out in the lake,” I said.
The light in Charlie’s face faded. In the flash of a second, he changed from being a crazy old man into a concerned Kaw Lake citizen.
“There’s more?” he asked.
“Yes, but there is something more pressing that we need to do now.”
“What’s that?”
“We have to call Brannigan Novak,” I said. “We need to clear my client’s name.”




Chapter 17– Mitsubishi Motorcycle
Brannigan Novak
Outside of Aerpuerto Restaurant
Ponca City, Oklahoma

Goosebumps covered my skin as I exited Aeropuerto and walked to my car. I wanted to shake my head and say, “it’s nothing,” but something about that stranger in the black leather jacket made me uncomfortable.
My pocket buzzed. I jumped out of my skin. I was so engrossed, that I had been caught off guard.
I shoved my hand into my pants pocket, but my ACL brace had twisted my pants as I walked, making accessing my pocket difficult. Grunting, I fought to find my phone.
“Finally!” I said, as I fished it out on the fifth buzz but still had an overwhelming feeling of frustration.
Stuart McConnell.
My stomach clenched. Attorneys. Stuart McConnell—I’d known him for years and considered him my friend. Still, attorneys always made me nervous. 
“What’s up, Stu?” I stopped and leaned against my patrol car.
“Brannigan I’ve got something you need to see.”
“What’s that?”
“Something that makes my life simpler but is going to complicate yours.”
I laughed. “What makes you think I’m going to work with you, Stu?”
“Duty,” Stuart said, and I sensed no levity in his response.
“What’s up?”
“Let’s just say you’re going to have your hands full with this investigation.”
Anxiety burned my stomach and gave me unease in my hips, shoulders, and knees. My joints never lied; I knew this was going to be a bad night.
“I’m not sure how to describe it,” Stu said. “You need to come out here and see this for yourself. I can’t—”
Stuart kept talking. Something caught my attention, and I spun around. Behind me, the Aeropuerto’s door swung wide open. The stranger from inside sprinted past me.
“Brannigan?” Stuart’s voice sounded miles away. Distracted by the movement, I was unsure how many times the attorney had said my name.
“I’m here,” I said, my eyes following the stranger.
The stranger jumped onto a motorcycle, revved the engine, and drove south.
“Chief, are you there?” Stuart asked.
“Text me the information; I’ll be there. I got something I need to attend to.”
Technically, I did have jurisdiction in Oklahoma, but I didn’t have authority in Ponca City. But I knew I had to follow this man. As fast as my ACL would allow, I hobbled into my cruiser. I threw on my lights and sped after him. I shot out of the parking lot and headed south, chasing after him. Instantly, he increased speed, and with the skill I would associate with a professional racer, he leaned his vehicle next to the ground, so his knee was almost touching, and did an 180-degree turn and headed straight at me.
I yanked at the steering wheel, throwing my car into a U-turn—pressing my foot to the floor. 
“This is Kaw City 6, in Ponca City jurisdiction, I’ve got—” and as I whispered into the radio, he popped a wheelie.
I was silenced by his acrobatics. His front wheel shot up in the air and as he performed the trick, small objects clattered to the ground behind him.
Roughly, I yanked the steering wheel, attempting to miss them.
THUM - THUM - THUM - THUM - THUM - THUM
My tires skidded. I heard a sudden screech as something penetrated my tire and I slammed my brakes.
“That guy’s gotta be a pro!” I angrily shook my head, but gave a faint smile of admiration at his ability.
“Disregard,” I said into the radio.
I maneuvered my car to the shoulder of the road and got out to inspect the front tires.
“That’s weird.”
I picked out one of the items lodged in my tire.
“You don’t see that every day.”
Carefully, I handled it. The shape resembled a pyramid, but multiple sharp prongs stuck out from the side of the black metal. What appeared to be oriental lettering marked the sides.
I raised my radio to my lips and thumbed the button. “This is Kaw-6.”
“Kaw-City 6, this is dispatch.”
“I’m out in Ponca City; send me a wrecker. My tires are shot.”
“Ponca City?”
“Roger, right next to Aeropuerto.”
I held the primitive weapon closer to my face, inspecting it.
“I might be out a tire, but I got a clue.”
I had no idea what that thing was, but I knew someone who would.




Chapter 18 – Makibishi
Brannigan Novak
Vicinity of Aerpuerto Restaurant
Ponca City, Oklahoma

I had one auxiliary officer back at the Kaw City Police Department working with dispatch and responding to any contingencies. I didn’t feel comfortable leaving Kaw City without a patrolman. I needed  Raj Gotham.
Brilliant man. He was the head of the Engineering Department at Northern Oklahoma College. He was born in the village Rayavaram of Andhra Pradesh, India, before becoming a US citizen. He graduated with a Bachelor’s in Mechanical Engineering from Oklahoma Christian before getting his Ph.D. from Duke University.
I fished my cell phone out my pocket and dialed his number.
I knew Raj from my time in the Guard. When he found out I was back in Oklahoma and serving as the Kaw City Police Chief, he volunteered to serve as our Chaplain and had done so for the past few years. But right now, I didn’t need a Chaplain; my cruiser required a tow, and I needed a ride.
The phone began to ring.
I felt guilty because I knew Raj would drop whatever he was doing to help me—he was that kind of friend.
I’ll find a way to pay him back, I thought, and immediately, I knew it was a false hope, one that was so brazen it felt like a lie.
I texted him.
“Headed your way, brother,” Raj texted back.
***
Raj pulled up to my location, and I got into his car.
“Thanks again, Raj.”
“Good afternoon, brother,” Raj said. Despite his years in the United States, Raj had still not mastered the American accent, which I know embarrassed him. I remember teasing him once. “No, Raj, you shouldn’t be embarrassed about your accent...you should be embarrassed you’re a Cav Scout.”
In the National Guard, Raj had served with the 180th Cavalry Regiment. There has always a professional rivalry between cavalry and infantry, so I never missed an opportunity to tease him.
“You said you needed a ride back to Kaw City?” Raj asked as he gripped his steering wheel.
“Yes, but I need help with something else.”
“What is it?”
“Here,” I said and held up the device. “This is what I ran over. I was tailing a guy on a motorcycle, so he dropped this and I ran over it.”
Raj’s eyes lit up.
“Do you recognize what this is?” 
Raj, still driving, looked out of the corner of his eyes.
“Hmmmm,” Raj said. “Very interesting.”
His eyes lit up as he stared at the object with such intensity that it felt like he had even forgotten I was there. Still driving with his left hand, he reached and took the object from me and held it closer to his face. Raj reminded me of a jeweler inspecting a ring.
“Raj?” I asked.
My friend’s vehicle started to swerve off the road.
“Raj!” I screamed.
He yanked the steering wheel, pulling into the skid and getting back into the center of the road. My friend pulled his head back, as if embarrassed by his trance.
“Brother,” he said, his voice somber, “Let us stop by my house.”
“What’s up?”
“I’ve seen something like this before.” His face scrunched up in a wistful expression, “in my research, but…”
“What?”
“It doesn’t make sense…”
My stomach flipped. I looked at my watch. Cole and Stuart were waiting for me, but I still needed some answers.
Raj continued driving. He wasn’t neglecting the road, but I could see his mind was engrossed.
***
Raj lived in a cul-de-sac in the vicinity of Aeropuerto. It took us about five minutes to get to his house.
“My friend,” Raj said as he opened his car door, “follow me to my library.”
We walked from his car and into his house. Once inside we went through a sparingly decorated den and living room and into his library. While his other rooms were void of any pictures or ornamentation, his library looked as though it could have been in a museum. Bookshelves covered each wall of his library, and a wide array of books covered those shelves.
“This shouldn’t take long,” Raj said.
Raj grabbed a thick textbook. He sat down at his desk. I could see my friend’s excited curiosity as he thumbed through the pages.
“That’s it!” he slapped his hand against the table. “Here, brother, look at this.”
Raj waived me forward and pointed to a section in his textbook.
I scanned the opened pages. My eyes caught the name “Hattori Hanzo” and words like “shinobi,”“taijutsu,” and “samurai.”
As I scanned the book, Raj walked around his table and stood next to me. I could see him searching over the pages.
“Look, there,” he pointed to the gray section at the bottom of the page.
Raj held up the Japanese weapon.
“It’s identical,” I said.
“Chief, I think we have found the culprit.”
“You’re right, Raj. That’s it.” I held the object right next to the picture.
“That what it is called, it’s a make-I-m...” I struggled to put the Japanese syllables together.
Raj correctly completed the pronunciation, and an ice-covered elevator climbed my spine as he spoke.
“Makibishi.”
It was the ancient weapon used as a defense by the shinobi against the samurai.
But what was an ancient weapon of the shinobi doing here?




Chapter 19 – 11Charlie
Stuart McConnell
Dr. Charlie Fleming’s Office
Kaw City, Oklahoma

“What’s taking him so long, Stu?” Charlie Fleming beat his fist against his metallic lab table.
“Give him time, Doc.” I walked around his makeshift research center. “He’s a Police Chief. He’s got a lot to deal with.”
Charlie went to the embalmed predatorial bird and gently tapped its head.               “Whatever, he is going through, I don’t think it compares to this.”
“No, but it might be related.” I said.
Charlie opened his mouth to speak but was cut short by the doorbell.
“Looks like Chief’s here,” he said.
“Well, let’s go get him,” I said and the two of us made our way out of the lab and toward the front door. My palms were sweating, and I rubbed them on my pants. My throat had gone dry. I swallowed, but it was like adding dust to the Waynoka sand dunes. My heart hammered against my chest.
How do you show a guy a dinosaur? I thought to myself.
“Who is this guy?” Charlie asked as we approached the reception area where two men stood. In addition to Brannigan was Raj Gotham. I knew Raj from our time together in the Guard.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Doc has been under a lot of stress concerning a new discovery.”
“No issue, friend,” Raj said with a clenched jaw. “My name is Raj Gotham. I am Brannigan’s friend.”
“He’s one of my reserve police officers,” Brannigan said. “And right now, he’s my chauffeur.”
“Well, what did you call us out here to see?” Brannigan asked.
“We’re about to show you.” Doc Fleming waived Brannigan and Raj toward him as he walked toward the back room to his makeshift laboratory. “Follow me.”
“Stop!” I said and stepped forward.
“What’s up, Stu?” Brannigan asked.
“Fair warning, compadres,” I said, “things are about to get weird.”
“I’ve seen some strange stuff myself,” Brannigan said.
“Yeah, but I’m an 11 Charlie, er…. a mortarman for the layperson,” I chuckled. “When I say things are about to get weird—things are about to get weird.”
“Look at this.” Brannigan held up a sinister-looking object with multiple sharpened points.
“What is that?” I asked.
“A Makibishi. A weapon from feudal Japan. Most famous for its use by the...”
“Shinobi?” My mind rushed back to my high school world history class. Coach Barker had done an entire section on medieval Japan. “What the heck does feudal Japan have to do with Kaw City?”
“I don’t know,” Brannigan said, “but I pulled this from out of my car and before that, I found out that the Federal Government just outsourced the Kaw Lake dam and now we have a techno-baron running the dam.”
“What?” Charlie’s mouth dropped open.
I laughed, slapping him on the back. “Looks like you’re the crazy one again, Chucky-boy.”
Charlie closed his mouth, glaring at me.
“Yes,” Brannigan said. “A social media entrepreneur wanted to try his hand at dam management, bought a congressman, and got it. Then, when I got called out here, a man dropped a load of Makibishi, in front of my car.”
“So,” I scratched my head, “you’re saying an evil tech-baron is running Kaw Dam, and some unknown man assaulted you with a medieval weapon?” 
“Yes,” Brannigan said. “I don’t know how it can get weirder than that.”
“Like I said, Chief,” I laughed, “it’s about to get really weird.”




Chapter 20 – Brannigan and Raj’s Reactions
Stuart McConnell
Dr. Charlie Fleming’s Veterinarian Office
Kaw City, Oklahoma

I watched as Brannigan Novak—one of the toughest guys I knew—suddenly grew bone white and swayed left to right. 
Brannigan stood up straight and adjusted his knee brace. And in his face, I saw a child-like gleam, but I also saw fear, the way a child would fear and marvel at a wild horse or a large dog.
The two men walked to the table. Raj was the first to touch the creature, placing a trembling hand on its head and then slowly beginning to stroke the animal the way someone would pet a cat. Raj then threw his other hand around Brannigan’s shoulder.
“C-c-c-can I touch him?” Brannigan whispered to me.
“You look like you’re going to pass out, Chief,” I said.
“I’ll be alright,” Brannigan said, “but this is something you don’t see every day.”
“See brother, it’s not so bad,” Raj said.
While I had never seen a dinosaur before, I had seen men revert to their original accents when they got stressed or excited. I could barely contain myself as Raj in his thick Andrhan accent described the theropod and then Brannigan Novak replied in his thick McCurtain County accent, “It’s a di-nuh-sarr.”
“My client is innocent,” Stuart said. “This thing...or this type of thing is the culprit. We need to continue to investigate. Doc Fleming found this while he was turkey hunting. There will be more.”
“An investigation is after we’ve secured the people in Kaw City,” Chief Novak said. “Right now, we patrol. We get in groups and we look for these...things...in the Kaw City and Kaw Lake area.”
I looked at the creature.
Its tail, its claws, its legs. It looked built for speed. This creature looked as if it could surpass the speed of a road-runner. In contrast to this agile beast, the lake monster that Tommy Coleman, though not necessarily as fast on land, was huge. More people would die if actions weren’t taken. There could be questions on how these creatures, but there was something I know we all agreed on:
These things had to be destroyed.
But how?
“If I may, Chief,” I requested.
“Go ahead, Stuart,” he said.
“These monsters. This creature looks fast, and the creature Tommy saw was huge, about twenty feet long. I agree we should go hunt them, but there needs to be some targeting done...a little bit of analysis.”
Brannigan nodded and patted the pistol on his hip.
“That’s right,” I said. “I don’t know what good that pee-shooter there is going to do going up a twenty-foot marine reptile or these creatures. Nor do I think a precise but small shot group is what is needed to take down these predatorial turkey-like creatures. That creature my client saw. If you shot it through the heart. It wouldn’t die immediately—it’s too big.”
“My friends,” Raj said, his accent growing strong with excitement, “I think we’re gonna need bigger guns.”




Chapter 21 – The Yogi
Cowgirl Yoga Studio
Cole Killian
Stillwater, Oklahoma

During the application process to other police departments, I had to sign a waiver, so that background investigators could have complete access to my medical records. I’m not entirely sure how that is legal, but hiring agencies asked for it, so prospective employees answered.
But while that is an interesting portion of the law enforcement application process, it is surprisingly not the most awkward.
No, not at all.
Ex-girlfriends.
I applied to agencies where they requested to speak to every former girlfriend, significant other, or spouse. The uncomfortable position reaches out to those individuals to let them know the respective agency may be calling them.
However, it wasn’t uncomfortable for my exes. To tell you the truth, I think they enjoyed my apparent misery. Despite the years apart, it seemed to transform them into young college freshmen who enjoyed teasing their dumb ex-boyfriend.
Like Raven Reeves.
A whole kaleidoscope of butterflies fluttered through my insides just thinking her name. My first collegiate romance. She went to Langston University, and I met her through ROTC.
Raven Reeves.
Raven Reeves had a way of talking to and about grown men like they were little boys. A talent she most notably displayed with infantrymen and football players.  While she was gorgeous, I found her intimidating, but she had assets that would be invaluable for our hunt. I knew she would make me feel stupid, just like she had in the past.
I shook my head, thinking about our past. 
I had been no exception to her condescension, but for some reason I didn’t let her patronizing style of flirting deter me from pursuing a relationship.
We dated, it didn’t work out, but it didn’t mean the flames weren’t there. I was chasing a commission; that was my focus, and in all honesty, I didn’t have the emotional maturity for a relationship.
Raven Reeves was beautiful and intelligent in a way that was different from anybody else. Words like “street-smarts” or “country-side savvy” describe her but not entirely. She possessed special knowledge about life. Even when she was young, I thought her to be very wise and discerning. She wasn’t impressed with the coquettish displays of football players or infantrymen.
So, I’m not sure why she accepted my advances. After college, we kept in touch through social media. I might have been the student of economics, but she seemed to understand business better than I. She commissioned in the National Guard. She got into crypto-currency; she got into real-estate; she became a personal trainer and opened up a yoga studio.
But that is not where she made the big bucks. And I knew how she did:
A Class III license.
While in college, Raven earned her Class III license and sold weapons. She first started by piecing AR-15s together before moving to her current niche: shotguns.
Raven Reeves specialized in semi-automatic shotguns.
It was something she would prefer to keep quiet. But earlier in my law enforcement career I had shared this information with Brannigan Novak. Brannigan knew he needed shotguns and that is why he requested her assistance.
Raj, Brannigan, and I got into my patrol car and drove from Kaw City to Stillwater. While my stomach tightened with anticipation, I briefly found solace in the farmer’s fields that bordered I-35. But my stomach tightened as the signs grew orange, letting me know I was approaching her business, The Cowgirl Yoga Studio. She had opened up a Yoga Studio right in the vicinity of Oklahoma State University. 
Her last class was at eight, and we arrived at 9:15 PM. We parked outside of her studio.
College-town, I thought to myself. Stillwater had been this exotic place of excitement when I was in my early twenties and now that I was getting older, I found the constant noise and music to be distracting. I chuckled. Stillwater was a city that used to make me feel alive and now it made me feel old.
I grabbed the radio and let the dispatcher know I had arrived and the three of us exited the patrol car.
“You look nervous,” Brannigan said.
Heat rushed to my face. I hadn’t seen Raven in years. But it wasn’t the absence that made me nervous; no, it was the heavy feelings that still haunted me. I still cared very much for her. But I of course wasn’t about to tell that to Brannigan.
Besides, not only was she smart, she was also an entrepreneur who could help our cause.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, trying to blow him off. “Alright, let’s go see Raven.”




Chapter 22 – Raven Reeves
Cole Killian
Cowgirl Yoga Studio
Stillwater, Oklahoma

“You gentlemen don’t look like you are here for a yoga class,” a receptionist said, as our trio stepped inside the Cowgirl Yoga Studio. The woman had a nametape with Mina Pickett pinned onto her OSU sweatshirt. The studio had special LED lights which illuminated the entire area a dim blue, fluorescent color.
I chuckled as I looked at my friends. Raj Gotham wore cowboy boots and a sizable gold-colored belt-buckle with the letters “OC” for his alma mater, Oklahoma Christian, in the middle, and both Brannigan and I wore our police uniforms.
“I would say you guessed right,” Brannigan said.
“But you look like you could use some yoga, sir,” she said to Brannigan as he hobbled forward.
“Yes, I definitely could,” Brannigan said, wincing as he limped.
The receptionist was a tall black woman who stood about six feet tall. She wore an orange “Yoga Cowgirls” T-shirt.
“My guess is that you want to talk to Raven,” she said.
“And I would say you are 2 for 2,” Brannigan said, holding up his first two fingers.
“I’ll go get her,” she said, stepping back from her desk. “Who should I say is asking for her?” 
“Tell her Cole Killian wants to talk to her,” Brannigan said and gave an obnoxious smile while pointing at me.
The heat in my face was intense, and I could tell my embarrassment was visible to the others.
“Cole Killian?” she asked.
“Yes,” I nodded. “That’s me.”
The receptionist wrinkled her face in a meme-worthy expression. “Okay, I’ll go get her.”
Sweat soaked my collar.
“Alright, guys,” I said as she left. “This is getting a little much.”
Brannigan was a leader who knew his people and as soon as I said something, I knew he recognized that he had pushed a little too far.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, “I just don’t want to be nervous—”
“Cole Killian,” a solid alto interrupted us.
I turned to face her.
I cursed under my breath.
Raven Reeves’ age only produced more beauty. Her dark hair was braided and ran to her shoulder. Beads of sweat illuminated her tawny-colored skin. My stomach turned. She wore a light blue long sleeve Oklahoma City Thunder shirt and similarly colored yoga pants.
“It’s been a while,” I said.
At that comment, Raven shifted her weight from one foot to the other and crossed her arms.
“What brought you here?” she asked coldly.
“You sound angry,” Brannigan said. “We don’t want to make you upset.”
“You know, a phone call every once in a while would have been nice,” she said.
“What?” I asked. “But—”
Brannigan hobbled forward. He could see my confusion and her frustration.
“Ma’am, what my friend is so eloquently trying to say is that we need your help.”
“What?” she asked, the coldness in her voice still apparent. “You’re here after hours to inquire about a yoga class?”
Each syllable sounded angrier than the previous. Her nostrils flared with animalistic fury and she ground her teeth, as if struggling to compose herself. Then she slowly put her hands on her hips. I winced. And in true Raven fashion, while she was furious, I could tell she was still in complete control.
I felt stupid, and the way Brannigan grimaced, I could tell he did, too. Raj stood with insect-like eyes.
We look like the Three Stooges, I thought, but not funny.
And as if Brannigan could read my thoughts, he looked at me and then vehemently shook his head.
“No, Raven, we’re not here for yoga.”
Raven snorted.
“You looking to buy a house?” She threw both hands up in irritation.
“No, ma’am,” Brannigan said, “the other one.”
“You can’t call but you can tell people about my license?” she asked.
“Raven, we’re in kind of a bind,” I said.
She held up her hand, silencing me. She turned to her receptionist. “Get all them outta here.”
“I’m sorry, Raven,” I said. “I thought-”
“No, dummy,” Raven said, “I’m talking about the yogis.”
“Wait...” I said, “You’re going to help us.”
Keeping her hands on her hips she flicked her eyebrows at me, “Of course I will help you.”




Chapter 23 – The Arsenal
Cole Killian
The Basement of Cowgirl Yoga Studio
Stillwater, Oklahoma

As soon as they were out, Raven called out in a loud voice, “Google, play Bridge City Sinners.” There was a rumble underneath our feet, but I didn’t hear the radio playing. I tilted my head and pointed my ear toward the ground.
“I don’t think your system is working,” I said.
“It ain’t playing up here,” Raven said.
And when I looked up, Raven looked different. I felt as though I were in a pulp novel watching a vigilante transform into an alter-ego. No longer did Raven appear as a granola-consuming yoga instructor; no, she appeared as though she could have been the lead security guard for Metallica.
I don’t know how or when she had done it, but she had changed clothes to high-waisted acid-wash blue jeans ripped at the knees, a Russell Westbrook jersey, and a black leather vest. Her right arms were covered in tattoos, running from under her right ear down to her knuckles, and she had a Monroe piercing in her cheek.
“You look different,” I said.
She gave me another nasty glare.
“Follow me,” she said and walked toward the closet labeled “Maintenance.” She opened the door and stepped back.
“Interesting,” I whispered. There on the floor was a cellar door, similar to the openings of a bomb shelter. Raven bent over and pulled it open.
Suddenly, I heard the blare of murder-folk blasting through the door.
“Y’all ready to see the inventory?” Raven turned back and asked.
From the corner of my eye, I spied Brannigan’s animated eyes. He nodded excitedly.
“Yes, sister, please,” Raj said.
We walked down the stairs, the music growing in intensity as we did. I watched with some reservation as Brannigan gripped the rail as he hobbled down the stairs. The lights were motion operated, and as we went downward, they came on.
“This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” Brannigan said.
And he was right.
There was a brown pegboard that held multiple weapon systems. As we walked toward the wall, I realized that those weren’t AR-15s or other rifle carbines. No, those were tactical shotguns.
“That’s exactly what we need,” Brannigan said. “What we are going after is too big for .223 rounds. We need the strong blast of a shotgun.”
“Are you hunting elephants?” Raven furrowed her eyebrows.
“Something like that,” Brannigan answered.
“Do you remember when that tiger broke out of the Houston Zoo?” I asked.
Raven gave me another confused stare.
“What about the optics?” Raven asked.
“What do you mean?” Brannigan asked.
“You go chopping up a tiger with a Franchi-SPAS 12,” Raven said, “that isn’t going to look very good-”
“I don’t care about optics,” Brannigan said. “I don’t want my people hurt.”
Raven nodded and suddenly smiled. “That is an answer I can agree with,” she said and stepped behind her counter.
“And Chief, I know what you need.”
Raven reached down behind the counter and brought up a black carrying case.
“What’s in there?” I asked.
“Just wait a second,” she said and proceeded to open up the case.
“That’s an AA-12!” Brannigan cried.
“Yes, it is,” she said. Raven held the automatic shotgun in the air and turned to show us, ensuring she didn’t flag us with the muzzle. Brannigan stepped forward and picked it up. Raven then bent behind the counter a second time and pulled up a black bag.
“Here,” she said and tossed it to Raj.
“I’ll need the weapons back but for right now, fill it up.”
My mouth dropped open.
“Raven,” I said, “this is too much. We can never pay you back.”
Raven put her hands on her hips. I didn’t just see her glare, but I felt it too. I squirmed as her eyes drilled into me.
“No, you won’t be able to repay me,” she said. “But that is something you are going to have learn to deal with.”
Her words caught me off-guard.
“What?” I asked.
“Do you even know why I’m mad at you?” she asked.
I looked around the armory, and I saw that armory’s beauty had so enthralled Raj and Brannigan that Raven and I were invisible.
“I have no clue, Raven.”
“Not a clue?” she asked.
“What is it?” I asked.
“You were the one.”
“What?” I asked. My pores filled with sweat, my heart beat with hummingbird-like enthusiasm. “But you—you were gorgeous and you have a Class III license. You could have had anyone.”
“But I didn’t want anyone,” she said. “I wanted you.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes. You always acted like you were beneath me. Like I was a goddess and you were trash. I found that amusing at first but in the end, I wanted you, but you lacked the confidence to be with me.”
“Seriously?” I asked.
Raven stepped forward and grabbed my hand, and in that instant, fiery passion consumed me. My heart thumped against my sternum, and I could feel the rapidity of my pulse in my throat. The meanness in her glare faded, but her intensity remained. Raven smiled at me, and I shivered. 
“Yes, Mister. That’s why I’ve been so mad.”
I brought my face towards her, and she kissed my cheek.
“No Bueno,” she said.
“What?” I asked.
Raven’s eyes lit up and she smiled. I wrapped my arms around her. I could feel her consenting and I pulled her to me.
“If I survive this ordeal,” I said, “I’ll come back for you.”
Raven winked.
“Now ‘enough of this mush,” she said. “Go load up on guns.”




Chapter 24 – Brannigan Novak’s Patrol
McFadden Cove
Kaw Lake

As I stretched my sore knee in my cruiser’s front seat, I glanced up from the report in my lap and looked over Kaw Lake. My mind flashed to the battle ahead. The enemy my colleagues and I faced today was not a man, unless it was a fearful one within us, but a mysterious, ravenous beast in the water and the raptors that hunted in the cove. In my humble opinion, those wartime generals of the past held a lesson for how we should approach this monster that lurked in the murky waters.
My mind went back to the American Civil War. I thought of the importance of tactics and resourcing. General James Longstreet might have developed trench warfare and Robert E. Lee might have been credited as a genius, but ultimately Ulysses S. Grant won the war.
U.S. Grant understood resources and empowering subordinates; he wrote straightforward tactical plans but went into extreme detail regarding the location and equipment and the resources needed. 
I’m not a great tactician like Robert E. Lee, nor am I a great logistician like U.S. Grant. But I have a resource that both men would have envied. I have a host of tactical shotguns.
People said that U.S. Grant wasn’t a perfect man, but he was the perfect man for the job. Likewise, I believe Raven’s weapons may not be the perfect weapon but they are perfect for the task at hand.
The AA-12, Franchi SPAS-12, Desert Eagle, and .44 Magnum— these firearms are loud, over-powered, and considered by many to be regarded as gimmicks.
But for this particular problem set, I know Raven had provided us with the right resource.
The creatures we were going up against were large and fast. We coordinated our knowledge of tactics, animal science, and paleontology. Combining these sciences together, it was decided we need ammunition with a punch.
We felt a 12-guage had that punch.
Due to my ACL injury, it was also decided that I would not make the lengthy patrols.
I grew hot with shame as I thought back to this decision. While at the office, my friends Jacob and Cole had taken me to the side.
“Sir,” Cole whispered to me, “We need you playing Commander.”
And as he spoke, I saw his eyes look over to Jacob Galicia and back to me.
“Yeah, we need you to be our QB,” Jacob added.
I felt guilty because my men would be in danger, but I knew they were right.
I was a liability. 
For me, this was particularly difficult because the Army taught me that leaders that can’t fight, can’t lead.
I could feel my face turning red but was immediately interrupted by Cole.
“Wait a second, Jacob!” Cole said. “Did you just say ‘cornerback?’”
I laughed as Jacob’s sepia-colored skin turned red.
“No!” Jacob protested, “I said quarter-”
“Corner!” Cole teased.
“Fine!” Jacob had said. “Will you be our drum-major?”
Jacob had been an All-State trumpet selection and I could see his level of comfort when he reverted to a musical metaphor. I looked over my two friends. They were ideologically polar opposites, but both had volunteered to help me. Jacob had majored in music and Cole had majored in business; Jacob was a bit of a bleeding heart and Cole was dependent on big oil.
But they were friends; and they cared about my well-being.
“Fine,” I said. “But I won’t be your drum-major.”
“You won’t?” Jacob asked.
“I’ll be the conductor,” I replied, “in our symphony of destruction.”
Jacob’s face grew animated; I could tell my friends enjoyed my metaphor. As of right now, here I was in my cruiser- battle tracking and directing my teams as they cleared the Lake.
In our planning session, we decided we would conduct movement-to-contact patrol in a clover-leaf pattern. This enabled me and my parked cruiser to go into the middle and monitor my men’s movement.
Team 1 consisted of Jacob, Cole, and Tommy; they traveled north and west. Team 2 consisted of Raj, Charlie, and Stuart; they are traveled south and east.
My vehicle served as the tactical operations center, marking their locations on my map. In addition to battle-tracking, I was responsible for my immediate surrounding area. 
The details of this specific patrol can be seen in the activity log. There have been no current issues and both teams have traveled approximately one mile from my position. I was going to complete a quick patrol in this area and complete this document.




Chapter 25 – Cole Killian’s Patrol
McFadden Cove
Kaw Lake

“You look like something out of an 80s action movie,” Tommy said as he stood beside my patrol vehicle and adjusted the sling on my AA-12.
“Well, it’s a break from feeling like I’m the unwilling participant in a Jack Horner experiment.” I joked. I drew the 44 Magnum from my hip, giving it one more inspection before our patrol. Raven had provided me with a custom vest that better accommodated the AA-12 munitions. I was not afraid of receiving enemy fire, so I wore no helmet or other upper-body equipment other than my camel pack. 
“This is your new instrument.” I patted Jacob’s Franchi SPAS—12. Jacob smiled and patted the Glock he had holstered. “Then what is this?”
“That’s your backup trumpet,” I said, struggling for a metaphor.
“You know.” Tommy gripped his Mossberg shotgun. “My uncle told me musicians make some of the best shooters, because they know how to give life to an inanimate object—make it sing, so to speak.”
“I’ve heard the same thing,” Jacob said.
“You guys ready?” I asked.
Jacob and Tommy looked at me, and I could see not fear, but they both fidgeted with their fingers, which I assumed was anxious excitement.
They want to do good.
Both nodded and, while they didn’t have as much training as I wanted, I still trusted them.
From the cruiser, we headed northwest. Because we were dealing with animals and not people, we didn’t worry so much about a strict clover-leaf pattern of buddy-rushes. We got online and began to clear the park. I went in the middle, Jacob went to my left, and Tommy to my right.
While I was still active in law enforcement, it had been years since I had worked with actual infantry tactics. As a result, my legs, shoulders, and back ached as I held the twenty-pound weapon at the low ready. We walked for approximately two hours. Tommy Coleman was young and in shape, but he wasn’t accustomed to the low-ready, and I could hear him grunting.
“Don’t tell me you’re having a tough time hanging with the old men...”
My voice trailed as I spied Tommy out the corner of my eye. I could see Tommy’s hands shaking and could hear him breathe in rapid rhythm.
“Tommy? You alright?”
Tommy clicked his shotgun off “safe.”
I oriented my weapon to Tommy’s sector. Then, I turned on my mounted flashlight.
“What’s up, Tommy?” I asked.
Before us stood a man over six feet in height. He had beige-colored skin and long jet-black hair. My stomach tightened.
“Kaw City Police!” I instantly screamed.
“Keep your hands where I can see them!” Jacob screamed.
“Get down on the ground!” Tommy screamed at the man.
I cussed myself at our conflicting commands.
I studied the man. He wore a camouflage jacket and dark tactical pants, similar to mine. But while his face remained as stone, his eyes darted back and forth as we gave him conflicting commands. Slowly, he raised his hands in the air.
“Put your weapon on safe, Tommy!” I yelled. “Everybody put your weapon down!”
The thought of Tommy blowing this man away made my stomach get even tighter. But, while I yelled, the man remained calm with a stone-like visage.
“Sounds like you’ve got your hands full,” the man said.
“Who are you?” I demanded.
“I would like to show you, but I don’t think shoving my hands in my pocket right now would be a good idea.”
“No, sir,” I said, “I don’t believe it would.”
“I’m also armed,” he said, and looking at the three of us, he leaned his head forward and whispered, “I’m heavily armed.”
My heartbeat with hummingbird-like fury, and sweat ran down my brow. But as adrenaline rushed into my body, my training took over. I could see the man was attempting humor.
“What are you doing out here, Mister?” I asked.
“I think I’m doing the same thing you are.”
“You ’ smart with me?” 
“Look at the badge on my belt,” he said.
I could tell he didn’t want to verbally give out his identification. I had seen this type of behavior with undercover officers.
“Jacob, get your weapon at the low-ready,” I commanded and then slung my AA-12 and crept toward the man. He kept his hands in the air, and I pulled back his jacket to better see his belt.
“B-I-A,” I said, reading a silver-colored cloth badge attached to his belt loop. At the bottom of the star the word “Special Agent” was embroidered.
I sighed.
“I think you know what I’m out here looking for, and I think your Chief has already met my partner.”
“Your partner?”
“My...foreign SME.”
Foreign subject matter expert? What does that even mean?
“The Makibishi,” he said.
“Mak-a-what?” I asked and felt a strong desire to move my weapon back into the low-ready position.
“Makibishi. He was riding the motorcycle.”
I stared at the man. I grew hot as my confusion made me angrier.
“I’m Special Agent American Pony. I’m with the Bureau of Indian Affairs.”
I sighed, but the uniqueness of the situation still kept me on edge.
“Why didn’t you contact us before coming out here?” I asked.
“I think you know why,” he said. “Why are you running around here dressed up like Sly Stallone?”
I sighed, but in my moment of frustration I felt something else:
Hope.
This meant another agency knew what we were up against.
It meant help.
“Alright,” I said. “Let’s take you to him—”
BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. My gut clenched. I raised my weapon and scanned my area. Tommy, Jacob, and the BIA Agent all stared back at me with the same expression of confusion.
I calmly raised my radio to my lips.
“Kaw 6?” I asked.
No answer.
“Kaw 9 this Kaw 3,” I said into the radio. “Are you there?”
“Roger,” Raj said into the other radio. “Have you heard anything from Kaw 6?”
I heard Raj’s unmistakable accent. I thumbed the radio and brought it to my lips to respond:
“Neg—”
BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
The shots rang out about a mile from our position.
I gave a quick look over the BIA Special Agent. We didn’t know him. I wanted him to stay back. I turned to Tommy, “You stay here with him—”
“That ain’t going to happen,” Special Agent American Pony said. “I’m coming too.”
I rolled my eyes.
He’s a federal agent. We can work it out once we get there, I thought.
“Alright, everybody, follow me,” I said and the four of us sprinted toward the gunfire.




Chapter 26 – Stuart McConnell’s Patrol
McFadden Cove
Kaw Lake

I struggled to find the words to best describe what we have witnessed. At this moment in time, the leviathan has claimed another victim:
Chief Brannigan Novak.
Chief Brannigan Novak is dead.
While, in the past, I have professionally worked counter to his efforts, I have always had the utmost respect for him. He truly was a shepherd to his flock and a man who cared for his community. Furthermore, the agonizing manner in which he passed makes this more tragic.
While Team One had gone to the northwest, Team Two consisted of Charlie Fleming, Raj Gotham, and myself. 
We had only made it two hundred yards when I heard the initial gunfire. We stopped and looked at one another.
“Kaw 6, are you there?” I heard Cole’s voice over the radio. “Kaw 9, this is Kaw 3. Are you there?”
“Roger,” Raj said in his Rayavaram accent. “Have you heard from Kaw 6?”
More gunfire erupted.
The three of us froze.
“Charlie, we gotta run,” I said.
In an instant, I saw Charlie—a man in his late sixties—sling his weapon behind his back and then sprint toward the sound of the gunfire.
Raj and I stood dumbfounded before chasing after the older man. We sprinted back to the parking lot.
Then I saw it.
Even now, I question my sanity as I detail these events.
Chief Brannigan Novak leaned against his car and furiously fired his Franchi SPAS-12.
The monster—and I hate using this word— but no other words accurately illustrate the facts. It was just as Tommy had described.
It was a mosasaur.
A giant marine reptile. It was twenty feet in length and colored purple like a Komodo Dragon, with wet scales. It opened its mouth, revealing dagger-like teeth. Gobs of saliva dangled from its fangs.
The 12-gauge rounds tore into its shoulder.
And just as Tommy and Charlie had predicted, anything under a .50 caliber round did nothing. As Brannigan fired, the beast jerked left to right. Brannigan’s subsequent rounds failed to stop the leviathan. The Franchi SPAS-12 clicked empty. Brannigan dropped the shotgun and grabbed his .44 Magnum.
BANG. BANG. BANG.
He fired his wheel-gun. The beast barreled forward. It rushed in a walrus-like motion. I raised my AA-12 and aimed. But when I did—
The monster lunged forward, leading with its head. The beast stretched its neck to full length. The monster’s massive, square jaws snapped together. Brannigan cried out in pain. The creature caught my friend in its mouth. The beast jerked its head left to right with the fury of a rabid pit bull. I leveled the AA-12 to aim. But my friend was on the other end of my weapon.
Then something hit me. Simultaneously, I saw Brannigan fly high into the air. He flew end over end and slammed into a tree.
My head and my stomach exploded in pain. I fell backward. Blood covered my eyes—its metallic stench stung my nose. I tasted blood. My vision was blurred as red liquid dropped from my eyebrows.
Then I realized what had happened. Something had hit me in my head and stomach.
It wasn’t my blood.
Two legs—severed right below the knee, lay in my lap.
I raised my weapon to fire, but my sight was blurred.
Charlie and Raj fired, but the monster quickly spun around. The creature’s tail whipped through the air and smashed into Raj and Charlie. It was like watching a scale-covered log slam into my teammates. Both men hit the ground and rolled end over end.
And then the monster dove back into the lake. The water’s surface shook as the leviathan returned to its depth.
It was gone.
The water settled. The monster disappeared into Kaw Lake.




Part II
Kaw City Fellowship
 
“At first, I thought it was some sort of joke, you know? And as far as jokes go, I thought it was hilarious. You had the President of the United States banning stupid dance videos? I thought his claims were hilarious too. The Chinese government had infiltrated Tok-tok to make American teenagers act stupid? 
You can look at our old shows and tweets. We had some good bits on it, but then this thing came around, the Lick Challenge? Seriously, you had a challenge to lick dirty objects in the time of a pandemic. And then after that, you had a vandalism challenge during a time of civil unrest.
That didn’t sound like practical jokes anymore. No, it sounded planned; it sounded deliberate.”
Adam Bakersfield, Host of Cringe Comedy Podcast





Chapter 1 – Bureau of Indian Affairs Special Agent, Felix American Pony 
Cole Killian
Kaw City Police Department
Kaw City, Oklahoma

The mosasaur had torn Brannigan’s legs from his body, hurling him toward the bay. In the moonlit night, we could not see where he landed, but we assumed it was in the water. After our initial shock and the subsequent discussions, Charlie, Stewart, Tommy, Raj, Jacob, and I spent three hours looking for Brannigan. We found signs but couldn’t find our friend. Defeated, we silently made our way back to the Kaw City Police Department. I let our search team and the BIA inside. We somberly marched to the round table. We were all in a daze and things felt almost out of body, like they weren’t really happening.
“Well, what do we do now?” Jacob Galicia asked, breaking the silence. “Wait-wait. The better question is what do you have to do with this. Who are you?”
Jacob pointed at Special Agent Felix American Pony.
“Who are you?” Jacob asked. “I didn’t even see you.”
“I’m Special Agent Felix American Horse and I’m with the Bureau of Indian Affairs,” shifted right in his chair and then held up his badge.
Jacob scratched his head.
“You’re a BIA Special Agent out hunting dinosaurs?” Jacob asked.
Felix smiled broadly. “You’re some of the only human beings on the planet that know that, but more or less, yes.”
“It’s kinda nice not feeling like you’re going insane, huh, Mister?” Tommy Coleman interjected.
Tommy looked like an MMA fighter in a post-fight interview. Both of his eyes were bruised, and his lips looked like a pair of black worms. That mosasaur had hit him pretty hard. Charlie looked worse. But at least they were still alive.
“Replicants.”
“Replicants?” I asked.
“Yes, not technically dinosaurs—”
“Yes, we get it. A mosasaur is a marine reptile not a dinosaur,” I said.
“No, we call them ’replicants’ as in they are replicating prehistoric creatures.”
“Who is ‘they?’” I asked.
“Wait a second, who is ‘we?’” Raj asked. “You’re saying you’re working with other people? Others federal agents know about this situation?”
“We can’t sit here and talk; we have to go find Brannigan.” Jacob said. “He’s gotta be out there somewhere.”
“Unless the handlers grabbed Brannigan and took him to their base of operations. And if that’s the case, my friend is already on the case,” the Special Agent said.
“Who are the handlers?” Jacob asked. “We need to find them.”
“I don’t think we can right now,” Felix countered.
“We never leave a man behind,” I said, “but I think it’s better we recollect and get your information before going back out there for Brannigan.”
Felix shook his head.
“No, if Brannigan is still alive it’s because they scooped him up and took him back to the dam. And if that’s the case, we are already working that.”
“Again, with ‘we!’” Raj said. “Is that the BIA?”
“‘We’ as in my partner and I,” he said.
“Well then, who is your partner?” I asked. “And where is your partner.”
Felixpulled a seat out from the table and sat down.
“That is a long story.”




Chapter 2 – An Undisclosed Location
Brannigan Novak

Rough hands grabbed me by the arms, rousing me from slumber. Something hovered over me.
I screamed. The air was constrained, and oxygen rebounded into my face, fogging the translucent mask attached to me. Tilting my head, so I could see through the mask, I saw both my chest and arms were strapped down. I was tied down to, what appeared to be, an operating table.
“That’s just oxygen, Chief,” a voice said. “You need rest.”
In addition to the soreness, there was an overwhelming sense of deja vu. “I know all the nurses and paramedics in Kaw City,” I said, still confused. “Who are you?”
“Oh, Chief,” the voice laughed and remained behind my head and out of eyesight. “You are quite familiar with my identity, and I assure you I am not a certified paramedic.”
“Are you new?” I managed. “Like a nurse or something?”
The man laughed. “I am not a traditional practitioner of medicine, nor are you in a hospital.”
My lips quivered. “Are you...a chiropractor then?”
The man couldn’t contain himself, and erupted in boisterous laughter.
I squirmed. Medication still distorted my thoughts, and I fought to open my eyes against overwhelming drowsiness.
“My. Legs.” I managed to whisper. My tongue slid against my teeth like sandpaper, and I flicked my tongues a few times as I tried to moisten my lips.
“Your wounds are being addressed.”
“Addressed?” I asked; even in my chemical-induced hang-over, I became uneasy. An entire kaleidoscope of butterflies stormed through my stomach. My teeth chattered and my lips quivered. The man sounded educated, but I had never heard the word “addressed” used by a doctor or medical professional. Law Enforcement taught me never to ignore little things and this—though little—was a red flag.
The masked man, the man who I believed I had been speaking to, allowed me to see him. The man wore scrubs, with a large-surgical apron and a blue mask covering his mouth.
“What is that?” I asked.
And the man held a cylindrical object in his right, blue-gloved hand.
“Be at peace,” the stranger said. “This will make you feel better.”
I cringed. There was something familiar about the voice, and while I couldn’t think of who this individual was, my gut told me something wasn’t right.              I raised my head to argue, but I returned to the world of nothingness.




Chapter 3 – Undisclosed Location, Part II
Brannigan Novak
 

My whole body quivered as an overpowering sting of coldness overtook me. I tried to open my mouth to call out, but I shivered too hard to speak. As I became aware of more surroundings, I realized I was no longer on the operating table, but a makeshift hospital bed with two silver rails keeping me in. I wasn’t dressed in a hospital gown but a Detroit Red Wings jersey.
“What is this?” I asked and pinched the clothing.
I gripped the rails and lifted myself.
Immediately, I was flung through the air.
I fell to the ground, smacking into the cold floor.
My mind was confused, and I knew I had come close to a concussion. I pushed up with my arms—and then rolled over, side-over-side.
What’s happening? I thought.
It was as if the strength in my arms completely overpowered my legs. I held my hands in front of my face studying them. They seemed normal. I then traced my hands over my arms, looking for any bruises.
Looking down, I suddenly understood the situation.
I screamed in horror.
My legs were gone! I remembered being attacked by the monster, but I had immediately gone into shock. I hadn’t realized what the creature had done to me!
I had no legs!
I screamed again.
Involuntary tears sprang forth, spilling over my face in a deluge of emotion.
“My legs!” 
I heard footsteps approaching. My brain was in such a state of shock that I am still unaware of how I could maintain any situational understanding.
“I’ve got to get out of here,” I said to myself.
I had heard enough about these types of injuries that I understood that phantom feeling, and at the exact moment I became alert, my legs still felt as though they were there.  Quickly, I looked around. I was in what looked like a corner office that had been converted to a surgical room. I located the door.
I pushed up on my hands and started walking— or attempting to walk on my hands. I threw them out, 1-2-sit-1-2-sit. With great effort, I successfully made it to the door and pushed it open.
“Another room.”
The lights were shut off—no color- solid black. Cautiously, I crawled into the darkness.
“Novak!” a voice called.
Fear shook my body, but at the same time, I became aware of...sensations.
At the state’s police academy, they called it “lizard brain.”
It wasn’t just that I could hear the footsteps; I could feel my antagonist approaching. I didn’t just feel his vibrations against the floor, but my spine seemed to be aware of his location.
The door into the darkroom opened. I heard a pistol lock and load.
“Novak!” the voice cried. “We know you are here!”
Where have I heard that voice before? I thought.
“Sir,” the unidentified man said, “Your attempted evasion is vanity. I haven’t any desire to hurt you.”
“Who are you?” 
“If I revealed my identity to you, in this present setting, it could further the instability of your current condition.”
“Condition!” I screamed. “I have no legs!”
“Yes, your condition, mein Freund.”
“Your voice,” I yelled. “I think I know your voice.”
“Your hypothesis would be correct, Chief Novak. But as previously stated, if I make myself known to you now, your brain will not be able to understand it.”
“I’m trying to evade you by running away on my hands. How weird can it get?”
“Mein Freund,” he said without a hint of any German accent, “it is about to get really weird.”
“As in... more?”
“A lot more,” he said. “Brannigan—if it were not for me, you would already be dead.”
Tears swelled in my eyes. “The monster ate my legs, didn’t he?”
“I don’t know...they were flung into the air.”es, you are lucky to be alive.”
“At this point, I think I’d prefer death.”
“Then why run?” 
The lights turned on. But the man didn’t step into the room. I couldn’t explain why I did this at the time...I flicked out my tongue, and I smelled the air. As strange as the process made me feel, it seemed...natural. The odors all came together and painted a specific picture.
He had an odd synthetic smell associated with surgical and medical equipment. I could also taste and smell the light coat of oil he put on his pistol and the gunpowder in the magazine.
He stepped into the light.
Just as my senses told me, he was dressed in medical clothing. He wore a surgical mask, with light brown colored scrubs, and a hairnet. While his head was bald, he had a long, dirty-blonde ponytail that protruded from the back of his head.
“Why did they send you and not security?” I asked.
The man chuckled. “Let’s just say we run a skeleton crew.”
“Who are you?” I asked.
“You’re not going to believe me.”
“Try me.”
“Alright, Chief, but forget not, I gave proper warning.”
The figure first pulled the nitrile gloves from his hands, then tugged at the hairnet before carefully removing his surgical mask.
“You’re right,” I mumbled. “I don’t believe you.”
I fainted.




Chapter 4 – The Scientist’s Identity 
Brannigan Novak
Undisclosed Location

The reader of this document probably feels that my last record was a cop-out. I fainted. But the reality is, my mind could not take in what I saw. My body couldn’t take it.
I heard the words of a highly intelligent individual. I saw the material he wore that I associated with research. But then I saw the face. If I had the energy, I would have screamed. If I had legs, I would have jumped. I had no other option. My body shut down.
I fainted.
I have seen a lake monster. I have seen velociraptors.
But this.
This still shook me.
The man—the scientist who was taking care of me.
It was Ludwig Vanhoesen.
It was Luddy.
The perma-fried man who tinkered with bikes and junked out lawn mowers. The homeless man who lived out in the woods.
He was my doctor—he was my surgeon!
That was the man that I saw!




Chapter 5 – A Coherent Conversation with an Incoherent Man
Brannigan Novak
Somewhere in Kaw Dam
Kaw Lake

Industrial strength bulbs burnt my eyes. Crazy shades of purple and other fluorescent colors flooded my sight. While the lights burnt my face, the rest of my body was refreshed. I felt revived but also sore—the way a soldier will feel sore after the first sleep after a field exercise. I tried to lift my head but couldn’t. I tasted a leather strap running across my mouth. Looking down I saw I still wore the Detroit Red Wings Jersey.
“What is your disposition, Chief?” an unseen figure asked.
My skin crawled. 
Luddy.
“Brannigan, I attempted to mitigate the risk of your current state by remaining hidden. I knew—”
“That I couldn’t take it,” I grunted, “And buddy you were right.”
“Not all things are as they seem,” he said, and I saw him reach his hand out and touch something.
I squirmed.
I swear I could feel Luddy’s hand on my shin. I then thought of Luddy being anywhere near my unconscious body, and I began to dry heave.
“No, Brannigan. It’s not what you think,” Luddy said.
A rush of hate filled my stomach.
“How do you know what I’m thinking?” I spat.
“Hmmm. My apologies; no offense intended. I believe you are thinking you are experiencing phantom pains. But Brannigan, you are not.”
I laughed.
“You still must be permafried, Luddy—“
“See for yourself, Chief,” Luddy said, resentment in his voice.
I twisted in my seat.
“But I have no legs!” I screamed.
“You had no legs.”
Violently, I shook, my teeth chattered.
“You are not insane, Chief,” Luddy said. “And you were correct. Years of substance laid waste to my mental abilities, and you had lost your legs, but neither are our present conditions.”
“What are those?” I held a shaking finger down at my legs.
“We have regenerated your legs. We activated certain cells in the surrounding tissues, then worked with those that returned eventually.” He reached down and patted my feet. “You were made whole again.”
“But...but my legs.” Then I turned to Luddy. “And your brain. You were really messed up.”
“The years of narcotics and abuse had an adverse effect on the chemistry of my brain. Fortunately, I have been given a second chance...and so have you.”
“But how?”
“I serve a gracious master and lucky for you—I am a decent salesman.”
Trying to conceal my laughter, I bit down on my lip. 
“Your mirth does not offend me, Mein Freund. It’s a puzzling situation.”
“I... I just remember your past. You were the guy who went and broke down old-lawn mowers.”
“Yes, but now,” he said and slapped me on me on my regenerated leg, “now, I build back.”




Chapter 6 – Deadlift
Brannigan Novak
Somewhere in Kaw Dam
Kaw Lake

There is one thing that atheists and Christians agree on:
The relativity of time.

Christian scholars have been arguing the meaning of Genesis’ use of the word “a day” long before Darwin got on the scene. Similarly, “a day” in deep time brings confusion because of the celestial bodies’ change during those same periods. Was a single day twenty-four hours, when the moon was still absorbing mass? 
I have no clue how long I remained in the dam. I could not see sunlight, and my estimation of time depended on the illumination of my overhead light.
I slept. I ate. I worked out.
The room adjacent to mine, the one in which I had hidden from Luddy, had been converted into a weight room. I don’t know how or when, I just know that one day, the light turned on and there was a weight room. While there was no squat rack or bench, it was stocked full of kettle bells and Olympic weights.
What else could I do?
I worked out.
I put my new legs to the test.
I had seen a velociraptor and had my legs ripped off by a Kaw-Lake dwelling mosasaur, so my definition of the word “shocked” has changed. However, I will say that I was more than surprised by my recovery from the surgery-There was no recovery. When I worked out, it was not to rebuild; it was to build. I hated my confinement, but my strength training became a release .Despite my recent injuries, I felt stronger than ever before. I increased the weight of my lifts, and my captors rewarded me with nutrition. Unseen individuals would place food in my room. Soon, protein supplements and other nutritional supplements stocked my room.
I knew I needed to escape, but I also knew that increased strength would help my journey.
I was now forty years old, but my mind drifted back to the gym-rat days of my late teens and early twenties. I remembered when Arnold Schwarzenegger recorded a 710 lbs. deadlift, and his best friend Franco Columbu recorded a 750 lbs. deadlift. My new legs were developing thick muscularity and vascularity, and similarly I felt new mass in my upper body. Thick emerald-colored veins ran like a rhumba of snakes over my body. There was no denying it—I was becoming a muscle-bound freak.
I smiled; my dreams of youth were now becoming a reality. I looked over at the bar. I would work to match the deadlift of my idol, Franco Columbo.
When the lights directed me to the weight room, I would make my attempt.
And as if knowing what I was going to do, I found white chalk in the room. 
I grimaced as I thought through the situation.
Was I becoming an accomplice to my enemy?
I shook my head, dismissing the thought.
I would think about it later. Right now, my addiction to iron called. I wanted to deadlift.

With great meticulousness, I loaded my weights, ensuring I packed 710 lbs. Aggressively, I lathered chalk over my hands. I was going to do it.
The same weight as the Austrian Oak’s personal record: 710lbs.
I stomped my feet beneath the bar. I gripped the bar in an alternating grip and lowered my butt. Standing with my feet shoulder-width apart, I grasped the bar with my hands just to the outside of my legs. I grunted. I then drove my hips forward, and as I did, brought my back rearward. The weight- all 710 lbs. of it—lifted from the ground. I laughed in a victorious fury. Overcome with jubilee, I screamed and dropped the weight against the ground.
BAAM!
The weight slammed against the make-shift gym floor. The room turned black, and I believed I was passing out. I stumbled backwards. I clutched my head in my hands.
The blackness completely consumed me. I fell backward. I slammed into the ground.
But then I realized:
I wasn’t passing out. I stood to my feet and I looked around. And for some reason unknown to me, I flicked my tongue in the air and sniffed. I wasn’t passing out; I wasn’t dreaming. A cloud of black gas covered me and an unseen hand gripped my bicep.
A heavily accented voice whispered, “Shhh. I’m here to rescue you.”




Chapter 7 – Katana
Brannigan Novak
Somewhere inside Kaw Dam
Kaw Lake

I yanked my arm back, shocked by the man who had snuck up on me. But I realized what he’d said; his words clicked in my mind. The figure had stated he was here to rescue me. I turned around to look at him. This stranger was dressed in something similar to a black niqab. The eye slits revealed two monolid eyes, with black camouflage painted on the surrounding skin. 
“What the actual—”
Immediately, I gagged as a black cloud of smoke enveloped me. Shifting my head left to right, I could see the ceiling, but the giant blackness blocked my view of anything else.
“FREEZE!” an unseen man cried out.
Coughing and trying to see the voice, I kept moving out of the smoke, until finally I saw two security guards approaching. Immediately, my eyes picked up on the Berretta carbines that slung from their chests.
I cursed.
Both men wore skintight, black turtlenecks shirts and tactical vests with Beretta assault rifles slung from their chests. The taller guard had heavily gelled spiked hair and the shorter guard had a thin Brett-style chin-beard.
“Nemico!” yelled the guard with the chinstrap beard. Both guards pointed their carbines at me.
“Get on the ground!” the taller guard yelled.
I held my hands up and got down on my knees. While I had focused so much energy on strength, I was shocked at how fluidly I transitioned positions.
“I said freeze!” the other security guard yelled.
My stomach churned. I closed my eyes and took a breath, attempting to calm myself.
Lord, help me, I thought.
I opened my eyes.
Standing beside the taller guard was the stranger. 
There was a whisper-soft clang of a blade leaving a scabbard. 
The black-suited man pulled a katana from a scabbard on his back.
The taller guard gave a jerk. His body fell back; his detached head rolled forward.
The katana swung again.
The final thug screamed out. Before he could react, the sword had slashed through both arms as he attempted to raise his rifle. His severed limbs dropped to the ground in mass of blood and gore.
My mouth gaped as I watched. Something tugged at my arm.
“Follow me!” the stranger whispered and sheathed his sword. I got a second look at the man. He wore a black gi, with a black tactical kit on his chest. The hilt of a sword stuck out from a scabbard. His boots were also black, with a peculiar split-toed design.
I don’t know if I trust this man, but looking around, I realized I had no other option. 
Obediently, I sped behind him, and we ran through the gym door. We sprinted into the hallway.
Sirens sounded.
All the lights came on.
We sprinted into the gray-colored concrete-built hallway. We dashed into a corner.
“Put this on,” the man said and handed me a mass of nylon webbing and rope.
“What is this?” I asked.
Impatiently, the man grabbed the object and wrapped it around me. Next, he snugged it next to my chest.
It was some type of harness.
Everything was happening so fast.
BOOM!
A sudden burst of energy knocked me against the wall. The blast came from beside us. Turning my head, I saw a door-shaped gaping hole. The gaping hole let in the daylight, burning my eyes.
“That looks like a controlled charge,” I marveled at the stranger’s combat engineering.
“Yes, it is,” the stranger said. “C’mon.”
I closed my eyes and coughed, waving the dust that filled the air. When I opened my eyes, the jet black-clad figure stood in front of me with a black rope used for rappelling and a carabiner. He clicked them into my harness and roughly pulled me forward. He grabbed another rope and carabiner and clicked the object into his tactical vest.
My rope and the stranger’s rope connected to a cable that ran outside.
“What is going on?” I asked.
“Escaping,” the man said, his accent strong.
“What?”
“Zip-line,” he said and yanked me forward.
We stepped through the gaping hole and jumped. The harness squeezed my chest as I shot down the zip-line. We sailed from the hole in the dam, over Kaw Lake, and downward toward the bay.
As we passed over the calm water, I saw it.
Below me, a oblong shape swam just beneath the surface of the lake.
The mosasaur.
The monster launched itself skyward.
It missed us.
But it didn’t miss the cable.
The marine reptile’s teeth latched on.
Instantly, it sliced through the rope.
I splashed down. My companion plunged beside me a half second later.  The cold water rushed above my head. We were about twenty yards from the bay. I propelled my arms into the water, swimming toward the bay. The monster behind us moved. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my counterpart swimming forward. The leviathan’s movement created waves, pushing us sideways. I closed my eyes and swam. Suddenly, my feet slipped against the sand beneath me. My toes clung to the sand. I caught my balance.
That was quick.
Once on land, I looked back at my rescuer. The black-clad stranger struggled in the waves. The water was above his head. He was about five yards from the bay.  I sprinted back to the man and, with one hand, I reached out and grabbed him by his kit and yanked, flinging him forward. The man landed in the knee-deep portion of the bay and sprinted forward. The beast burst forth from the lake. Its heavy chest heaved up and down as its massive flippers propelled it forward.
The monster whipped its head sideways. Its snout slammed into my upper body, launching me into the air.
I crouched down and landed on my feet.
The monster launched its head at me again.
I dodged and landed a solid roundhouse kick in the monster’s eye.
The monster bellowed. Before it could regroup, I sprinted away.
My feet pounded against the ground until I reached the grass.
I dared look over my shoulder. The monster dove back into Kaw Lake. The water settled.




Chapter 8 - The Sprint
Brannigan Novak
Osage Cove, Kaw Lake

We sprinted deeper into the cove. My geographical knowledge gave us the advantage. While adrenaline fueled me, I was able to keep my head focusing on the path of our escape. As I ran, I looked to my partner. The stranger had fallen far behind.
He’ll catch up. I sprinted harder.
The further out we got, the safer we would be.
As a kid, I had trained the 800-meter race. My wrestling coaches wanted that because it was right in between a sprint and a long-distance run. It was painful, but it taught me how to find a pace like a distance runner and dig like a sprinter. My lungs filled with oxygen, and the lactic acid in my legs was unnoticeable.
I feel good. Young-blood can catch up to me.
Digging my feet into the ground for an anchor, I then burst forward, sprinting. My legs shot forward as if coming off a starting block. Bounding forward, I felt almost like a long jumper. After my burst, I started short choppy steps.
Instantly, I stopped.
But not from fatigue.
It was something else...
Boredom.
I was simply tired of running.
Not physically tired, just no longer amused.
I had been a grappler but never seriously gifted as a runner. This was an experience I had never had before.
“Chief!” I heard the man’s voice.
Turning around, I searched for my liberator.
But I didn’t see him.
My eyes scanned the area behind me. I couldn’t see the stranger. I flicked my tongue into the air. A rush of information rushed through my nose, telling me the story. Slowly, I crept toward the aroma.
“Brannigan?” the voice whispered.
Although the man was whispering, his words were clear.
“Yes?” I asked. “Where are you?”
“Here,” he whispered again.
I scanned behind me.
No way.
He was an entire one hundred yards behind me.
“What is happening to me?” I asked aloud.
But while quiet anxiety mounted, curiosity and pride in my newly acquired speed and strength were more substantial.
I flicked my tongue again.
“There,” I whispered, and honed my vision in on the source of the smell.
The black-clad man leaned against the blackjack tree. I attempted to jog to his position slowly, but in a few seconds, I was right there, standing right next to him.
The man’s eyes expanded, and he reeked of fear.
“That monster didn’t follow us,” I said, attempting to assuage him. “There are no beasts here. It’s okay.”
I sniffed the air again. His fear was still palpable. My feet stumbled as my mind caught the gravity of the situation. That man wasn’t afraid of those monsters—he was scared of me.
“Something has changed. I’ve watched you before,” the man said. “You are different.”
I looked down at my legs and gave him a “no joke, Captain Obvious,” kind of stare.
“Wait…‘watched you before?’” I tilted my head back and sniffed. “You’re the man from Aeropuertos.”
The man nodded. He bowed slowed and deliberately as if making sure his head went further down than mine.
“You ain’t from around here, are you?” I asked.
“No.” He reached up and yanked his black mask from his head, revealing his sleek black jet hair grouped into a protuberant top-knot. Black camouflage was painted around his eyes and his right ear had the distinct cauliflower appearance of a grappler.
“I’m working with the Bureau of Indian Affairs,” the man said.
I jerked my head back at his words. The man looked as though he could be Poncan, but something still didn’t make sense.
“So, you’re a BIA agent?” I asked.
The man snorted and shook his head. “Like you say, yuujin, we need to talk.”




Chapter 9 - The Conrad Place
Brannigan Novak
Kaw City

“We have to talk but I want out of here.” I nervously looked around Osage Cove. 
“Yes,” the man said. “My counterpart has an operating base. I will take you there.”
The stranger walked next to a tree. The base of the tree was covered in dead leaves and branches. Reaching down, he pulled the brush aside revealing a brush-colored tarp. From that same bush, he grabbed a black assault pack. He folded the tarp and stowed it into his bag, revealing his Mitsubishi motorcycle.
“How long has that been there?” I asked. My growing anger was replaced by my curiosity.
He threw on his assault pack and started the motorcycle. “Get on.”
I got onto the motorcycle, and we departed.
***
To my surprise, the man kept us off the main roads, traveling through private and hidden paths. As he traveled, I found myself losing my situational understanding. He had taken private roads that even I didn’t know about. I scratched my head and, as I did, the man began to slow down.
“The old Conrad place?” I got off the bike.
“Yes,” the stranger said.
“I thought that place was haunted,” I joked.
The Conrad House was a picturesque, abandoned home. The paint had faded, exposing tan-colored lumber. Kids in the area dared each other to sneak into the Conrad House and claimed it was haunted. Kids around the site claimed it was the scene of a murder-suicide.
The funny thing was it was true.
There had been a murder-suicide back in the 1950s. I wouldn’t say we hid the fact, but it wasn’t publicized. Teenagers, people like that, somehow heard about it. The land was bought, but no one ever touched the house.
“We aren’t going in there, are we?” I asked incredulously.
“It’s okay. We had some impromptu-engineering.”
“What does that mean?” I asked
The man smiled.
“Someone is approaching,” he said as he brought his hand down from his head.
“Don’t get spooked; he is one of our guys.”
“Thanks for the heads up.”
“Is that Chief?” came a familiar voice.
Approximately fifty yards away, I saw Jacob Galicia.
“I still don’t understand this,” I said. “I hear him, and it sounds like he is close to me. I turn my head, and he is half-a-football field away.”
“I don’t understand either,” the stranger said.
Jacob strolled closer. “Dude,” he said, “You’re alive!”
He stopped and stared at me.
“And dude...you have legs!”
Jacob rushed the remaining ten yards and embraced me in a bear-hug.
“Calm down, Jacob, people can still hear you!” the man yelled.
“You know this stranger?” I pointed at my rescuer.
“Like I said, we need to talk,” the stranger said while he nervously looked left to right, scanning the area. “Jacob, make sure you clean up.”
“Will do,” Jacob said, and he reached to a tree beside me and pulled out a broom.
“Do you guys have everything I planned out?” I asked. “And what is that broom for?”
“It’s to prevent anyone from sign-cutting and finding us,” the stranger said.
“What?” I asked.
“Just follow me.”
“Fair enough.”
We walked, and as we did, Jacob followed behind, brushing away the imprints of our shoes.
Clever.
“What about the motorcycle?” I asked.
“He’ll cover that up too,” he said, walking toward the house.
As I walked in the house, I was afraid my feet would fall through the old wooden steps, but I was pleasantly surprised by the sturdy surface beneath me.
“What am I looking at?” I asked.
Entering the house was like entering an entirely different universe. While the outside kept its original aging appearance, the inside had been changed into a Tactical Operations Center or TOC. It didn’t have all of the technology I would have associated with a TOC, but it had a whiteboard, maps taped to the wall, and pictures of individuals with information written beneath them.
“Alright,” I said. “You’ve left me in the dark, saying ’we need to talk,’ well the time is now, buddy. First off, who are you and where are you from?“
As I spoke, the door opened again, and Cole Killian and a tall man entered. Cole ran to me and enveloped me in a bear-hug, just as Jacob had done.
“Yes,” I said, “I’m alive and I have legs.”
Cole stood back and stared at me.
“But we saw them ripped off of you...we still have your old ones...”
Cole’s face turned white, and I knew he was thinking about what he had just said. But while I wanted to be happy to see my friends, I found myself growing frustrated.
“I don’t know who this guy is,” I said, pointing at the tall, long-haired man, and then I pointed at the stranger. “I still have no clue who you are.”
The tall man patted his chest. “I’m Felix American Pony—a Special Agent with the Bureau of Indian Affairs.” He slapped the stranger on the back. “And this is my foreign counterpart, Duke Hattori of the JSDF.”
“JSDF?” I asked.
“Japanese Self-Defense Force,” Duke said.
“Yes, I know what that is. But...”
I twisted my face in bewilderment. “Did you say your first name is ‘Duke?’”
The Japanese man smiled. “Yes. That’s another long story.”
I shook my head, my frustration becoming harder to conceal. “Are you telling me you’re a Japanese soldier and your parents named you after John Wayne?”
“No. My father worked with 1st Special Forces Group at Okinawa. I’m named after the medic that delivered me. His nickname was Duke.”
“Duke Hattori,” I said and turned to the BIA Agent, “and Felix American Pony?”
I sighed.
“Well, at least now I know who you people are. Now can someone please tell me exactly what is going on?”




Chapter 10 - Genetic Terrorism
Brannigan Novak
Kaw City

Bureau of Indian Affairs Special Agent Felix American Pony grabbed the whiteboard and motioned me to a chair. Felix had cleared everyone out of the room except for Duke Hattori and I. Felix stood at one end of the whiteboard and Duke stood at the other.
“You’re finally going to explain this to me?” I asked, taking a seat at the round table.
Felix began writing on the board.
“Genetic Terrorism and Psychological Operations,” I read.
“Yes,” he said. “This is about to get strange.”
I stomped my feet against the floor, playfully reminding him of their visceral removal and regeneration. “You don’t say.”
Felix pointed to the words Genetic Terrorism. “Kaw City isn’t some Arthur Conan or Edgar Rice Burroughs scenario where there is a hidden world with prehistoric creatures. These are...”
He turned to the board and wrote again.
“Replicants,” I read.
“Yes. These creatures are genetically similar to dinosaurs and other creatures, but in reality, they are modern-day animals who have been genetically modified to replicate these creatures.”
“So, the velociraptor is...”
“We believe that was a turkey, that geneticists modified its teeth, beak, claws, and tail. The famous paleontologist Jack Horner has been talking about this for years. It seems like our enemy, which I will discuss in a second, beat him to the punch.”
“What about the Kaw Lake Monster?” I asked.
“Yes, the mosasaur-replicant. They named him Mozaq.”
“Mozaq?” I asked.
“Yes, Mozaq. We know the mosasaur is genetically related to the Komodo Dragon. Our intelligence believes Mozaq is a genetically modified...engineered Komodo dragon. They reworked the cells in the front and hind feet to make fins. Then its aggressive nature is simply from anabolic steroids. We also believe New Axis geneticists’ manipulations caused rapid dysplastic growth, which enabled this aquatic lizard to grow to its current size. After creating the monster Mozaq, they simply dumped him in the lake.”
I nodded. “It sounds crazy, but it makes sense. But who is the enemy? And how is some dude from the Japanese Self Defense Force involved?”
“Good question,” Felix said. “Our enemies are no longer only Islamic extremists. We are fighting against an old enemy.”
“What does that mean?”
“Bariloche,” an accented voice interrupted our conversation.
Duke Hattori stood with his arms folded across his chest.
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“Bariloche is a town in Argentina that served as a haven for Nazi war criminals. Do you remember the Jim Carrey and Alessandra Mussolini Twitter feud?”
Frustrated, I stood up from my chair. “What are you trying to say?”
“Have you heard of Unit 731?” Duke asked, and I could see his face turning red.
“More riddles...” I folded my arms across my chest. “You’re answering my question with a question.”
Yet, I recognized that name. Unit 731 was an Imperial Japan’s biological and chemical warfare unit that conducted horrific human experiments during WWII.
“But if Japan helped cause this problem,” I said, pointing at Duke, “why is he here?”
“Because we share a common enemy,” he answered.
My mind tried to connect these random ideas: A Nazi haven town. Mussolini’s granddaughter. Unit 731.
“You’re saying...” I rubbed my jaw. “That this has something to do with some sort of...alliance...of...modern-day Axis supporters?”
“Yes,” Duke said.
“This sounds crazy.” I shook my head.
“Says the man who regrew his legs,” Duke said.
I shrugged. “You got me there.” 
“After General McArthur took over and Japan was rebuilt under the guidance of the Marshall Plan, things in Japan changed.” Duke approached the whiteboard. “The new Japanese government knew that some of the Unit 731 officers went into hiding; we felt obligated to find and arrest these war criminals. In our search, we discovered that they continued communication with war criminals from Germany, Italy, and Vichy France. In isolated areas in Southeast Asia and Bariloche...and apparently in the Italian parliament...there were still supporters of the Axis. While through Operation Paperclip, Nazi scientists found a new home in the US. There were similar programs in the Soviet Union and China. Despite the Axis’ defeat, many ardent fascists never gave up their allegiance. These supporters came together and created Nuovo Achse Teikoku.”
“N-n-n-” I started.
“The New Axis Empire. Each word is from one of the languages,” Duke said. “Nuovo- Italian; Ache- German; Teikoku- Nihongo. We simply call them the ’New Axis’ or the ‘NAX.’”
In recent years, there had been individuals who created organizations based on the belief the earth was flat. Was it really hard to believe that the ardent believers in the Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Pact still existed?
“But...dinosaurs?” I asked.
“Axis engineers helped put men on the moon,” Duke said. “Is it really so strange to think those minds could execute Jack Horner’s own plan? The concept was already laid out; the New Axis just beat the world to it.”
“So, you’re saying...” I went and tapped the word “Genetic Terrorism.” “That a non-nation actor—a terrorist organization consisting of Axis-supporters—has captured birds and lizards and manipulated their cellular design to make them appear as dinosaurs...or as you said, to ‘create replicants.’”
Duke nodded. “That’s correct.”




Chapter 11- Psychological Operations
Brannigan Novak
Kaw City

I fell back into the chair, with Felix’s words running through my head. As I sat in the middle of the make-shift TOC, I rubbed my temples.
The Axis powers still had supporters who, through genetic engineering, had created monsters.
But why?
“Genetic terrorism,” I said, staring at the board. “But how does that relate to ‘Psychological Operations?’”
“Another great question,” Felix said. “The Nuovo Achse Teikoku, or the ‘New Axis,’ understand that warfare has changed. Just as the United States’ more ‘conventional’ enemies know that a full-blown invasion into the United States wouldn’t be successful, the New Axis understands this and also understands they don’t have the resources for that type of war. To threaten the United States, they are ultimately dependent on creating internal division and that is why they are focused on psychological operations.”
“Psyops?” I said.
“Yes,” Felix said, “operations to convey selected information to the targeted audience. Psyops influence motions, reasoning, and ultimately the behavior of governments, organization, and individuals.”
“Did you have that memorized?” I chortled.
“I’ve thought through this brief a few times.” Felix chuckled. “The New Axis got on the Bureau of Indian Affair’s radar because they were reported on tribal grounds.”
“So, the BIA is involved because the New Axis targeted Native American tribes? What for?”
“Reports stated New Axis was attempting to create an insurgency of Indian Tribes against the Federal Government. But the New Axis was not welcomed. Many tribes had grandparents who had fought against the Axis. While there are obvious disagreements between many tribes and the US government, there is one major thing the tribes and the US Constitution have in common—”
“Democracy.” I said. “Benjamin Franklin studied the Iroquois Confederacy and their influence was seen in his writing.”
“Good!” Felix said. “You’ve studied your history. Yes, so the New Axis’ autocratic leadership style was not welcomed by tribal governments. Most tribes are setup very similarly to the ancient democracies of ancient Greece.”
I rubbed my temples again. “So the BIA partnered you with Duke Hattori, and you guys have been chasing the Axis all over the States?”
Felix raised his eyebrow. “When you put it that way, it actually sounds kind of simple. As task force.”
“But think about this,” Felix said. “Everything New Axis’ genetic terror has done can create disharmony. First, anyone who claims to have seen a prehistoric creature in Kaw Lake is going to look crazy. So, you have both the legitimate terror of seeing the beast and the societal backlash of making public your claim. The monster has killed people and you as the Police Chief have already felt uncomfortable reaching out to other agencies. If things don’t change, this will create tension between the people and its city government. The urban myths will spread, and Kaw City will be synonymous with a lake monster. While places like Willow Creek, Roswell and Loch Ness do have tourism driven by curiosity, their citizens find it very difficult to leave. Corporate employers and universities don’t want to be associated with individuals from those locations.”
“That sounds a little far-fetched to me,” I said.
Felix sighed and I could sense a little frustration.
“The New Axis isn’t dumb. That is part of their plan. Trust me, I’ve done a lot of research on cities tied to alleged paranormal activity. There have been multiple sociological studies concerning cities associated with paranormal phenomenon. Right now, discrimination is limited to race, color, national origin, and religion.”
“I don’t believe it.” I said. “You’re really saying that giant corporations and universities will not hire or accept people from Roswell or Willow Creek?” 
“That is exactly what I am saying!” Felix nodded his head. “Discrimination based on regional or micro-regional origin is a real thing. There are currently no federal employment laws prohibiting discrimination based on regional origin. Heck, regional disparities are part of the reason we have the Electoral College. If you have all the territories and then states like Kentucky and West Virginia complaining about it, don’t you think that type of discrimination could happen to cities associated with Bigfoot?”
Felix paused. He looked directly into my eyes. “Brannigan, this situation will only get worse. The US Army has the Duke systems which jams frequencies; we believe the Axis has developed malicious software that specifically targets the camera applications in smartphones. So, people will not be able to record or document this thing. We also think the Axis must have created some nest or subterranean compartment for the monster to hide. The mosasaur-replicant is going to kill more people, there might be eyewitnesses but no footage and, as you’ve already seen, there will be no real evidence. People are going to get angry and get isolated, just like it was in 2020, just waiting on chaos.”
My stomach twisted. Everything he said made sense. I held my head in my hands and tried to understand the horror threatening Kaw City.
 




Chapter 12 - The Conrad Place Incident
Brannigan Novak

“Hey, Chief,” Cole said.
I sat with my head in my hands, thinking of the problem we faced. Finally, I looked up and stared at the whiteboard in front of me. While I studied the information on it, from the corner of my eye, I saw Cole Killian walk into the middle of the make-shift tactical operations center.
“What’s up, amigo?” I asked.
“I overheard you guys talking about people from places like Roswell being discriminated against. Not to rub salt in an open wound, but I know he’s right,” Cole said.               “I went to the Senior Leaders Course out at the California National Guard and I met two guys from Willow Creek. Everything that was said about places like that and regional discrimination is true.”
“Willow Creek?” I asked. “What are they known for?”
“Sasquatch. What Roswell is to aliens, Willow Creek is to Sasquatch,” he said. “My buddies said they were called ‘Willow Creekers’...not a good thing....”
Cole continued to talk; his voice became background noise as I thought. I could faintly hear his explanation of the problems that would face my citizens. My citizens; my people. I had tried go to other departments, larger ones, but somehow, I had gotten trapped here. But even though I felt trapped, I still loved Kaw City.
I wasn’t just a cop; I was a public servant who fought to care for his people. And now, Kaw City—my town, my people, were facing an evil that planned to not only kill, but also discredit their cries for help.
I cursed.
“Well, what are we supposed to do?” I threw up my hands. “Poison the lake to kill that thing? Congress gave those people access to the dam, basically giving them the keys to Kaw City. And what about SQUELCH?”
“New Axis isn’t made up of dummies,” Felix said. “They legitimately started that company, and its president, Ed Weber, is a legitimate entrepreneur. Everyone talks about how brilliant the Communists are. Let’s face it, they were the first to put a man in space, but they had help from SS Engineers—”
“Stop!” I yelled, standing up and knocking the chair.
My new senses were screaming. Someone or something was approaching.
Holding up one hand for silence, I flicked my tongue, smelling the air.
“Bro, what are you doing?” Cole asked, but his words sounded muffled.
“Something...” I hissed, “Ain’t right—”
I heard the hum of a malfunctioning radio.
DDDDIIIIINNNNGGG
With my new senses, it was like an electric drill penetrating my ears. I gripped them with both hands. As I did so, I heard my voice changing as I roared in pain. My throat suddenly started to swell.
I saw the world in scarlet; my ears felt numb.




Chapter 13 - Conrad’s Place Encounter
Cole Killian
Kaw City

I’ve witnessed some awful things in my life, but the trauma of watching my friend’s legs ripped from his body and then learning that miraculously his legs had been regenerated had left me in a waking coma.
Despite this, I’d been so excited to see Brannigan, but my joy was short-lived. After my initial greeting, Felix and Duke presented the findings to a bewildered Brannigan.
Toward the end of Felix and Duke’s briefing, my P25 radio started buzzing. I raised it and informed Jacob Galicia, “You’re hot-mic’ing.”
But when the radio’s buzz became more obnoxious—higher pitched, I knew it wasn’t a simple hot mic. It was malfunctioning.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Brannigan erratically twitch back and forth as if having a seizure.
“Chief?” I asked.
I turned and saw Brannigan clutching his ears, howling pitifully in agonizing tones like a sick dog. His fell, and. I watched in horror as Brannigan’s upper body bobbled up and down against the ground.
I rushed to help him.
“Get away from me!” he cried.  When he spoke, his voice turned into a bestial growl. He thrust his head skyward, and when he did, I saw a 10-inch, serpent-like-tongue shoot out from his mouth. The forked tongue flicked in the air and shone with thick, glossy saliva. I shuddered with disgust. I’m ashamed to write this, but in fear, I stepped back from my friend.
“What’s wrong with him?” I shouted.
Chaos erupted, silencing my question.
The dining room window exploded, sending shards of glass into my exposed face and arms. My protective lenses protected my eyes, but parts of my face and arms were littered with minuscule translucent barbs.
I closed my eyes. I heard the squawk of birds.
“Raptors!” Felix cried out.
Felix and Duke both raised their pistols and fired into the replicants. The raptors didn’t roar but communicated in horrible avian screeches, making my skin crawl. It was like a symphony of terror—the pistols’ percussive punches and the terrifying chorus of the raptors’ horrible howls.
Opening my eyes, my heart pounded at the sight of three raptors jumping through the busted window. I grabbed my Glock and slammed my finger on the trigger but the raptors were too fast. 
I cried out in pain as a raptor caught me by complete surprise. It landed on my shoulder and dug its sickle-like talons into my trapezius. Blood sprayed from the wound and rolled down my body.
I’m going to die, I thought.
Suddenly, its grip released.
I turned my head.
It wasn’t a raptor but something else. Another monster; something even more horrible.
Beside me stood a horrible bipedal monster, standing upright like a man. The creature had tactical pants that snugly covered its legs, and it was bare from the waist up. Rough gray flesh covered its body. It had extremely muscular arms with clawed arachnodactyly fingers. Its head was compact, similar to a mountain lion or maybe a pit bull, but it didn’t appear to be a mammal, but some quasi-reptilian creature. It had small spade-shaped ears that pointed backward. Long carnivorous teeth hung from its mouth.
The creature held the raptor in its hands and then plunged its cougar-like fangs into the bird’s body. It tore its head left-to-right, as I have heard a pit-bull will do. With its enemy killed, the beast sprinted to the other two raptors. As it moved, I saw it had a sail on its back, similar to the primordial creature Dimetrodon and had a whip-like tail.
My whole body quaked with fear. I raised my Glock to fire.
“It’s killing the raptors!” Felix yelled.
I lowered my weapon.
Its teeth ripped into one raptor, and its claws launched a massive over-the-top cross,  decapitating the raptor. The headless dinosaur ran around the room with blood squirting out of its neck.
With the last raptor dead, the Dimetrodon creature sprinted and jumped out the window.
“What is that thing?” I yelled. “Not the raptors. That thing with the sail.” 
I looked back at Felix and Duke. Both had their pistols raised with smoke fuming from their barrels.
“The handlers must have led them here,” Felix said.
“I don’t care about the raptors,” I said. “We’ve seen them before. What was that other thing?” 
Keeping my firearm in a ready position, I looked over the room. Felix’s makeshift classroom lay in ruin. Bullet holes riddled the whiteboard; laminated maps littered the floor. Red raptor remains ran along the walls in chaotic blotches, similar to a piece of post-modern art.
Then on the ground, I spotted a familiar piece of clothing that lay in smithereens among the debris. “That’s Brannigan’s shirt.” I looked from the pile and scanned the room with my pistol ready.
“Brannigan?” I called out his name as I looked left to right. “I don’t see him.”
Felix and Duke looked at each other and then at me. They stared at me, with their mouths wide open.
“Why are you staring at me like that?” I demanded. “Where is Chief?”
“Did you not see that thing?” Felix asked.
“Of course I did!” I said.
“I don’t think you get it, Cole,” Felix said.
“Are you saying that Dimetrodon-lookin’ thing killed Brannigan?”
“Cole, don’t you get it?” Felix asked.
I turned to face Felix. Feeling a brief sense of calmness, I holstered my weapon, “Get what?”

“That monster,” Felix’s voice trembled, “was Brannigan.”
 




Chapter 16 - Recovery
Brannigan Novak
Kaw Lake

I wouldn’t say that I woke or I regained consciousness because I never lost it. I remember only seeing red. The world faded from red to bright, vibrant colors. I used Ujjayi breathing to push out all distracting thoughts as I took in my surroundings.
Involuntarily, my stomach heaved. Strange tastes burnt the inside of my stomach and throat.
A coniferous tree was decorated with strange colors I had never even seen— small gaseous clouds best described as pink. I realized that the gas was the visible cloud of pollen and other minuscule objects kicked up by the path of bees. The buzz of the bees sounded in my ear as the heavy footfalls of elephants. I could not just see the bees that flew but their individual legs. I flicked my tongue, and I could smell- no, I could taste their pollen.
“Brannigan?” a voice screamed in my ear.
Turning my head, I saw a burly man standing ten feet away, Dale Jones. I realized he hadn’t screamed my name but only whispered. Dale Jones is a good man. I had personally seen him deadlift over 600 lbs. But despite his machismo, right now his knees and fingers shook with fear.
“You...changed,” he whispered.
I stared at Dale, not knowing what to say.
“Dale?” my voice still uneasy, “What happened?”
He said nothing, he stepped backwards. I held up my hands and inspected them.
While my hands felt strong and my skin renewed, there were no callouses or other imperfections.
“Some...sort of a lizard…” Dale said.
Something about what he said made sense: I thought back to the past seventy two hours. I squatted up and down, testing the strength of my legs. There was no fatigue, in fact my muscles felt fresh as if I had just warmed up for an athletic event. My mind raced back to Kaw Dam and how they had found me legless and almost lifeless.
They saved me, I thought. But at what cost?
I had changed.
But I wasn’t the only one who had undergone a drastic change.
I ran with super-human speed, leaving Dale Jones behind me. I started racing toward McFadden Cove.
I didn’t know what was happening to me, but I knew who did:
Luddy.

 




Chapter 17 - Ludwig
Brannigan Novak
McFadden Cove

With superhuman speed, I bounded forward through Kaw City woods. I knew where I was headed: McFadden Cove that was the last place Cole had seen him. If Luddy wasn’t inside the dam, that’s where I reckoned, he would be. Flicking my forked tongue in the air, I grimaced, tasting Luddy’s musk.
Suddenly, my ears felt like they were going to explode. I gripped and bellowed in pain. As I screamed, my feet failed me, and I rolled over, somersaulting forward.
“Chief Novak! I know you can hear this.”
The pitch was extremely high, I find it difficult to describe, but inside that high frequency, there was a human voice digitally projected.
“Where are you?” I roared
“My office. I offer parley.”
“Parley?” I asked, my eyes searching around the area.
“Do I need to define the word?” Luddy asked.
“Don’t condescend me, Luddy. I’ve seen you smoke a used cigarette butt you picked up from a bathroom floor.”
The high-pitched ring sounded again. Tears came to my eyes as I clutched my ears in pain.
“Things have changed since then, Chief Novak. Now come find me.”
“Where are you?” I growled. “And how can you even hear me?”
“For the latter inquiry, I will tell you not to worry about it. For the former, I say for shame, Chief. I was your surgeon and engineer.” Luddy paused and whispered into his device, “To find me, all you have to do is follow your nose.”
I’m going to kill him, I thought. I shuddered because though that internal dialogue was in my head, it wasn’t entirely mine nor voluntary.
I clenched my fists, my line of sight turned red and angrily I barked.
“Remember, Chief, parlay, is a peaceful negotiation.”
I tilted my head back and flicked my tongue into the air. I growled as Luddy’s stench burnt my throat. Running forward, I chased his scent.
“Your tent is looking better,” I said as I found his residence.
While it was still an undesirable living location, Luddy now had nature-colored materials that made his site all but invisible. The tent was similar to one that you would find in an Army staff section. It stood approximately seven feet in height and had decent room. Additionally, he had cut trees, lashed them together, and padded the backs with soil, then he took the structure and formed a solid defense around his inhabitance. For additional camouflage he had draped leaves and branches which hid their outline.
“Smart,” I said as I inspected his field-craft.
“Come on in, Chief,” I heard Luddy’s voice from inside, but I still didn’t see him.
“No tricks, Luddy,” I hissed, my tongue stung as I said his name.
“You are too powerful to threaten and too wise to trick, Chief.”
“Don’t patronize me!”
“I will never do that, Chief. I always respected you.”
My body relaxed as I sensed Luddy’s sincerity. Looking around the tent must have triggered my senses- because the whole world seemed to explode in a million colors- my eyes - took in colors that I couldn’t describe. I walked inside the tent.
“Chief Brannigan Novak,” Luddy said.
I turned to see him. He still wore soiled clothes—acid wash jeans with the blown-out knees and a plaid shirt that reminded me of the grunge rock musician.
“Ludwig,” I said.
Luddy gave a half-smile and approached me.
“In my past life,” Luddy thoughtfully put his hands behind his back as he sauntered,“you came to me for intelligence, for my knowledge of both the human and physical terrain. And, in this particular situation, it appears as though nothing has changed.”
“Ironic.”
“Is it irony? Or is merely coincidence? I must admit language arts don’t intrigue me as much as science and engineering does, but I will admit that that word is fascinating.”
My stomach burned with hatred. “What have you done to me?” 
“Ah, temper, temper, Chief Novak. And why am I not greeted with gratitude? I found you—bloody and limbless. I picked you up and cried ‘live!’ I was the one who breathed new life into you, Chief.”
“You turned me into a monster!”
“One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.”
Stepping forward, I reached out and grabbed him by his collar.
“Brannigan,” Luddy said indifferently. “Can I call you that?”
I could see the world turning red. I panted like a dog trying to contain myself. 
“It seems appropriate,” Luddy said. “May I please explain how we got here? Do you remember my former state? I was slightly above an imbecile in legal terms, but now I challenge Newton and DaVinci. Are you not curious how this occurred? You came to me almost lifeless, yet now you sprint with the speed of Michael Johnson, have the endurance of Prefontaine and the strength of Ronnie Coleman. Are you not in awe? Does ardent curiosity not grip you?”
“Speak, Luddy.”
Luddy smiled. “You will be pleasantly surprised.”
I folded my arms across my chest and waited.
“You know my history,” he said. “My family members were leaders in the German American Bund. The 45th Infantry Division and other units liberated Italy, which enabled the 101st and others to launch D-Day. With help from the other allies, ultimately the US Army destroyed the Nazis. My family had been the premier leaders in the German-American Bund and their legacy was destroyed. No longer able to spread hate externally, their malice turned inward and, when I was born, I became the focus of their hate.”
“I felt sorry for you before you turned into a mad scientist.”
Luddy laughed. “Mad scientist is a subjective term, just like ’intelligent’ or ’beautiful.’ Not only did I endure physical discomfort, but also the of neglect of my intellectual and emotional development.”
“Tragic,” I spat.
Luddy grimaced.
“But my pain had no creative outlet,” he said. “Arnold Schwarzenegger grew up similar to me, but while the Austrian Oak found inspiration from men like Steve Reeves and Reggie Park, I found comfort in barley and hops. I didn’t develop- no, I descended into a life of dependence on my illicit masters. My mind suffered not only neglect, but many of its facilities were destroyed. In the decade following high school, not only did I lose multiple jobs, but I ultimately lost the ability to maintain a job. With no career, I could find no residency and ultimately became a vagrant. I was jobless, homeless, and alone.”
“But you’re not alone anymore, huh, Luddy?”
He raised his eyebrows in acknowledgment. “To me, the name Vanhoesen felt like a curse—the guilt of our association, the abuse, my uncle turning me into an alcoholic—but apparently the name was not without its benefit.”
“SQUELCH
sought you out because of your familial ties.”
“Wise, Chief. Other people would have assumed that they just offered me a new fishing pole and booze in exchange for my assistance. But Mein Freund, your ’recruitment’ is more complex...”
“You call me your friend?”
“Yes, it must be difficult to work with someone like me, Brannigan. Until just recently, I didn’t have true companions; no, I had wranglers. I had people who pushed me this way or that, mainly pushing me away, but you were also compassionate to me. I could tell you didn’t like me, but you didn’t mistreat me like other law officers, and for that reason, I offer my friendship.”
“Friendship? Luddy, think about what you did to me. You experimented on me!”
“Yes,” he said, his tone deliberate. “I did. It wasn’t by accident that the New Axis targeted Oklahoma. Think about it- it’s as anti-fascist as you get.”
“That’s a bit of a stretch,” I said. “We’re just people.”
“That’s right!” Luddy shook his head. “You’re just people who just so happen to be Okies! Oklahoma’s 45th Infantry Division liberated Italy and liberated Dachau! Then you have the Chiloco Indian School that’s right here. Chiloco had three Congressional Medal of Honor awardees, with two of them specifically for victories over European fascists.”
“That’s crazy. Why would a group of people—who have ties to things like NASA, care about some small school?”
Luddy shook his head. “Because that school is a symbol. That wasn’t West Point or some military academy. It was a charter school. And those students—instead of fighting against the government that wronged them and families, they embraced and embody the ideals of which America was based. And while the academies produce professional soldiers, Chiloco and the 45th produced citizen soldiers—citizen soldiers who defeated European fascists and ended their atrocities. Oklahoma is and continues to be a black eye on the Axis.”
“Oklahoma?” I asked. I was as proud an Okie as anyone, but Oklahoma was only a little over a hundred years old. To understand its international significance was somewhat difficult.
“Yes, and because of this the Corporation targeted Oklahoma. They found Kaw Lake and then they found me. They knew my family’s former allegiance. They took me in and, through their dark sciences, I was given a second chance. I have received neurological therapy and now— now look at me. And yes, I am aware I have worked on the side of evil.” Luddy raised his hand to his mustache and gently played with his facial hair. “Are you familiar with Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs?”
“I’m a cop. Of course of I’ve heard of that.”
“I was in a peculiar situation, Chief. Prior to this second chance, Maslow’s Hierarchy didn’t apply to me. In all honesty, I cared not for food or shelter—my sole concern was alcohol. But through their experiments and their genetic engineering they were able to cure me. Through our multiple interactions, you undoubtedly noticed my heightened intelligence.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, Luddy, I noticed.”
“Gradually, the Corporation was able to regenerate my cerebral capabilities and, in return, I obediently followed their commands. But understand that I was without ethics at that point in my life because I couldn’t afford them.”
“A moral awakening?” I said. “If you hadn’t turned me into some lizard freak, I might be able to accept that.”
“Yes, I did turn you into a monster. But when I say I selected you and that I am proud,” he stepped forward and put his hand on my shoulder, “I mean it.”
I put my hands on my hips.
“In my awakening, I discovered that the Corporation was evil. I knew they were working to undermine my country.”
“But why me?”
Luddy smiled a broad, warm expression that reached his eyes.
“Because, Chief,” he said, “I knew you would fight.”




Chapter 18 - The Red
Brannigan Novak
McFadden Cove

I grabbed Luddy by his collar. I began growing taller inside the tent, what I knew to be the early stages of a transformation.
“How do you know I won’t kill you?” I asked.
“Because I know you, Brannigan. You’re a fighter, not a murderer.”
I released my grip; grudgingly, accepting Luddy’s reasoning.
“Trust me, Chief. In my life as a drifter, I have come to be associated with many individuals in law enforcement. Some cops harass vagrants, and then some cops solve crimes— you are the latter. Don’t you see what I’m trying to say? I discovered what I was doing was wrong. You are my fail-safe; you are my redemption. It had to be you. I knew you could carry this burden.”
I seemed to shrink. The scarlet color disappeared, and the world returned to more familiar colors.
”What am I supposed to do now?” I asked.
Luddy looked side to side and leaned in close. “You must fight.”
TINK!
Something pricked my neck. Reaching up, I grasped a syringe protruding just beneath my jaw. Luddy held the injection to my neck.
“They are coming for me, Chief,” he said.
Instantly, the whole world exploded in gunfire.
BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
Rounds split through the tent as pain seared through my body.
I felt myself evolve.
I was the creature.
The gunfire continued.
My hide was tough, but I feared a direct hit to my head or chest. Luddy might have been hit, but the current threat kept me from looking back.
I bounded forward; claws extended. I swung my tail.
My tail slammed into the man who had ventured inside.
It squarely lined on his stomach. He doubled over; his head hung over his shins.
The world grew redder. My thoughts— at that time— were in groans and barks. I grabbed the man. He still clutched his sub-machine gun.
Opening my mouth, I slammed my fangs onto his cranium.
BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
Just outside the tent, less than a hundred yards away, I saw two more shooters.
The rounds penetrated the man I was holding, blocking their bullets from hitting me.
Clutching the man’s dead body as a shield, I bull-rushed forward. I threw the corpse at the closest shooter and jumped at the second. My claws slashed through the man. My fingers penetrated through the back of his skull. I then turned around. The last man was on the ground, with his dead associate pinning him down. I grabbed his weapon and with both hands, snapped as if it were a piece of dry wood. The man’s mouth dropped open and he fell to the ground, I stood over him. But despite the urge to eat, I remained calm. Luddy was right. I wasn’t a murderer.
 




Chapter 19 - Memorial 
Cole Killian
Conrad Place

Jacob Galicia was dead.
Right before the replicant attack, while Brannigan, Felix, Duke and I were standing in the Conrad Place, the radio started its high-pitched ringing. We clicked on the button and called Jacob’s call sign, but when Jacob was unresponsive, I was afraid of what it meant. When the monsters broke through the windows and my fears grew stronger, I prayed that wasn’t the case, but deep down inside, I knew Jacob was gone. After the attack at the Conrad Place, there was the still the shock of the raptor encounter. The world seemed turned upside down.
“Here, buddy, let me help you,” Felix said.
I looked down and there were shards of glass embedded in my forearm. As soon as I looked down, Felix was next to me trying to attend to my wound. He expertly inspected my lacerations.
“I’m going to need tweezers.” He gently grabbed me by the arm and elbow. At that exact moment, my mind rushed to Jacob Galicia.
“Jacob,” I said. “I have to check on him.”
“Cole, wait!” Felix said, but his words were already behind me as I sprinted from the make-shift operations center.
Running through the busted front door and out to the front yard, I started my search for Jacob. I ran to where Jacob had remained hidden by the motorcycle. 
I shouted our running password as I came to his position. “Buffalo 1, Buffalo 1, Buffalo 1!”
Anxiety grew in my stomach as there was still no response.
“Jacob!”
My feet tangled in the brush, slamming me to the ground. The wind was knocked out of me. Pain shot through me, as I rolled to my back and tried to suck in the air.
“Poor Jacob,” I stood to my feet. 
There was a massive, gory concave gap where his face had been where the raptors had ate.. Bloody lacerations decorated his body like exquisite macabre art. The raptor’s claws had severed his right hand, which still clutched the radio. There was a dent in the radio, which I assumed created the technical issue.
“Found the source of the hot-mic.” Tears spilled from my eyes. Reaching my hand down, I took Jacob’s cold thumb off the button and turned off the radio.
Jacob Galicia.
He had volunteered as an auxiliary officer when he heard Brannigan was having knee surgery and stayed when Chief was still in the brace.
Heck, he had been a bit of bleeding heart who didn’t really fit the cop-mold. He just wanted to help his friend.
Now, here he was.
He had truly given his life helping his friend.
My body quivered.
I started my slow, painful walk back to the Conrad Place.
 




Chapter 20 - Sign-Cutting
Cole Killian
Kaw City

“They’re not playing around anymore,” I said, stepping in the front door of the Conrad Place.
Duke grabbed a medical bag and made his way toward me.
“They never have been,” Felix said. “Now you’re getting to see what Duke and I see.”
Duke gently pushed on my shoulder, signaling me to sit down. Obediently, I sat down and grimaced as he touched the puncture wound.
“What do we do now?” I asked.
Felix sighed. “In terms of our next course-of-action, I don’t know. I’ve never seen the New Axis blatantly attack with the replicates like that before.”
Duke finished tending to my wound. I moved my arm around. I grimaced. I felt discomfort, but the pain was manageable.
“Well, first we need to get a head count,” Duke said. “You’ve already lost one. Where are the others? Does anyone else need aide?”
“Yeah, where the heck is Brannigan?” Felix asked.
Brannigan.
The name showered me with emotions I couldn’t even describe.
What label conveys the amount of shock experienced when you witness your friend turn into a monster? I grew dizzy as questions rushed through my brain:
Is he still out there? Is he still a monster?
What evidence do I have against it? What if my friend kills someone? What if we have to kill Brannigan?
“That is the first thing we need to do,” I said aloud. “Is what Duke said, ’collect our people.’”
Gently, I touched my medical dressing as I walked to the front door and then outside.
Carefully, I got down on my knees, making sure that I didn’t cut myself on the debris. In the dirt beside me was a massive footprint.
“That’s pretty interesting.” I pulled my smart-phone out of my pocket and clicked a picture of the impression. “Brannigan didn’t have three toes like the raptor-replicants. He had four.”
“That looks more like the paw of a puma,” Felix pointed at the track.
I cursed and slapped the ground.
“Is the picture all blurry?” Felix asked.
“You guessed it. That New Axis signal blocker is working its magic. But how did they specifically target camera phones?“
“I don’t know, but it is perfect Psyops.” Felix laughed and shook his head. “They didn’t target the phones to destroy them. They have all the camera phones taking blurry pictures.”
“Just like the old cryptid and UFO pictures.” I gritted my teeth. “They targeted our phones, specifically to hurt credibility.”
“Looks like we’ve got do it old-school and find them without the phones.” Felix pointed at the paw print. “This is how we find him.”
“You guys can cut sign, right?” I asked.
“What do you mean by ‘you guys?’” Felix demanded. “You think just because I’m an Indian, I automatically know how to follow tracks?”
My stomach clenched; my face reddened.
“Um…” I started. “I meant you and—”
“I’m messing with you.” Felix playfully punched me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ve cut sign a time or two.”




Chapter 21 - Tracking
Cole Killian
Kaw City

From the Conrad Place, we followed Brannigan’s trail. As we traveled, the sun began to set; the building darkness made our task more difficult. We assumed risk by leaving the Conrad Place unattended. Still, we tried to mitigate any harm by taking all the documents with us. We stowed the maps, laminates, and papers in our assault packs and cargo pockets. All three of us were armed with both shotgun and pistol. If we were facing raptors again, it would be better to have the three of us than fight them one on one. We still had telecommunication linked to the house, so we would know if something did go back there.
Luckily, Felix had served with the Shadow Wolves—the elite unit inside the Immigration and Customs Enforcement.  As an agent inside that organization, he had been well-trained in tracking.
“Each track told a different story,” Felix said. “Shadow Wolves knew tracks of boots meant that an individual was statistically more likely from a rural setting; shoes were probably more the urban areas. Then the individual shoe told a story as well. By their impressions we could determine what part of Latin America they were from, and certain shoes were dead giveaways they were from Asia.”
“Is that why you had Jacob Galicia take a broom out to his location?” I asked.
“Did you learn that with the Shadow Wolves?”
Felix nodded. “Yes, the people who smuggle people get very creative. Not just brooms, but we’ve caught smugglers hauling carpets out in the Sonora Desert. It still left a print, but the total numbers were harder to determine. Then one time, I caught un hombre walking on his hands.”
“On his hands?” I asked.
Felix paused as he studied the track. “Yes, but I would take hand-walkers over replicants any day.”
“We’re too bunched up,” Duke whispered. “We need to spread out.”
Duke Hattori’s distinct Iga-ben dialect grew stronger with the stress of the situation. I knew he was right. I whispered “yessir,” and then pushed out, creating a wedge formation.
When people walk in the woods, they naturally want to bunch up. Right now, I wanted to get next to someone and listen to them talk more than anything. 
I wanted something to distract me from the acts of death and genetic terrorism that I had witnessed. One friend was dead, and the other had transformed into a monster.
Because of my sense of duty, I dreaded running into Brannigan in his monstrous form.
I would have to kill my friend.
Not only did my civic obligation demand it, but I knew it is what Brannigan would have wanted. He didn’t deserve this. Brannigan could have done anything in life, but had only wanted to serve. His friend Jacob volunteered to serve when he heard Brannigan was hurt. They did these things for the people of Kaw City, and their selfless examples would force me to do the same.
I sighed.
I didn’t care what form he was in; Brannigan was my friend.
Lord, take this task from me.
I looked down at the weapon I was clutching- an AA-12. Acids burnt my stomach and reached into my throat. Shooting my friend with an automatic shotgun. That would not be like shooting a cancer-ridden dog with a .22; no, an automatic shotgun would tear chunks out of my friend’s primordial form.
And not only that, but there would also be a nasty clean-up. You couldn’t leave a replicant’s dead body to decompose. The monster’s exposed blood and decaying organs would put the entire world at risk.
A neurological disorder found in cattle jumped species and mutated into Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease; the Simian Immunodeficiency Virus found in Congolese chimpanzees jumped species and mutated into human immunodeficiency viruses or HIV. Those were from “regular” animals. What the heck kind of misfolded proteins were floating around in a replicant’s bloodstream?
I had to cover my mouth, fearing I would throw up. I shuddered again, but luckily got it under control; if I threw up, that would give clues to any creature around where we were. Suddenly, my internal dialogue stopped. Something scampered beside us. I raised the AA-12 tighter into my shoulder. In my peripheral vision, I could see Duke and Felix doing the same.
There was no whispering or hand-and-arm signals. We were all professionally trained; we knew what the others were thinking:
Something is here.
All three of us froze. Our complete stop and silence enabled me to better take in my surroundings. A rush of adrenaline fueled my other senses. I could smell...human sweat.
“Cole,” a voice cried out.
My knees buckled, and the AA-12 shook as my upper body quaked with micro-tremors. I recognized the voice, but I didn’t dare say his name. Metaphorical butterflies of both anticipation and fear flooded me.
“Cole?” the voice whispered.
I clutched the pistol grip of my AA-12 with white-knuckle intensity. 
“Cole, I’m stepping forward,” the voice said. “I see you got the AA12; don’t shoot me.”
A figure stepped forward. 
Brannigan Novak.
He had returned to human form.




Chapter 22- “We need to talk. ”
Cole Killian
Vicinity of the Conrad Place

My knees buckled as I stared at my friend. He stood right just outside of the brush, in front of the three of us as we patrolled the area outside the Conrad Place.
“But I saw you...you changed,” I said.
“Yes,” Brannigan nodded, “but I’ve returned.”
I visually scanned my friend. Brannigan stood up straight. He was naked save for his cargo pants, which were torn just below the knees.
“You’re human again,” Felix said, “but something about you is still different.”
“Yes,” Brannigan nodded. “Many things. We need to find a place and regroup.”
“Find a place to regroup?” I asked. “But they are out there looking for us.”
Brannigan twisted his head and hummed. “Trust me, they need to reorganize as well.”
“What do you mean?” Duke asked.
Brannigan’s face scrunched up, and he shook his head as if to say, “You don’t want to ask.”
“But security,” I said. “They snuck up on us.”
“Yes,” Brannigan said. “But in the last few hours, things have changed. My senses have grown...stronger....”
“Do…” I paused, searching for the words to say. “Do you have it...under control?”
Brannigan held up his hand and twisted it up and down as if to say “kind of.”
I heard one of my other friends gulp with fear.
“Well, thanks,” Felix said and I got the sense he had just started the conversation to ease the tension. “When you changed you killed all those raptor-replicants and saved our lives.”
“He didn’t save all of us,” I whispered. I saw Brannigan’s eyes light up in acknowledgment.
Did he hear me? I thought.
“Why did you say that?” Brannigan asked.
I avoided his gaze.
“What does that mean?” Brannigan’s eyes drilled into me.
“They got Jacob.”
Brannigan’s eyes grew glassy. He tilted back his head and slightly sniffed the air. As if the scent had told him the complete story, he cupped his head in his hands. “Jacob,” he whispered and fell to his knees.
Sweat burst from my forehead. My stomach tightened. 
“The raptors…” I stepped back from Brannigan. My knees quaked. “They...”
“I know,” he whispered.
“Well, what are we supposed to do now?” I asked, and my body warmed with a singular fury, not at my mind but my current state of confusion. “We can’t fight with you like this. What if you go crazy and snap one of us in half? You...you bounded out there like an animal. You ate those things. Bit their heads of and swallowed them...and now all of a sudden, you’ve returned to human form? That doesn’t make sense!”
“No,” Brannigan said. “But the experiments and my transformation partially explain how my legs are back. He did something. He chose me specifically-”
“Someone helped you grow your legs back?” I asked. 
“Luddy.”
“What?” My voice broke high into the treble clef.
“Ludwig Vanhoesen,” he said. “He did this.”
“Luddy operated on you?” I asked.
My mind rushed to the image of Luddy stuffing his mouth with used cigarette butts. I clenched my stomach as I grew nauseated.
“You’re right,” I said. “We need to talk.”




Chapter 23 - Only One Way Out
Brannigan Novak
Kaw City Police Department

We assumed that the New Axis wasn’t ready to attack in broad daylight, so we met right in the middle of Kaw City. We had hidden at the Conrad Place, and they went after us, so we went with our second option and hid where everyone could see us.
But I wasn’t content with just the group of eight that we had. I wanted everyone involved. I contacted Raj Gotham and told him to pick up Geoffrey Götz. We adjusted our security cameras so they were facing out. Additionally, we set-up manual video recorders. If the Duke-like systems hurt our recordings, the manual videotapes would still pick up the replicants’ images.
Once we got inside the building, I gave Felix an hour to explain the situation to Geoffrey. I had given Felix a whiteboard and let him use an administrative room.
I looked down at my watch.
“It’s been about an hour,” I said to the others.
“I’m kind of curious to see how freaked out Geoffrey is,” Cole laughed.
“I don’t think you should be trying to embarrass anyone, Romeo,” I said and gently poked Cole in his stomach. I laughed to myself because, at the slightest hint of Raven Reeves, Cole began to blush.
“Alright, Cole, go set us up at the conference table and get everyone a bottle of water, a notebook, and a pen,” I said. “It’s going to be a few hours of notes.”
Walking back to the administrative room, I opened the door slightly and looked in.
That’s weird.
Geoffrey and Felix looked as if they were having a normal conversation.
“You don’t seem too shocked.” I opened the door all the way.
“That was the easiest brief I’ve had to give,” Felix said.
“You’re telling me that my toxic boss at SQUELCH— the worst place I’d ever worked,” Geoffrey turned back to face me, “was actually a Nazi?”
“Gross over-simplification, but...yeah,” I answered.
Geoffrey shrugged. “Makes sense.”
I furrowed my brow. “Oh...okay.”
“Are we ready for the next meeting?”Geoffrey asked.
“Yeah...are you sure you’re not going to freak out?” I asked. “Like faint or anything like that?”
“No,” Geoffrey said. “I think I’m good. It actually answers a lot of questions.”
“Alright, then follow me.”
We walked to the squad room. 
“Here you go, Cole.” I reached into my cargo pocket and grabbed a folded document and gave it to Cole.
“What is this?” He unfolded the papers.
“It was a present from your favorite person.” I pointed to the whiteboard.
“What do you want me to do with the whiteboard?”
“I need you to make a kill-board.”
“What?” Cole’s face furrowed as he studied the pages. “You mean this...”
“Yes, Luddy— our late town drunk— gave us a list of all the replicants. I need you to create a graph that depicts each of the animals on there— a kill-board. That way when we go through and our teams kill an animal, we can mark it off the list, hence the name.”
“Kill board?” Charlie asked. “Kill board as in we go ’kill’ those things? Are you crazy Chief? Your friend Jacob...you. We need more resources, we have to build up, we can’t just go out there—”
“Brother,” Raj raised his hand, silencing the veterinarian, “I mean no disrespect but we can’t stop. We mustn’t.”
“But-” Charlie started.
“You are a good, man, Charlie, and logically you are right,” Raj said. “But my gut says we continue pressure. If we shut down the lake now, the New Axis will just focus on the raptors. With no one on the campgrounds, the raptor-replicants will spread throughout the coves. If we give them any momentum, they’ve won.”
“Alright right then, Raj,” Charlie said. “You paint a pretty desperate picture. Well, what do you say we do?”
“My brain and my gut say one thing…but my heart, it says there is only one way out of this,” Raj said, his voice a whisper but its strength palpable. “We don’t just apply pressure, no! My heart says we fight!”




Part III





Symphony of Destruction

There is a bit of debate not just between the conventional army and the special operations community, but between historians as well—when does a war begin?
The conventional army tends to view wars beginning with the “first shot.” But the special operations community often considers insurgents’ psychological and kinetic activities to be the first indicators of a conflict.
Did the Civil War start at Fort Sumter? Or did it start on the border between Kansas and Missouri? Similarly, did the Revolutionary War begin with Lexington and Concord? Or did it start when the American colonies created their own distinct culture?
Either way, there is something both types of units can agree on:
How a conflict ends.
Whether a war starts with the initial psychological warfare or when the first conventional force fires its first shot—the conclusion is still the same—wars end with boots on the ground.
Wars end when pipe-hitters are holding terrain.
Understanding General Patton’s Symphony of Destruction, by Major General George R. Crook IV




Chapter 1 - Nine Against the New Axis
Brannigan Novak
Kaw City Police Department
Kaw City, Oklahoma

As Cole Killian wrote on the board, I scanned the table, taking a count of our personnel. Except for the late Jacob Galicia, we had all parties involved:
	Tommy Coleman




	Stuart McConnell




	Charlie Fleming




	Raj Gotham




	Geoffrey Götz




	Brannigan Novak (myself)




	Felix American Pony




	Duke Hattori







Nine.
The number nine in Japan is like the number thirteen in Western cultures - but much, much worse. So much so that hospitals in Japan don’t even have a ninth room. And it’s pronounced ’ku’, which was associated with agony or torture. But that wasn’t what made me feel uneasy.
From my cultural upbringing, I always thought of the number ten as a complete set.
That’s when it hit me. We were under-manned; our group incomplete.
I shuddered.
Before I had given the dry-erase marker to Cole, I had written the word “momentum” on the whiteboard.
“Alright, guys.” I pulled out my laser pointer from my breast pocket and highlighted the word.
“We have momentum. We can’t give that up. We can’t stop now. If we stop now, the replicants and their handlers will get bolder, and more people will get hurt. We’ve got to be like US Grant— apply constant pressure.”
“That might be true,” Stuart said. “But we gotta use our head. Logically, we need something that we can show others. If we are able to bring in more agencies or more assets, we will need to provide our information to continue our fight.”
“But my gut,” Cole said, “tells me we can’t just apply pressure—we need to finish this.”
The room felt as if it had suddenly fallen under some giant shadow. I looked around at my friends. The truth dawned on me. We weren’t all coming back. My knees buckled.
If I just keep talking, I won’t have time to think about it.
“Alright,” I said. “We write our accounts and then we march out. Understood?”
There was a grumble from the group, but everyone nodded that they understood.
“Can I ask you two a question?” I asked, looking at Felix and Duke. “Where does this monster go? It is obvious the monster can’t stay out in the lake the entire time. Did they build it a nest?”
“I don’t know, Brannigan. I’m an engineer, not a lizard-wrangler,” Geoffrey interjected and leaned back against the dusty table. He scratched his head then looked up at me. “But if they could lure it toward the deeper parts of the dam, I think it could hide out there.”
“That’s what our guess is,” Felix American Pony said.“Duke and I believe they’ve created some sort of den that houses the beast and at certain times they let it out. Again, going back to the psychological warfare, if anyone put a drone or any camera out in the lake, they would not find the monster. We believe that is how it was designed—”
“Done!” Cole shouted.
“What’s up, Cole?” Felix asked.
“Sorry, Felix I didn’t mean to interrupt you.” Cole turned the whiteboard around so that we could see the chart.
On the whiteboard was a chart not unlike a spreadsheet. Inside one row of cells he had an individual name and then dashes beside it, designating the number. The reason he did this was so that if a creature was killed, a mark could be erased as opposed to constantly changing the number.
“I don’t recognize any of those names,” I said.
“It’s all Greek to me,” Charlie said, laughing.
A few men at the table chuckled, some of them sighed, and Felix crumpled up a wad of paper and threw it at Charlie and playfully said, “Boo!”
Ah, a dad joke, I thought, as I realized what the words were; they were the scientific names of each of the creatures.
Beside the diagram of names, there was a name written and circled.
“More Greek names?” I pointed at the oval with my laser pointer.
“Technically, these creatures’ names are a combination of Latin and Greek. But no,” Cole said, “that’s Italian.”
“But isn’t Italian a Latin-based language?” I chided.
Cole shook his head and put his hands on his hips.
“That’s not an animal,” Duke interrupted. “That’s a man. I recognize his name.”
“Dracone?” Felix shouted.
“So do I. Caesar Orlando Crocetti Dracone,” Geoffrey said. “He was our operations manager.”
“Why is he so important?” I pointed at the name again with my pointer.
“What?” Cole said. “Don’t you recognize that name?”
I shrugged. “Sorry I wasn’t blessed with a Ponca City High School education like you, Cole.”
Cole shook his head, his eyes cold and serious. “Caesar Dracone— the Dragon Prince!”
“I don’t remember studying him.” Geoffrey tapped his fingers to his lips, as if trying to remember.
“My history teacher, Coach Barker, made me write an entire paper on him! Caesar Dracone. He was a Naval Commando in the Decima Flottigla, the Mas, and the elite naval sabotage unit of the Royal Italian Navy. He was one of Mussolini’s most trusted subordinates. After the war, he orchestrated the Golpe Borghese.”
I grunted and attempted to repeat what he said, “The Gol-pay?”
“The Golpe Borghese.” He slammed his hand against the whiteboard. “In 1970, former Mussolini-loyalists attempted a coup d’état. Caesar Dracone helped engineer the plan. Dracone coordinated with the Italian mafia and successfully evaded capture. He had the whole international intelligence community scratching their heads. There have been rumors of Dragon Prince Sightings in Bariloche, Argentina, and then again in Lubang Island in the Philippines.”
Felix’s mouth dropped open. “Do you understand the significance of these locations?” he stammered. “This man— Caesar Dracone. He’s done this before— he orchestrated the fascist take over in Italy, then was seen in Bariloche and on the Lubang Islands.”
“Bariloche and the Lubang Islands— those were the last holdouts of the Axis powers.” Cole snapped his fingers in excitement.
“Yes… Or at least what the current history books believed were the last holdouts,” Felix said.
“But that would make him over a hundred years old!” Geoffrey countered incredulously. “That’s not possible.”
“Again, listen to Luddy!” Cole held the document up in the air. “He said that in 2019 a small clinical study in California discovered they could reverse certain aging factors. Then he talks about the British Royal family. Multiple generations of first cousin marriages, however, can create first cousin marriages that are much closer than one-time cousin marriages. Despite being plagued with genetic deformities due to inbreeding, they still live well into their nineties. While inbreeding doesn’t necessarily affect lifespan, the inbreeding coefficient and consanguinity makes individuals very vulnerable to defects and disease. But despite this, the British Royal Crown is renowned for long healthy lives! Think about this: King Charles III’ parents were cousins. Luddy believed King Charles III has a host of genetic abnormalities, but he was nearly eighty years old! The science is there!”
I shuddered at the prowess of our enemy.
“The Dragon Prince— they also called him ‘Adolf Da Vinci’ because he was both a fascist and a Renaissance man,” Cole read from the papers. “He was a hero to the fascists and the monarchists. Others claimed he believed he was Julius Caesar reincarnated. Not only was he a man of genius-level intellect, but also the Dragon Prince had a network  with scientists like Shirō Ishii and Wernher von Braun.”
“Luddy said all that?” Raj asked.
“Yes,” Cole nodded. “Luddy died trying to tell us about him.”
Luddy saved us, I thought.
“Brother, I’m very grateful for his sacrifice. He has greatly improved our position, but we’re not safe yet,” Raj said.
“No, we’re not. Not even with you here,” Felix said and he pointed toward me and stood. “Alright guys. I’m the highest-ranking representative of the federal government. Brannigan, I’ll let you do the planning, but first I want to say something.”
My skin grew hot as Felix redirected our meeting.
“Go ahead guys, look around the room,” Felix said.
Collectively we all looked around as Felix continued to speak.
“We lost our friend Jacob. Brannigan’s legs were ripped off his body. We are severely outnumbered and outgunned. If anyone wants to turn back now, it will not be considered cowardice. You can leave now with zero repercussions.”
I tried to be subtle as I peeked at Charlie Fleming. He was the oldest of us. It would be a rational response if he stepped aside.
“I know you guys are looking at me,” Charlie said. “I’m the old fart, but I ain’t going back. If you think I’m turning around now, you guys don’t know me. Everyone thinks that veterinarians just deal with pets, but the reality is we keep diseases at bay. How many more zoonotic diseases like Creutzfeldt-Jacob or Mad-Cow would have wrecked our world if it weren’t for veterinarian medicine? No, we help protect the world and right now, I can’t think of anything worse than for the New Axis’ to succeed. I’ve got a duty and that duty puts me right here.”
Charlie stood and pumped his fist against his chest. “Who’s with me?”
Geoffrey stood beside him, smacking the old man on the back. “You can count me in.”
“And me,” Raj shouted, jumping to his feet.
“Kaw City is the place I want to live and the place I want my grandkids to live. You can’t leave me out of the fight!” Stuart bellowed, standing. One by one, the men all stood.
“And don’t forget about your token buddy-cop duo!” Felix yelled as he gave Duke Hattori a fist bump.
My chest swelled with pride. I was in the company of good men.
“Fine, then, it’s settled. It will be nine friends against the New Axis.” Felix turned to me. “Alright, Chief, let’s start planning!”
 




Chapter 2 - The Bait
Dr. Charlie Fleming
Kaw City

“You ready for this, Doc?” Duke Hattori asked me.
I snorted as I looked around the dilapidated Conrad house. “What do you think?”
Duke laughed.
Duke and I were given the job of occupying the Conrad place while the others got into their positions. Using football metaphors, they told me we were basically “setting the conditions” for a screen pass. So, that put us right in the middle of this sleazy shack, setting up the shovel pass.
On the outside, the Conrad Place looked like a haunted house, but on the inside,  it looked like you were stepping into a sketchy abandoned house from the mid-2000s and you were expecting Bryan Cranston to show up. But just to be clear- the thugged-out Bryan Cranston, not the one that was bullied by his battle-ax of a wife. There was a Smörgåsbord of feathers, blood, glass, papers, and debris I couldn’t quite describe that painted the room like one of those weird post-modernist pieces of art.
Unlike my friends, I don’t have military experience. I’ve played sports my whole life, so I understand the importance of positioning, but I still felt out of place. They used screen pass metaphors, but to tell you the truth, I ain’t a big fan of the West Coast offense— call me old-fashioned, but I loved smashed football, you know? As an OU fan, I hate to admit this, but I liked watching guys like Eric Crouch run the option.
Heck, I felt downright dumb. But we had to be here, just long enough for the New Axis to see us. 
“Well,” I sat into a folding chair at the glass-covered table. “I think this place looks better.”
“Are you serious?” Duke asked.
“Yeah. It’s gone from a ghost-house to a crack-house. I’d say that’s a step up.”
I could see the wheels in ole Duke Hattori’s mind spinning as he thought over what I said; after a brief pause, he started to chuckle.
“You know what we’re missing?” I playfully slapped the back of my hand into the Japanese Commando’s rock-hard abs.
“What’s that?”
“I feel like we should be dressed up like hot dogs, you know? Like the guys at a baseball game or something? Might as well make it clear what we are here for, you know, let those raptors know there’s food here. Maybe add a dinner bell.”
Hattori stared at me again and then phonetically pronounced the word “hot-dog.”
“Yes, that would be stupid,” Duke said. I haven’t been around Duke Hattori that long, but I got the feeling that he was exaggerating his accent at certain times to make me laugh. Specifically, it seemed he showed of his Japanese accent on the words “hot-dog” and “stupid.” If Duke was trying to make me laugh, that did the trick.
And I needed a good laugh.
We were sitting right in the spot where my friends had been attacked by replicants. There was a dried patch of blood, right underneath my cowboy boots. And we were right here. Sitting.
Waiting.
“Well, ‘stupid,’” I rolled my eyes, “that’s about how I feel right now!”
“Yes, sir, but this makes good sense from a military standpoint.” Duke Hattori patted me on the shoulder. “This was a technique utilized by Genghis Khan.” There was no hint of his accent, letting me know my earlier suspicion was spot-on.
“I’d say we’re hoping it makes sense! Like I said, right now I feel like I’m dressed up as a 20-Point buck wanderin’ around the woods in the middle of deer season.”




Chapter 3 - The Baited Ambush
Detailed description of the Hunter’s Camera Watching the Ambush Site 
Detailed by Mina Pickett

A black Iveco Massif pick-up truck swerved through the dirt roads of McFadden Cove, a customized horse trailer attached to its rear. This trailer appeared different. As opposed to being manufactured, it appeared to be crafted. It was a grand orchestration of metal and steel, with the material exquisitely painted in forest-green. But upon further inspection of the footage, this beautiful carriage turned from a thing of pulchritudinous design to the sinister.
While there were small ventilation holes, there were no visible windows on the trailer but dark, illegally-shaded tint that concealed its interior.
Suddenly, the black pick-up stopped and jack-knifed in such a severe manner that the trailer and the truck formed a “v.”
A man jumped out of the cab with an AK47 slung across his chest. He wore a red flat-brimmed ball cap, a Red Wings jersey, and baggy jeans. He walked from the driver’s side door back to the trailer hitch. The Red Wings fan violently cursed and kicked the truck. He then reached down and grabbed what appeared to be a cable.
“What is this?” he yelled with such a booming voice that the camera caught his words. 
 
His eyes lit up, as if in recognizing what the cable actually was:
Detonating cord.
A thin, flexible plastic tube usually filled with pentaerythritol tetranitrate. 
BOOM!
The man disappeared into a sanguine-colored mushroom cloud. The explosion launched both the truck and the trailer skyward before falling back to earth. A translucent glob-like object smeared the corner of the camera lens.
BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG
A barrage of automatic shotgun fire erupted. The truck’s windows splintered and then exploded. Above the commotion, someone yelled, “The trailer! Hit the trailer!”
The initial explosion had split the trailer open- leaving a convex opening that faced away from the ambition team.
An avian howl rang out higher and louder than the gunshots. At least thirteen feathered monsters burst from the hole. Some of their winged bodies were burning; smoke followed them as they ran.
Raptors.
They poured from the trailer, flooding the ground around the truck.
But instead of running away from the gunfire, they rushed toward it.
The raptors were coming.




Chapter 4 - Link-Up
Cole Killian Interview

Kaw City
(Interview recorded by Mina Pickett, who worked with Raven Reeves to collect all the first-hand accounts and interviews. Interview given inside of the Ponca City Hospital in Ponca City, Oklahoma)
[Cole coughs]
Cole: You ready?
Interviewer: Are you sure you can do this right now?
[Cole coughs]
Cole: The doc says it might get worse, so I guess I’m ready as I’ll ever be.
Interviewer: From the footage we saw of the ambush on the Iveco truck, the experts said the initiation of the attack was perfect. You halted the oncoming enemy; you engaged with the det. cord, which was your most casualty-producing weapon. We saw the truck destroyed. The driver—poof, turned him into smithereens. Then we think the camera must have fallen. The blast didn’t destroy the camera, but it knocked the screws loose. What happened after the explosion and the first volley of fire?
Cole: Raptors. They broke loose. These replicants were genetically manipulated turkeys. I don’t know if they were trained animals that knew to run at their enemies or— if being turkeys— they were just dumb (although, they are hard to hunt)— but I know this— those monsters headed straight toward the gunfire.
Interviewer: From the recording, we saw thirteen. How many were actually there?
Cole: Hard to put a specific number on it, but I’d say there were about twenty of the smaller birds.
Interviewer: Smaller?
Cole: Yes, as in there was another, but I’ll get to that in a minute.
Interviewer: Alright, what happened as they started running after you?
Cole: Raj and I started lighting them up. I’m not going to lie, I was scared. I was sure those things were going to kill me— heck, I’m laid up in the hospital, there’s still a chance I might die. But that second volley, when the first batch of replicants got lose, it was pretty fun.
[Interviewer laughs]
Interviewer: How so?
Cole: It was like shooting skeet. I laughed as those things exploded. They turned into these mini-clouds of feathers and gore as my AA-12 tore through them. We initially had interlocking sectors of fire, but those raptors got way too close. So, it turned into this weird physics experiment as we started shooting at the ones directly in front of us. I shot one, then I think Raj hit it at the exact same time and one of the tails busted apart and hit me right in the face. But then, those replicants grabbed us by the belt buckle.
Interviewer: Can you explain what you mean by that?
Cole: When the raptors got closer- we no longer had this overpowering wall of fire, but had to rely on individually well-aimed shots. That’s when this happened.
[Cole holds up his left arm to reveal a jagged, scarred hole in his left forearm.]
Interviewer: What did you do then?
Cole: My training took over. My arm was too banged up to hold the AA-12. I dropped it and then with my good arm, I drew my .44 Magnum and blasted the raptor in the throat.
Interviewer: Did that stop it?
Cole: Not initially. It got close enough and I slammed my boot into its skull. Over and over again until it stopped. With my good hand, I raised my wheel-gun and kept firing at the oncoming raptors.
Interviewer: Did you hit them?
Cole: I have no clue. I lost track.
Interviewer: How do you forget about raptors?
Cole: Because something worse came out. Flames were still in its feathery coat. It squawked. Even now, I’m terrified as I think about that massive bird.
Interviewer: Was it another raptor?
Cole: No, even worse—Terror Bird—a Titanis-replicant and it ran towards me.




Chapter 5 - Abigail 
Dr. Fleming
Kaw City

“Abigail! Abigail!” the P-25 radio announced. Duke Hattori had removed it from his vest and set it in the middle of the kitchen table.
Abigail. Itt was the name of Felix American Pony’s ex-girlfriend, and because it started with the letter “A,” it was the first name used in our plan— or “ex-check,” as Felix called it.
Hattori and I slapped hands in excitement. Now, we were up!
Duke Hattori grabbed his radio and stuffed it back into his vest.
“Now let’s get out of here!” I jumped up from my seat and started running out the door. 
As I made my way outside, Duke sprinted past me. He grabbed his crotch-rocket, which he had parked prominently in front of the house. I made my way to my big truck and jumped inside as fast as my sixty-something-year-old body would allow. Now in my vehicle, I started to make my way out of the Conrad Place.
I had to get ready for the next part of the plan. The next sequence required I get to my new position at the Kaw Dam and allow Hattori pursue his second mission. But as I was driving out of Conrad Place, a brown blur zipped past me. Dust shot-up behind it, covering me in a cloud of dirt.
I punched my steering wheel as I slammed on my brakes. It took me a few seconds as the dust cloud settled. I turned right, but when I did, I looked in my rear-view mirror.
A rusted hot-rod-style pick-up with a machine gun posted in the bed sped down the road. From the hours we spent planning, I knew that truck wasn’t ours. It had to be the New Axis.
It felt like I had just gotten punched in the gut. My stomach felt sick.
I ripped my truck into a rough U-Turn and chased after them.
My engine revved as I followed. As I got closer, the image became clearer.
It looked like an early 1930s Chevrolet Pickup Truck; you know, one of the customized older trucks. They must have seen me because they accelerated. They must have had some Axis engineers working on that thing because my truck- a brand new V8- couldn’t keep up.
Dust went sky high, leaving my truck covered in their dirt.
I couldn’t see.
I had to stop.
My heart sank. They had warned me about this: an enemy counterattack to our ambush. 
I knew the reality of the situation. I had just witnessed an Axis truck enroute to kill my friends.
And I’d let it slip right past me.
I’d failed; my friends would die.




Chapter 6 - Terror Bird and Ratrod
Cole’s interview
Ponca City Hospital
Ponca City, Oklahoma

Cole: I don’t know what happened to the remaining raptors. They weren’t scared of the AA-12, but they must have been scared of the Terror Bird because they scattered. I’m assuming Axis genetic engineers manipulated an ostrich and injected it with growth hormones. The Titanis-replicant stood over ten feet tall and had the density of a Clydesdale. My .44 Magnum did nothing but piss it off. It sprinted at me, bounding like an ostrich and then slammed its talon foot right onto my chest.
Interviewer: Didn’t its talons impale your chest? 
Cole: It cut me up pretty good, but it didn’t impale me. But the talon didn’t put me in the hospital. No, when it pinned me down it dug its beak right into my leg. So, it had one foot on my chest, the other foot to the side of me and it dug its beak into my right quadriceps. 
[Cole pulls up his shirt, to reveal white gauze tightened to his torso and then tossed back his cover to reveal a heavily bandaged leg. Cole opened his mouth to speak, but shook his head.]
Interviewer: But how did you survive?
[Cole coughs violently. He reached out and rapped his knuckles on the desk beside him.]
Cole: Knock on wood. My doctor says the jury’s still out on that. It yanked the meat right from my quad. I watched in horror as it swallowed part of my leg. Then it lowered its carnage-covered kisser right into my face. 
[Cole claps his hands together and imitates the sound of automatic gunfire.]
The monster’s head rolled down- smacking the ground right beside me. There was a barrage of more gunfire. The giant bird was in pieces. I heard a woman’s voice cry out: “Cease-fire, cease-fire!” Instantly, I recognized the voice.
Interviewer: Who was it?
Cole: I looked where I had heard the voice. I saw this beautiful Ratrod. I realized it wasn’t just a ratrod but a gun truck, with a 19th century Gatling gun in its bed. Footsteps pounded closer. Then I saw her, my girlfriend— Raven Reeves.
Interviewer: Can you explain how Raven knew where to find you?
Cole: I trusted her and sent her my first-person accounts. She asked if she could help, but I had told her no. She didn’t listen, and I’m glad she didn’t. She ran up to me and asked if I was okay. I grabbed her and planted a hard kiss right on her mouth.. “Glad I called you,” I shouted. And remembering Chief’s concern about our numbers,  I quickly blurted, “You make ten!” She didn’t understand, and we had a quick back and forth, and I told her our disposition, and that before she arrived there was only nine of us.
Raven pointed back at her truck. Two women stood beside the Ratrod, dressed similarly to Raven’s tactical outfit. “We make twelve.”
 




Chapter 7 - Jet Skis
Dr. Charlie Fleming
Osage Cove
Kaw Dam

I was not a tactical guru like my friends were, but I figured the faster I got to Brannigan— the faster we could figure something out. I sped in my truck to Osage Cove and said the radio to my lips, “Apple! Apple! Apple!”
I used the corresponding food-name, indicating a decision needed to be made. After I called over the radio, I threw on my parking brake.

Right outside my window stood Brannigan Novak. Brannigan stood so close, his breath fogged my window. I cussed; I was completely caught off guard. My heart pounded against my chest. I put my hand on my sternum, a sudden burst of sweat exploded onto my forehead. I was in the middle of a fight-or-flight situation and I’d let someone sneak up on me.
Frustrated, I punched my leg.
Brannigan’s skills—his Dimetrodon-man powers, or whatever you want to call them, were scary. Cole had taught me to have my windows slightly cracked— far enough down I could hear, but still high enough that someone couldn’t fit their hand into the space. But Brannigan— he was like a mountain lion; he had crept up on me but didn’t let me see him until he wanted me to see him. I had specifically been looking for him, but his movement was too quiet.
“Keep it down!” Brannigan admonished me.
“Chief, Apple!” I said. “I saw a gun truck— I think that was the ’counter-attack- that you guys were so worried about.”
“What did the truck look like?” he asked, and a faint smile grew on his lips.
“It was a rusted-out hotrod.”
He held up his phone. It had a picture of the rust-colored 1930s Chevy with a Civil War-era machine gun.             
“What’s that?” I pointed to the camera.
“That’s Raven Reeve’s ratrod and her Gatling gun.”
“That sounds like a band,” I said.
He thumbed through his phone’s screen and showed me three women dressed in tactical gear, holding shotguns.
“Who are they?” I asked.
“That’s Cole’s girlfriend and her two friends,” Brannigan said. “She just saved him. She came out of nowhere.”
I laughed. “I wonder who will show up next.”
“I think we know who we’re going to see next,” Brannigan answered.
I knew what he meant— Brannigan’s monster. My stomach churned.
“Does it have to go this way?” I asked.
“Don’t worry, Doc. I’m lookin’ forward to it,” another voice said. Turning my head, I saw Tommy Coleman approaching.
“There might be another way,” Tommy grinned. “But I doubt it will be as fun.”
I gritted my teeth.
“Brannigan,” I said.
Brannigan’s face got serious, reflecting the tone in my voice. “Look after Young-Blood, will ya.”
“I will doc,” Brannigan said.
Tommy and Brannigan walked to the bay. They had reversed the truck up to the lake with a trailer attached. In the trailer were two jet skis. The two men ran their small motorized watercraft into the water.
Now it was my job to park his truck. As my friends drove into the water, I saw Tommy tip his hat in my rear view mirror.
“Brenda,” Brannigan whispered into the radio.
The plan was right on schedule.
 




Chapter 7 - Rappelling Kaw Dam
Felix American Pony
Outside the Kaw Dam

Geoffrey Götz, Duke Hattori and I hid in a tree-covered rally point, just off Kaw Dam Road, waiting for the call.
I was dressed in a black field uniform, with a black load barring vest, carried an MP5, and had a shotgun and a Gerber survival tomahawk strapped to my back.
Duke wore his traditional shinobi mask and gi, vest, with his katana and shotgun strapped to his back and his H&K tied down to his chest. Geoffrey was dressed differently.
“Hey, Geoffrey,” I whispered.
“What’s up?” he whispered back.
“You look like a dork!” I teased and playfully punched his shoulder.
“Oh yeah?” he laughed. “You did this to me.”
Geoffrey pointed to his head; he was right, I had cut his hair and his haircut was horrible.
We needed Geoffrey to look like he still worked there, but in his depression, he had let his hair get to wild and unruly. We didn’t have time to take him to a barber, so I attempted to cut it. Let’s just say that I failed. It ended up being a legitimate bowl cut, reminiscent of Moe Howard from 1947’s wonderfully titled Sing A Song of Six Pants. I thought I could cut his hair, but I failed —miserably.
We then tried to make it look less horrendous by trying to paste it into a pompadour with some really strong gel.   
Trying to resemble a current employee, Geoffrey wore a polo shirt and khakis, but in his mental state, he had lost weight, making his clothes loose. But this did work to his advantage because he was able to sneak a tactical vest loaded with a revolver and ammunition under his shirt.
“I’m just kiddin’ ya, Geoffrey.” I grabbed him by the shoulder.
He smiled and nodded. I knew he knew that I cared. “You know Felix...I’m not kidding.” He pointed to his haircut. “You did a horrible-”
My radio headset buzzed — “Brenda! I say again, Brenda!” Brannigan’s voice screeched in the receiver. 
“Let’s roll!” Duke executed a quick functions check of his pistol and slammed it back into the holster.
Adrenaline shot through my body, tingling in my fingertips, churning my stomach, my heart hammered against my sternum—our time was now.
Duke, Geoffrey, and I sprinted from our tree-covered objective rally and onto to the road.
“Simultaneous versus sequential,” I reminded my friends. “We want to hit them at the same time!”
“Roger that.” Duke said.
“Fire and maneuver!” Geoffrey said, his excitement to use new terminology was evident.
We ran to a small neon green flag taped to the side of the road which designated our rappel point. Running up to it, I grabbed it and stowed in my pack.
“Alright.” Duke took a knee where the flag had been and removed his assault pack. Digging in his pack, he pulled out a tan metal computer system. Duke thumbed the buttons, then pointed at Geoffrey, “Jammer’s up. You’re on deck, Akini!”
Geoffrey nodded.
“Ten minutes!” Geoffrey pressed the timer on his wristwatch. “Get down there.”
Quickly, Duke pulled out the rope from his assault pack and dropped it over the concrete barrier and down against the dam’s vertical surface.
I grabbed my climbing harness from my bag and threw it over my legs and tightened the belt. Duke then rappelled halfway down.
It’s my turn.
I used the Australian abseiling technique —face down.
“That’s so high-speed!” Geoffrey said.
“Get your head in the game!” I admonished.
“Sorry,” he held his finger to his mouth, as if to hush himself and refocused on pulling security.
My senses screamed against me —my stomach churned, my knees buckled as I climbed over the ledge and stood. Peeking down, the wind whistled up at me from the water far, far below.
“You got this,” I whispered to myself. Hooking the carabiner to the rope and my harness, I took a deep breath. I learned the Australian abseiling technique during my time in the Army’s Mountain Warfare School. It would allow me to draw my sub-machine gun and fire with better accuracy and speed, but it meant descending face first. Gripping the rope in front and behind, I leaned forward and took a step.
Blood rushed to my head. My heart hammered in my chest. Another step. A gust of wind pushed me, and my hands involuntarily gripped tighter, stopping me.
“You alright?” Geoffrey asked.
Despite the blood rushing to my head, I looked up and gave my friend a smile and hearty thumbs-up. “I’m good, kola!”
With the rope running through the fingers of my gloves, I scaled downward.
As I moved, Duke bounded off the wall and onto the ledge by the door.
“Set,” he whispered into his radio.
I locked myself in and drew my MP5, pulling security while Duke worked the lock.
The Japanese Self Defense Soldier’s fingers worked in an awe-inspiring display of professionalism and speed.
“Unlocked,” Duke whispered.
Holstering my sub-machine gun, I then bounded beside him, landing on the ledge.
A flash of colors rushed into my vision and my knees buckled. I was about to faint!
I’m seeing the wizard. I moved too fast from horizontal to vertical, the blood rushing from my head.
“You alright, Tomodachi?” Duke whispered.
I breathed deeply then, nodding, I gave my friend a thumbs up.
“Carla,” I whispered into the radio. Duke and I positioned ourselves on either side of the door.
Geoffrey bounded down in five good leaps.
Just as Duke and I had trained Geoffrey, he grabbed the ropes, butterfly-coiled them and stowed them in his bag. 
It’s good to have good friends.
“Never thought I would be trying to come back to this place.” Geoffrey grimaced as he pulled his gun from under his shirt and did a quick functions check.
“I’m good to go,” Geoffrey said and holstered his revolver.
Duke and I stood with our guns ready — waiting on Brannigan’s signal to enter.
 




Chapter 8 - Jet Skis Return to the Shore
Brannigan Novak
Kaw Lake

“You’re doin’ great, kid!” I yelled to Tommy.
Tommy and I roared along the lake’s surface atop our jet-skis. The brown water rippled and churned in our wake. We zig-zagged instead of traveling straight, lest Mozaq –the monstrous creature - predicted our path. A white blast of water decorated the trail behind us as we raced full speed. 
Tommy eyed me. He looked a little bit nervous but shot me a smile, signaling he was ready.
“We’ll get through this!” I yelled over the engine. “Just stick to the plan!”
We tried to keep our plan simple. We had three objectives:
1) Direct the New Axis to our movement in order to allow Duke, Felix, and Geoffrey freedom to maneuver inside the dam.
2) Draw Mozaq closer to shore, allowing Duke, Felix, and Geoffrey to discover and then destroy his nest.
3) Destroy Mozaq.
This last objective was my biggest concern, but that’s why Tommy and I both carried depth charges. Once we lured Mozaq closer to shore, we planned to drop the explosives beneath him. In the shallow water, Mozaq wouldn’t be able to avoid the blast.
From our military backgrounds, it was understood that if the operation was conducted sequentially, the enemy could prepare for the second attack. But if Mozaq sped toward the jet skis at the exact same time our friends breached the dam that would put the enemy at a disadvantage.
Now to lure Mozaq.
I went back to my police training —the CLEET Academy down in Ada, Oklahoma. The instructors told you to listen to your gut and that’s what I did. Using my training and my genetically enhanced senses, I searched the area. 
Suddenly, my gut tightened.
He’s near.
The world turned red as my knuckles turned ice cold.
The monster inside of me grew restless, readying himself for the fight.
“Chief! Chief!” a voice called. I zipped my head to the side, at Tommy beside me. His face was bone white. I flicked my tongue, smelling the air.
Fear. Tommy, though still in control, stank of it. He was afraid of me.
“What’s up?” I asked.
I don’t recognize my own voice.
My knees buckled as my words come out in sinister sub-woofer-like tones.
Tommy’s Jet Ski drawing closer to mine, then back again. As he approached, his eyes glimpsed mine for just a moment. He snapped his eyes away, his lips trembling.
He’s scared of me. Remorse shook me, but another emotion stirred —pride; the primordial creature relished the show of force.
“Y-you-you weren’t supposed to change yet,” he shouted over the hum of the jet skis.
I grinned, revealing my large synapsid teeth. My human skin evolved into Squamate scales of dark green as I entered the initial stages of the transformation.
“No, I wasn’t,” I said, “but I’m ready for some fun.”
 




Chapter 9 - Movement to the Nest
Felix American Pony 
Inside Kaw Dam

“Daniella!” Tommy’s voice hissed through my earpiece. Relief swelled in my gut.
“I half expected him to say ’Dewberries’,” I whispered to Geoffrey and Duke. Duke ignored me. He was all business. He opened the door at the base of the dam wall, and Geoffrey, Duke and I stepped into the dark, quiet hall of Kaw Dam. We rushed through the corridors, checking each corner carefully
We took a unique technique. Geoffrey, dressed as though he still worked there, walked in the middle of the hallway and Duke and I stood behind him on either side. This way, someone walking down the hall would first see Geoffrey and then see us a split-second afterword.
“Die macht! Die macht!” a voice cried out. There was a flurry of words in multiple languages. 
“What are they saying?” Geoffrey whispered over his shoulder.
“They’re complaining to their bosses.” Duke said. “Whining about their connectivity.”
“Sounds like you did the trick,” I said.
Duke gave a quick grin. 
Keeping the MP5 pressed into my shoulder, I crept forward.
Heel-to-toe, I thought, remembering hours of training. As I moved, Duke did the same, with his H&K MP7 held firmly into his shoulder.
We are in Kaw Dam, I thought. Right in the hub.
My heart beat against my chest.
Slow it down, I thought. Remember your ujjayi breathing. Sealed lips, deep, constant, victory breaths through the nose. Rubbing the sweat from my left hand on my pants, I pushed forward.
It was only thirty feet from the unlocked door to the stairs, but the stress of the situation made each step painful. I grimaced, trying to ignore the building pain in my legs.
“We made it,” Geoffrey whispered behind us as we reached the bright red exit sign.
I sighed.
“You’re going to want to hold your breath.” Geoffrey opened the stairway door.
“What’s wrong with the stairs?” I asked.
Geoffrey smirked. “You’ll see.”
The air stung my throat. Desperately, I fought  not to gag. 
Dust covered the hallway. Charcoal-colored cobwebs caked the corridors. Musty, stale air aggravated me, stinging my nostrils.
“Oh yeah,” Duke softly coughed. “No janitors.”
My dad always said there was no such thing as “unskilled labor”—that every job required skill coupled with dedication, and as I walked through a hallway that hadn’t been touched by a janitorial staff, I knew my dad had been right.
“We’re fighting against the tropes,” Geoffrey whispered.
“What?” I whispered.
“You know?” Geoffrey said. “We’re going into the basement.”
I shook my head and refocused on my sector.
“And not just any basement,” Geoffrey said. “A freakin’ stinky, putrid-smelling one.”
Biting my bottom lip, I successfully suppressed a chuckle.
Gotta agree with you there.
In horror films, you were never supposed to go into the basement, and that is exactly where Geoffrey was taking us. 
“What you doin’ here?” a voice cackled in a high-pitched malicious laugh. In the middle of the hallway was a single-person office work station. It was shaped like an island with a circular desk. In the middle of the desk sat a security guard. The man wore a Detroit Redwings Jersey with JNCO style jeans. Just as we planned, he was focused on Geoffrey and hadn’t picked up on us.
“Geoffrey Götz!” the security guard cracked high into the treble clef. “I thought I threw you out of here!”
As he stood from his work station island, I could see a rifle sling on his chest and a gold-plated AK-47 flashed at his side. His eyes flashed as he saw Duke and I; his right-hand reached down to the pistol grip. Before he could lift the Russian carbine, I unleashed half my magazine. 
Just like the zipper drill, the sub-machine gun rounds impacted from his chest up to his throat. 
The security guard’s corpse smashed into the office island, leaving a slimy scarlet stain slowly sliding down the front panel.
“Clean your own fish,” Duke said to me. And I knew exactly what he meant: I needed to stow the stiff.
“Keep watch,” I whispered to Duke before waiving Geoffrey forward to help me.
Both of us grabbed the security guard’s dead body and, grunting as we did, we hid him behind his desk. Blood seeped from his body as we moved the carcass.
“Excellent!” Geoffrey gave me a fist-bump and then pointed at the dead man’s blood-covered computer screen.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“You shot him before he could sign out of the system!” Geoffrey said. “He’s still signed in and I can see everything on his profile!”
I grimaced. I know it was just a matter of time before Geoffrey faced the hard reality, he was involved in killing that man. 
When he comes to that realization, I thought as I looked back at the macabre heap, it ain’t going to be pretty.
“Did you get his ID cards?” Geoffrey asked.             
I thoroughly searched through the security guard’s corpse until I picked them from the sanguinary heap. I attempted to give them to Geoffrey.
Geoffrey shook his head. “Keep it. You’re going to need it.” He pointed down the hall to a double door.
“That’s the turbine hall. If the nest is anywhere, that’s where it would be,” Geoffrey said.
“Okay.” I said. “Now to move to the nest.”
Geoffrey sighed as I holstered my sub machine gun.
“I don’t see why you can’t just keep using that bad boy.”
“Stick to the plan,” Duke said, without looking back from his post.
I walked over to Geoffrey and rested my hand on his shoulder. “The machine guns are easier against people, but we’re going to need our flame-thrower attachments for the monsters downstairs.”
“Set.” I hustled to the front of the reception desk.
Duke rushed behind the desk and put together his Tavor Bull-pup shotgun. Connected to the barrel of each shotgun, we had a PulseFire Under Barrel Flamethrower. The flame thrower was about the size of a M203 grenade launcher and fastened to the barrel.
Duke cocked his shotgun. “You ready, Tomodachi?”
I nodded. “Let’s roll, Kola.”
“And I’ll continue to monitor,” Geoffrey said.
“Roger that,” I said.
With our tactical shotguns at the low-ready, we made our way to the double doors. I held up the bloody badges to the sensor. A light on top of the locking system flashed              green and I pulled open the door. Duke entered first and I followed.
Once inside, I adjusted the radio’s microphone to my lips, whispered “Elena,” and ventured inside.
 




Chapter 10 - Osage Cove Shore
Brannigan Novak
Osage Cove Shore
Kaw Lake

“Elena!” Felix’s voice squawked through my earpiece.
I turned to Tommy, my heart hammering in my chest, and repeated the code.               “Elena! Elen-” Before I could finish, searing pain ripped through my spine
My back!
Heat rippled across my changing skin.
Pressure pushed on the base of my spine - like I was going to explode. I screamed, though it sounded more like a roar. Despite my shaking vision, I could see Tommy, pale, staring at me with wide, terrified eyes.
“I-it’s o-okay. I-I’m okay,” I said.
“No offense, but I’m not exactly worried about you, brah,” Tommy said, faking a smile.
The skin on my lower back tore open, filling my pants with the growing tail. The pants gave out within seconds as my enormous tail thrust out behind me.
“Argh!” I groaned, clutching the handlebars so tight I feared I might break them.
“Don’t... be afraid... of me.” Another scream leaped from my lungs as the huge spikes erupted along my spine. “I’d... never... hurt you.”
My skin was on fire, but something else... I sensed a tingling in my new back sail.
“What is it, Chief?” Tommy cried out.
I scanned the dark water. “Mozaq. I can sense him. He’s near.”
Must stay in control! 
“Double time!” I yelled.
Water bubbled behind us.
Tommy and I yanked our throttles —We raced at forty miles an hour, close enough to create distance but short enough Mozaq could still see us.
“You ready?” Tommy called out.
“Let her rip!” My words rang out like a sinister bassoon.
Tommy grabbed a charge from his bag. He threw it behind us.
BOOM!
The water rocked us forward —all of us. Then the tide slammed into us—pushing Tommy and I back. We hung suspended in motion, helplessly rocking back and forth.
But the tide didn’t stop Mozaq —the dark green scales were visible through the brown waves. Its beady eyes glared through the waves.
Mozaq kept closing in.
His massive frame grew closer. I could see the rock like scales and its fiendish eyes draw near.
I could smell him.
He gave off a scent my human-brain didn’t understand but more primordial senses immediately recognized —
“Mozaq is pissed!” I yelled. “Hit him again, Tommy!” 
With trembling hands, he grabbed a second charge.
BOOM!
“Sorry, Chief!” Tommy puffed, glancing behind him. He threw it too far behind. As the bubbles cleared, Mozaq’s enormous, dark form continued his pursuit.
“I shouldn’t have rushed you,” I barked with my new, baritone voice. 
Tommy breathed deeply then grabbed a third charge and threw it behind.
BOOM!
The blast hit Mozaq.
But Mozaq’s tough hide- scales and chemical enhancements - prevented its destruction.
“What?” I tried to yell, but was blown skyward, just like the monster.
All three of us landed on the beach. 
Pain shot through my hip and legs. My eyesight grew redder. Through the scarlet haze, I searched for Tommy, making sure he was okay. 
But my concern for my friend was cut short—the monster inside of me was growing stronger.
Stay in control!  
Mozaq slammed into the ground, smacking into the beach right behind me.
I rolled over, moving to get on my feet.
The monster lurched forward; Mozaq spread its evil looking mouth wide.
Then clamped down.
His dagger-like teeth dug into my sail.
I cried out in agony.




Chapter 11 - Deinonychus
Geoffrey Götz
Inside Kaw Dam

“Awesome!” I said aloud. The signal was still blocked, giving my friends the ability to clear the nest. As soon as we stowed the man’s corpse, I moved behind the computer screen and plugged in my thumb-drive and downloaded as much information as possible.
Duke and Felix had told me there were three things I needed to focus on:
1- Download as much evidence as I could about the New Axis
2- Destroy files they would find useful
3- Grab the physical computer
While searching through files, I sought a layout of the lower layer.
“We found it!” Felix called into the radio.
“Roger!” I said.
“We didn’t just find the nest,” Felix said. “We found the mother-load!”
“Roger, that!” I said. As Felix and Duke returned to their work, I returned to mine.
On the layout, there was an EXCEL spreadsheet just like the one Luddy Vanhoesen had created and Cole had recreated. But something had changed. Quickly, I grabbed my binder and thumbed through my notes.
There, on the screen, I found a new name:
Deinonychus.
 




Chapter 12 - The Boring Flame Thrower
Felix American Pony
The Nest 
Inside Kaw Dam

“Look at those things.” My shotgun trembled in my hands as I pointed at the eggs inside the former turbine hall. They were beige-colored, semi-cylindrical, with thick blue-green veins running on the outside of the organic material. The eggs were encased in black cages. Inside the cages, each egg had a green slime-covered pole that attached to it.
“Migurushii,” Duke muttered as he snarled and shook his head.
“No joke,” I rolled my eyes. “You’re saying the genetically altered creatures aren’t developing naturally?”
“No,” Duke shook his head and I sensed anger in my friend’s voice. “I’m saying that they’ve grown these things at an unnatural rate. That these things—whatever is in there—can be predators the second those things hatch.”
“You’re saying,” I gulped, “That we don’t have the logistics to kill all of them.”
My stomach churned. Duke was right. Our round count was for the replicants we found on the charts. The sub-machine guns were better suited for the eggs and would better destroy their protective coat, but we needed them for a more mobile threat. 
I cursed under my breath.
“Welp,” I leveled my shotgun, “Gotta start somewhere.”
I charged the Elon Musk designed Boring Company Not-a-flame thrower-model under-barrel attachment. Our initial plan was to save the flame-throwers for once we left the nest. We would get Mozaq completely surrounded and then herd him into our kill zone with the flames.
“Here goes nothing.” I pulled the flame-thrower’s trigger, wincing at the logistical impact.
The monsters’ eggs erupted in high-pitched avian squeals as fire consumed them. The eggs rocked back and forth as the yellow flames increased in intensity. The unnatural spawn burst open, like a volcano, gurgling thick, semi-liquid gore from its opening. The ooze bubbled and dribbled down the egg, spilling over onto the cage and onto the floor. Black smoke from the abomination’s incomplete combustion rose to the ceiling, painting the nest in hellish shades of despair.
 




Chapter 13 - Organic Blades
Brannigan Novak
Osage Cove Bay
Kaw Lake

Mozaq and I stared at each other. Timing was everything. We moved laterally in the sand—sizing each other up. The monster wagged its body left and right, throwing sand into the air as I circled. Despite its massive frame, it kept its head consistently in front of me.
I stared into the huge, red eyes of the monster from Kaw Lake - Mozaq. Water dripped from its scale-covered, shiny head. He could devour me in one bite - or so he thought.  
Impressive.
It flashed its mouth open, exposing silvery webs of slime-coated fangs.
I shuddered.
Mozaq’s entire body was a weapon, and its primordial mind knew it—just like mine. 
No rational person would want to mess with Mozaq.
But I owed it to my city to destroy this thing, even if it cost me my life. I had to keep him busy until the others could show up and hit him with everything in our arsenal.
 




Chapter 14 - Decision Point
Geoffrey Götz
Security Guard’s Desk
Kaw Dam

Bing! Bing! Bing! Bing! Bing!
As I stood behind the computer,  I looked down at my watch: the ten minutes were up.
“Fran Drescher! I say again, Fran Drescher!” I said into my radio’s microphone.
“Zee power is back on!” a heavily Teutonic accented voice cried.
“Il potere è tornato!” another voice responded. Sweat broke out over my forehead. I had to download as much information as possible and let me friends know if anyone was approaching.
Searching for the speaker, I looked up from the security officer’s desk.
“Oh no!”
The nest’s double doors were wide open.
The system rebooted and unlocked all the doors in the building.
The dead security guard’s radio squawked with a fury of radio transmission.
“Mussolini 6, are you there? Mussolini 6?” the voice cried through the radio.
My stomach tightened. More transmissions followed: “The cages and the system are rebooted. All the cages are open! They must manually shut!”
The monsters would be speeding out of their cages. My mind rushed to my friends; they were still in the nest. I had failed my friends. Grabbing my radio, I lifted it to my lips, “French toast! French toast!”
“Roger,” Felix said through the radio. “What’s up—”
Felix was suddenly caught off by a fury of shotgun blasts.
 




Chapter 15 - Turbine Hall
Felix American Pony
Inside the Nest
Kaw Dam

“They’re loose!” Duke screamed. “Replicants everywhere! Out of cages!”
I was standing by the burning eggs, and Duke was closer to cages by the entrance to the nest. I coughed as the smell of burning scales and feathers stung my nose.
I have to get to Duke. 
I ran to help him.
As I ran, I saw something in the corner of my eye parallel my movement.
I cussed.
Two giant feather-covered raptor-like monsters stood ten feet away from me. They had sprinted behind the lockers next to the wall and jumped out, revealing themselves last second.
Cole’s words rang through my head. He’d learned about these creatures while in Ponca City High School’s AP Paleontology class. My introduction to these monsters was a bit more abrupt.
Deinonychus.
These weren’t the turkey-sized raptors but their giant cousins. They stood eight feet tall and were covered in feathers. They had knife-like talons on their claws, and their signature claws tapped against the floor. The two monsters stood in front of chrome-colored industrial-sized refrigerators.
Duke fired a slug into one of the monster’s chest. It passed through the Deinonychus and penetrated the metallic refrigerator.
“It’s heart’s so big it takes it awhile to bleed out!” Duke yelled.
“That thing will catch this whole place on fire!” I yelled back.
“Good!” Duke said.
The burning, bleeding monster smashed into objects around the former turbine hall, inciting more fires.
KKKKKKRRRRRRRRR, the monster screeched.
Finally, the burning replicant fell to the ground.
“Two down!” I yelled.
“We better make sure these things are dead!” Duke yelled.
“Roger that!” I grabbed my shotgun.
Both of us fired into the pair of remaining dinosaurs, unleashing a volley of slugs.
Pieces of dinosaur limbs, organs and tissue littered the floor.
“Let’s get a round count!” I hunched over, hands on my knees as I attempted to catch my breath. From the radio transmissions, I knew Mozaq had survived the depth charges and was now on the beach. I winced, knowing we weren’t going to have much for Mozaq.
“We still got a lot of work to do.”
 




Chapter 16 - Irwin Schneider 
Geoffrey Götz
Security Guard’s Desk
Kaw Dam

I worked behind the concealment of the dead security guard’s desk. With adrenaline-fueled shaking hands, I shoved the computer base into my backpack before drawing my revolver.
There was a man standing on the other side of the workstation.
“Crap!” I yelled.
Did he see the dead security guard?
Taking a second, I looked the man over. The figure was short with tea shades style of eyeglasses. Bright blue eyes shown through his hipster tea glasses and accented his large head, which held balding and a crop of golden blonde hair. He had a toothbrush mustache underneath his thin aquiline nose. He wore his signature black Louis Vuitton business suit with a blood red vest and a black neck tie.
Oh no, not him!
Irwin Schneider—my former supervisor.
He was the textbook example of toxic leadership. Irwin had been there when the security guards threw me outside, mocking my pain. His evil laughter echoed in my mind.
My whole body grew hot. I want to kill this man.
But his malignant managerial style currently benefited our plan—he didn’t appear to recognize me.
“Where is the-” He stopped, his eyes widening. “What are you doing here?”
My finger inched toward the trigger.
“What are you doing here?” he sneered, his nose curling up with fiendish condescension.
I pointed my revolver at his face. “Get on the ground and put your hands behind your back!”
“Let’s hope your corporate espionage is better than your engineering,” he said. “You were my worst—”
I whipped my revolver against his face, the front sight slicing open his cheek. Irwin grunted, his voice carrying through the entire hall. Somehow, he remained on his feet.
“Here’s a hint!” I said. “Don’t piss off the guy with the gun!”
I gritted my teeth, trying to keep myself in control. A battle of guilt for my brutality and hate for his abuses waged in my soul.
“Tisk-tisk,” Irwin wiped up the blood and then inspected his fingers with his signature condescension.
“You might be able to make me bleed, but Dracone is coming to check on that security guard.”
With his chin, he pointed at the dead man behind the desk.
He’s seen him. My stomach dropped.
The revolver shook in my hands. The Dragon Prince.
Suddenly, Irwin sprinted toward me, rushing around the work station. Before I could respond, he gripped my throat.
I yanked the trigger but missed Irwin.
BANG! BANG!
Debris fell from the ceiling, landing on us. My throat felt like it was on fire; my eyes as if they were about to burst. Desperately, I shot my hands to his face. As I did, Irwin bit my wrist—his teeth sank into the skin. I dropped the revolver. I shoved my free hand into my belt, drawing the switch-blade knife that Felix had given me, and plunged it into his jaw.
Irwin stumbled back, snarling at me like a rabid dog.
Finally. I sucked in air.
My blood dripped from his mouth, and his wild eyes still haunt me to this day. He smiled before tackling me.
He slammed me to the ground, knocking the wind out of me. I dropped my knife as I fell.
Irwin sat on my chest. He choked me. Watching my pain, he smiled and began to sing, his voice whisper-soft:
“Deutschland, Deutschland über alles,
über alles in der Welt,
Wenn es stets zu Schutz und Trutze
brüderlich zusammen hält —” 
His singing turned to screams as a burning raptor replicant barreled into him.
I stared in horror as a firestorm consumed his hair, spread downward, melting his face, and spreading down his chest. Kicking him away, I rolled to the side, clutching my throat as I gasped for air. 
I shuddered—as I listened to the sound of his skin bubbling. Irwin’s screams grew distorted as the raptor bit into him and the flames melted his vocal cords.
In the confusion, the raptor bit into Irwin and repeatedly stabbed with his signature claws. Yellow flames covered them. Now free, I grabbed the pistol from the ground and raised it.
I never wanted to kill anyone, but as long as Irwin was breathing —even in his current state—he was a threat.
With both hands on the revolver, I steadied it, aiming at the burning mass. I squeezed the trigger.

BANG!
Blood spattered onto the closest wall. The fiery mass slumped to the ground. Save for the flames, all motion stopped.
Now, I had to find Duke and Felix.
As soon as Caesar Dracone saw the dead guard and the melted remains of Irwin and the raptor, logically, he would check on the nest. We were going to need all the ammunition for the problem we would be facing. I hadn’t known Felix and Duke for very long, but I liked them and considered them my friends. I felt blood rush from my face as thought of the adversary my companions faced. Our entire plan had been dependent on bypassing Dracone. He was too good of a fighter, and we needed everyone on Mozaq. I had to warn them.
I had to tell them that Caesar Dracone was coming.
 




Chapter 17 - Link-up 
Felix American Pony
Inside the Nest
Kaw Dam

WHOOSH
Sweat poured from my body as I fired my customized flame-thrower into a cage full of the eggs, igniting them in red flames. I twisted my hips back and forth as I hip-fired my weapon, ensuring the fire completely engulfed the replicant embryo.
The eggs started to change color. The outside bubbled and then, semi-solid yellow material burst forth from the top and ran down the sides and onto the cage. The fetus inside squealed —a high pitched, pitiful cry—and it shook back and forth.
At hearing the cry, I stopped. 
You’ve got to keep moving. 
I feared I would gag, I feared I would pass out. The heat and the cries were too intense. I forced myself to take a sip of water from my hydration pack. Looking over, I saw Duke spraying down more eggs as well.
“I’ve destroyed ten eggs!” I called out.
Duke smiled and sprayed down another egg. “That just made twelve!”
Show off! I thought as I rolled my eyes. Walking up to another cage, I aimed my weapon and pulled the flame-thrower’s trigger. A small flame sputtered from the thrower.
I cursed—my Pulsefire UBF Under-Barrel Flamethrower was out of juice.
“I’m about at that level too,” Duke said.
We were working with customized flame throwers that were the size of a M203 grenade launcher. They had proved to be invaluable, but their limited size constrained our arson.
How were we going to face Mozaq? There were a few eggs less, but while not consumed in flames, the smoke damage would probably do the trick. Now, it was time to get out of here. We wouldn’t be able to herd him with the fire, but we would still have more of an arsenal in Charlie’s truck.
I looked around the former turbine hall. Flames consumed the replicant eggs and black, unnatural smoke rose into the air. Giant melting eggs lay in between the cages’ bars; yellow slime oozed onto the floor. Gory replicant tissues added to the pollutants that painted the floor into a hellish piece of art.
“Will Rogers, one! Will Rogers, one!” A voice echoed from somewhere nearby. I knew that voice - it was Geoffrey. He was using the running password. And “one” meant he was by himself.
“Geoffrey, we got to get out of here!” I said. “We gotta help with Mozaq!” 
“He’s coming down here!”
“Mozaq? As in he went back into the water? No big deal. We’ve closed the nest.
He’ll be out in the lake; we can kill him there.”
“No! You —don’t—understand!” Geoffrey gasped.
“What?” I demanded. “What don’t I understand?”
“Dragon Prince. Coming. This... way!”
 




Chapter 18 - Geoffrey Götz’s Interview, Part I
Inside the Nest
Kaw Dam


Geoffrey Götz Interview
Interview Conducted By: Mina Pickett.
Reporter: Alright, Geoffrey, we’ve written down your entire narrative. For obvious reasons, you have felt uncomfortable relaying the last part of your story. Do you feel ready now?
Geoffrey: I guess it’s as good a time as any. I’m starting to get used to the idea that I’ve lost my hands.
Reporter: So, what happened?
Geoffrey: My friends were exhausted. When I ran into the turbine-hall/nest area, there were small burning patches all over the room. Felix and Duke had killed two Deinonychus and twelve other velociraptor replicants. With their Pulsefire UBF Under-Barrel Flamethrowers attached on their shotguns, the pair burnt at least twenty eggs and shot those up too. There were just so many eggs that, by the end, Felix and Duke burnt through their sub-machine gun ammunition, flame thrower fluid, and their shotgun slugs. They were at zero.
Reporter: Why didn’t they bring more?
Geoffrey: Monday-morning quarterbacking is easy; we had meticulously planned. In our planning process, our crew had talked logistics ad nauseam. Then those dinosaurs that caught fire went everywhere. My friends couldn’t get a bead on the dinosaurs because the creatures moved so erratically.
Reporter: Why didn’t Felix and Duke just let them burn to death?
Geoffrey: The replicants were still a threat. Anyway, while in the nest, my friends —Duke Hattori and Felix American Pony —had killed the dinosaurs, burnt up the eggs, and shut the nest so that Mozaq couldn’t come back. They were both exhausted. When I told them the Dragon Prince- Adolf Da Vinci — was coming our way, Felix turned ghost-white and told me they had no rounds left.
Then I heard this sound- metal-against metal. It surprised me. I almost jumped out of my skin. I look over, and its Duke Hattori, and he’s holding the katana in his hands. “We might not have guns, but we’re not unarmed,” he said.
But the craziness doesn’t end there. Felix smiled and said something like, “heck yeah,” and I hear more metal-on-metal, and looking over, I see BIA Agent Felix American Pony holding a ten inch, freakin’ Gerber survival tactical ax. Then Felix says, “Well in that case, I ain’t unarmed either.”
 




Chapter 19 - Killer Crossover 
Brannigan Novak
Osage Cove
Kaw Lake

While Duke, Felix, and Geoffrey worked inside the dam, I remained in the Osage Cove Bay, preparing for the final confrontation with Mozaq. 
Learning the monster’s timing was crucial; I moved lateral, sizing him up. Mozaq’s head jerked left and, as I moved in that direction, he was following me, just a few seconds behind me.
I had to keep him occupied —interested in another alpha predator just long enough for the big guns to show up. This wasn’t one-on-one, but about tying him up and everyone getting their guns on the beast.
Keep him busy!
I knew my next move.
Jerking my body left, I sprinted right. Mozaq launched toward me. The monster barely missed me as I jumped.
I missed his neck, slammed into his back and rolled off,but instantly got back to my feet. Mozaq swung his tail. Instantly, I leapt up, just barely avoiding his tail. With his back toward me, I sprinted up his back and jumped onto his neck.
The human part of my mind screamed to get off.
But my primal brain screamed in ecstasy.
Blood! My primitive mind screamed.
Throwing my legs up and over his shoulders, I tightened my thighs around his neck, securing a position on the monster. Without any mercy, I dug my nails into the scales. Mozaq shook his head and bellowed in low, agonizing tones. The scales were dense and impossible to penetrate directly, so I crept my fingers to the side of squamate armor, reaching into the interior. The monster continued to buck, but I tightened my legs around him.
Got it!
My fingers pried through and touched tender flesh. Squamate scales fell from the beast, exposing bright red pieces of tissue.
Screaming, Mozaq started a crocodilian death roll, smashing me into the cove.
My claws kept me attached as it continued its roll. I ripped myself free, and as I did, Mozaq’s momentum threw me into the air. The velocity threw my body skyward, and then, falling back down, I roughly landed in the grass adjacent to the parking lot.
“Brannigan!” Tommy cried out as he hobbled to help.
Tommy’s face looked grave, and I put my hand on his shoulder and told him I was okay.
Or at least, that’s what I believe I did. Bright, indescribable, and countless colors filled my vision. Dust covered me as I rose to my feet. On wobbly legs, I tried to step forward but failed and slammed back onto the ground. My world went black.
 




Chapter 20 - Enter Caesar Dracone
Geoffrey Götz
The Nest
Kaw Lake

Geoffrey Götz Interview
Interview Conducted By: Mina Pickett inside the Ponca City Hospital.
Reporter: I know this is where the story gets worse, but what happened next? You’re in the nest with your friends, you’ve got a revolver, and they have only a katana sword and hatchet.
[Geoffrey sighs and nods his head.]
Geoffrey: Felix yelled, “There he is!” I turned around, brought my revolver to eye level, then BAAM! Hot, scorching pain tore through my arms —excruciating and all-consuming. My hands were gone. There was just... two bloody stumps where my hands had been.
Reporter: That’s horrible!
Geoffrey: It was Caesar Dracone! That fascist took my hands!
Reporter:  It wasn’t the raptors?
Geoffrey: No, it was Dracone with his Roman long sword.
Reporter: So, both Duke and Dracone had swords?
Geoffrey: Yes. Caesar Dracone took his reincarnation stuff pretty seriously. The Dragon Prince had a black tactical vest and black pants similar to Felix and Duke but had this long purple toga thrown over his shoulders. He had a parmula shield on his left forearm, and in his right hand, he spun his blood-soaked Spatha.
Reporter: They seemed to be fashion conscious.
Geoffrey: Yeah, I didn’t understand it either. But Cole said that many fashion companies have ties to Nazi Germany. Hitler’s mustache and the fascist pompadour were very in vogue. Then Soldiers as a whole are deliberate in how they dress. Our friend, Raj Gotham, had been a Cavalry Scout, and he explained in the US Army that Cav Scouts are in love with their blue Stetson cowboy hats. Raj said they were always looking for an excuse to wear them. So, just like the US Army Cav Scouts like to wear Stetsons and spurs, Dracone wanted to wear a purple toga. He was a bad guy, but Soldiers, whether good or bad, are particular about the presentation of their uniforms. In that regard, the Dragon Prince was no different.
Reporter: But you were severely injured. How did you survive?
Geoffrey: Oh, I don’t know. Lucky, I guess.
[Geoffrey Götz held up his bandaged arms and laughed.]
I was going into shock, but I still had enough mental alertness to know that I had to stop the bleeding. My energy was fading. Blood gushed from my wounds. I shambled to a burning egg and shoved my nubs through the cage-bars and into the burning ooze. I screamed and screamed until my voice grew hoarse. My memory is hazy, but in my shock, I started to laugh. It was the worst pain I had ever felt. The fire did the trick. The flames cauterized the wounds. The last thing I remember is stepping back from the melting eggs, then I guessed I passed out.
 




Chapter 21 - The Dragon Prince
Felix American Pony
The Nest
Kaw Dam

Caesar Dracone.
We aren’t supposed to be fighting him! I thought. 
He stood just a few feet away from Duke and me in the middle of the nest. The nest was in a chaos, with small patches of fire and oozing eggs all around us, but I could only focus on the antagonist we faced.
Caesar Dracone AKA Adolf Da Vinci.
Dracone had been one of the greatest Naval Commandos in the Italian Navy. He was a fighter.
Everything he did was strategic — every breath he took was a threat.
I knew what he was doing — his melodramatic posture, Spatha drawn, toga thrown over his shoulder,
He was threatening us—a theatric invitation to mortal combat.
The longer we wait, the less time we have for Geoffrey’s wounds.
“You ready, Tomodachi?” Duke asked.
“Let’s roll!” I twirled the tomahawk in my hand.
As I spoke, Duke threw three shuriken at Dracone.
Instantly, Dracone raised his shield. The shuriken bounced off the parmula.               Simultaneously, I sprinted forward and raised my hatchet, attempting to slam it into his head.
CLANG!
His blade countered mine then Dracone kicked me in the gut. It knocked the wind out of me.
I slammed to the ground. As I rolled, the Dragon Prince swung his sword, missing by only centimeters.
CRASH!
Duke shot in for a killing blow; Dracone parried.
The two swordsmen circled one another.
“You dishonor your heritage, shinobi,” Dracone said.
Duke’s eyes lit up. Dracone smiled, recognizing the impact of his words.
“I’m a forgiving master,” Dracone said. “Join us and we will forget your iniquities. Put away your ties to the MacArthur puppet state —”
CRACK!
Duke swung his katana. Again, Dracon raised his parmula, blocking it.
Duke’s power took Dracone back and then Dracone immediately kicked — with a beautiful round kick — which caught Duke in the ribs. Duke fell sideways, slamming into me and knocking both of us over. Caesar followed his strike up and plunged his Spatha downward.
His Spatha cut through my vest, grazing my chest. I parried the Spatha with my tomahawk.
Duke threw another shuriken. It dug into the side of his face. Dracone stumbled sideways. He then raised his leather gloved hand and yanked the throwing star from his face and stowed it in his cargo pocket.
“You gotta try harder than that.” He spat blood at Duke’s feet.
My stomach clenched.
How do we defeat a century old Naval Commando?
How do you outsmart a genius?
My mind rushed past military geniuses — Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan.
How do you defeat someone like that?
Then I thought of geniuses who had lost —Napoleon, Quanah Parker. Stonewall Jackson, and Tecumseh.
Tecumseh...
My eyes lit up!
My answer was right here in this room!
“Rome was great,” I called out.
Dracone kept his weapons up, slightly stepped back, but redirected his attention toward me.
Dracone, seeing me sneered.
“But no offense,” I said. “Rome never fought against Tecumseh.”
Dracone, despite his apparent pain, couldn’t hold back his mirth.
“Americans.” He chortled and shook his head in disgust. “Tecumseh?”
As he laughed, I rushed forward. Slamming my tomahawk downward, Dracone blocked my shot. I swung again and again.
Each blow I threw, he blocked
But that wasn’t my goal.
My goal was to make him step backwards.
“No, you misunderstand me, Fascist,” I said and quickly I darted my eyes toward Duke. “Tecumseh was great too. But didn’t mean that Tecumseh — I meant William Tecumseh Sherman.”
Dracone remained emotionally unmoved, but out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Duke’s eyes light up.
“Roger that,” Duke whispered.
Both of us rushed forward, swinging our weapons
Dracone blocked the Katana with his Spatha and my tomahawk with his parmula, but our blows pushed him back—inches from burning waste.
Now, Dracone understood my plan. His eyes widened with shock. He swung his sword, but was blocked by Duke’s katana. I swung my tomahawk-
CRASH!
My tomahawk landed squarely on the parmula—knocking Dracone back.
Flames leapt up from the burning replicate, catching on to his toga.
Duke landed a solid round kick, right in Dracone’s side.
Dracone tripped and fell backwards— straight into the fire.
Flames consumed his toga and leapt onto him.
“It’s just like General Sherman said,” I gasped. “Everything burns!”
 




Chapter 22 – Going the Distance
Brannigan Novak
Osage Cove
Kaw Lake

Hands shook me awake. Opening my eyes, I saw Tommy Coleman. Looking around, I realized I was in Osage Cove, fighting against Mozaq.
“Chief! You gotta get up!” he yelled.
The sound of a barrage of gunfire cut him short. Just behind Tommy, Doc Charlie Fleming stood in the bed of his truck, firing his shotgun. Mozaq cried out as a slug tore into his exposed flesh. With walrus-like motion, Mozaq rushed forward. Mozaq dug its head into the front of the truck and flung it up. The truck flew back, launching Charlie skyward. As the truck barreled over, so did crates of ammunition. In a second, thousands of munitions scattered over the area. 
“No!” Tommy, ignoring his ailments started to hobble toward Charlie. In one fluid motion, Mozaq shot out and bit Tommy’s arm. The monster ripped his head back and forth. Tommy screamed, and he was thrown into the air, leaving his severed arm behind.
This wasn’t the plan. I couldn’t take this thing on by myself! I wasn’t even in Mozaq’s weight class.
Tommy’s breaths came in quick, uncontrollable bursts—he was going into shock. Charlie moaned and rambled incoherently. Mozaq’s eyes lit up as the odor of blood hit both of us. The monster tilted its head back and flicked its tongue, tasting the bloody aroma.
It wanted to eat my friends.
“Alright, Mozaq!” I surrendered my will, allowing the whole world to turn red as it took over. “Let’s roll!”
I sprinted toward the monster.
 




Chapter 23 - Brannigan versus Mozaq
Brannigan Novak
Osage Cove
Kaw Lake

I surrendered my will — my world turned red, but different from the other times, I kept my awareness.
I roared — my predatory growl shook the leaves on the trees in the cove. I sprinted, leapt into the air, and landed on Mozaq’s neck.
The monster screamed in agonizing wails. On fins and tail, he jumped up and down, slinging his head back and forth.
I lost my grip —he flung me into the air.
My back slammed into the ground. The monster charged me.
Jiu-Jitsu, not wrestling, I thought to myself.
While on my back, I wrapped my legs around Mozaq’s neck. I reached up and grabbed the monster’s jowls. Slowly, deliberately, he lowered his head, getting ready to take a bite out of mine. Globs of saliva dripped from his lips into my face. I grunted as I pressed at the monster’s jaw. All the muscles in my upper body quivered.
“Dear Lord,” I whispered, “Help me!”
Mozaq opened its mouth, exposing its serrated teeth.
I closed my eyes and held on for dear life, remembering how I had failed my city. The sorrow on Vicky’s mother’s face flashed into my memories. The girl’s mangled corpse was still fresh in my mind.
I will not fail Kaw City again!
With all my might, I pressed the monster backward, a little, then a little more, then a little more. I roared in determination as I forced its teeth back away from my head, pushing Mozaq’s head back to an arm’s length away. It howled, but I refused to let it beat me this time.
I will save Kaw City. It will not take another life.
“Yo, Mozaq!” A voice cried out. Maintaining my position and using my peripheral vision, I looked on the ground just above me. I saw Cole Killian step forward with an AA-12. Followed by him was his girlfriend, Raven Reeves.
Mozaq tried to pull away — I launched my claws into his gullet, keeping him in place. The monster squirmed left and right, but my grip kept him from escaping. I trapped him, enabling my friends’ maneuver. 
Raven plunged the muzzle of an AA-12 into Mozaq’s mouth, past my fingers, and said, “Chew on this!”
BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG!
As I held the monster’s head in place, Raven and Cole fired their automatic weapons at a cyclical rate of fire.
Mozaq exploded — organs, tissues, and gore vaporized into a macabre mushroom cloud and covered the Osage Cove and me in gory confetti.
Both Raven and Cole emptied an entire drum into Mozaq. Smoke rose from their barrels, desecrating the Kaw Lake monster’s body.
When the guns stopped, only tinnitus rang through my head.
“Well,” Raven loaded a second drum, “looks like we’re done here.”
“Oh no.” Cole Killian grabbed Raven by the arm and drew her to him. “We ain’t done yet.”
And ignoring the carnage that painted her face like a cosmetic mask, Cole Killian wrapped his arms around Raven and kissed her.
Grunting, I pushed Mozaq’s remains off me and stood up, looking around Kaw Lake.
Raven Reeves’ two friends and our ambush team were arriving on scene. They leapt from their vehicles to help Doc Fleming and Tommy.
I thought about what Stuart McConnell said earlier — how he had always tried to get away from Kaw City, but somehow it always pulled him back. Heck, I had tried to leave, but now — I was content.
In Stuart’s accounts, he had said our city was like a sorceress, finding ways to keep us here, but now I knew the truth.
Kaw City had found us — no, she had recruited us and as good stewards we had fought for her; she had chosen us for such a time as this.
Despite the psychological warfare, despite the terror — our home remained.
The beast had been defeated.
I sighed. There would still be struggles; there would still be Mozaq’s impact.
Men like Jacob, Tommy, Cole, Doc — they had volunteered — in a time of need my friends had helped this city, but in the end, I knew others would volunteer to help them.
My friends and I may have saved Kaw City, but in the end Kaw City would save us.
 




Epilogue 


My dear friend, Theodore, my companions and I placed these documents in the sequence they occurred. I pray no other people be made victim to these terrible forces. Following the events that transpired, there have been recent positive changes in Kaw City.
While Tommy Coleman, unfortunately, lost his entire right arm, the surgeons at the Ponca City Hospital were successful in the double-hand re-plantation operation of Geoffrey Götz. Geoffrey still has a long road of recuperation but is grateful for his improved situation and the excellent care found at Ponca City Hospital. While here in Kaw City we have been recovering from the ordeal, our friends Duke Hattori and Felix American Pony have had little time for rest. From intelligence Geoffrey gathered inside the Nest, they have been able to find other New Axis camps around the United States. Despite the rumors surrounding Kaw Lake, tourism in the area is flourishing. It would seem that people are curious, and word-of-mouth is generating interest in our proud little town.
While gratitude warms my heart, it doesn’t completely overcome the pain. We must always honor the sacrifices of Jacob Galicia and Ludwig “Luddy” Vanhoesen. Jacob offered his life, not just for me, but for the Kaw City denizens; he never desired a position in law enforcement, but his bond of friendship to me enabled him to become one of the most remarkable examples of selfless service. On the other hand, Luddy’s story is one of redemption; seeing his past wrongs, he wanted to help his community. We must never forget Jacob’s love or Luddy’s commitment to Kaw City.
Theodore, when you think back on the things you have read here, you will undoubtedly be filled with terror. But while there is sadness and horror, there is also cause for joy. These are things we must think about; by filling our hearts and minds with the nobility of our friends, we counter the evil of our enemies.
We were not successful because of our strategy. No, we overcame our enemies because our tactics were empowered by our love for one another. Our foes presented themselves as unstoppable antagonists, but their plans were defeated because love conquers all.
Respectfully,
-Chief Brannigan Novak, Kaw City, Oklahoma
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FEROCITY
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With two of the murderous creatures called geds dead, ex-military Jasmyne Jaxx figures it’s an easy evacuation of survivors at this point. The island and its horrors? A militant sweeper team can take care of that. Daxel, the dominant ged, has different plans. In minutes, he infects Jaxx and infiltrates the ship meant to carry the remaining humans to safety. But as Jaxx works to notify the ship, she realizes that the island holds an even greater threat. Not only are infected people displaying a wide range of behaviors, there are things more sinister hunting. Things that even the head of the CGC didn't authorize, and they are loose.




TUNDRA OF TERROR
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THE SHOCKING SEQUEL TO
ISLAND OF LEGENDS
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Hell has frozen over...


Mars Spencer escaped the Island of Legends with barely a moment to spare. Now, she's made a home on yet another island, but this one is a far cry from the chaos she left behind.


On the beaches of Rivendell, Mars and her husband Cameron have built a home and welcomed their first child into the world: Isaac, a deformed infant with a loving heart that they'd die to protect.


And they might just have to prove it...


On a trip to see Xmortem's final genetic engineering facility shut down, Isaac is kidnapped. Now, they're in a race against time as their one and only guide through a valley full of unimaginable monsters bleeds out with each step. But nothing short of extinction will keep this mother from her son...


Tundra of Terror takes the action and thrills of Island of Legends to a whole new level as Mars fights her way toward an epic conclusion no one saw coming! Fans of Matthew Reilly and Stephen King won't want to miss this shocking entry in the Godqueen Trilogy!
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