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Extended Prologue - Part 1
Transcript of an audio recording of witness testimony
Dinah Knave 11/11/20
Detective Bart Masters: Ms. Knave…
Detective Bart: You seem stressed, Ms. Knave. Do you know why you are here?
Dinah Knave: No.
Detective Bart: Do you have any idea?
Dinah: No.
Detective Bart: You are here…
Dinah: Why? Why I am I here.
Detective Bart: You are here because you were the last person to see Deacon Andrews alive.
Dinah: No. It is not that interview that scares me.
Detective Bart: Are you scared?
Dinah: Aren't you? Isn't everyone in this town? Isn't everyone in Oklahoma?
Detective Bart: [coughs, and says something inaudible] I am sorry, I think I may have started this wrong. How did you know Deacon Andrews?
Dinah: I worked at the Buffet for the last three years. From what the managers said, people never held meetings or anything like that in the restaurant. But in the last two years, a man named Deacon Andrews started the Oklahoma Historical Society. There was…I don’t know, five or ten members. If I remember right, they met at the restaurant first Tuesday of the month, I think, at dinner time. The meetings had gone on for the past two years, and I was working whenever they met. What was different was that this last time I saw him, no one showed up but Deacon.
Detective Bart: You said he started a historical society? Was he a History teacher or something like that?
Dinah: That is what was so funny about it. Deacon reminded me of Santa Claus; he was an old man, and he always seemed happy. His wife had just died, and I remember feeling really bad for him. I remember thinking that this historical society was something he had created to keep himself busy. But then I recalled that he started this club even before his wife died. One time, before she died, his wife came to a meeting. It comes to mind because she said that the whole historical research thing he had gotten into was the weirdest thing she had ever seen. She said he was a farmer and loved football, but the History channel had never been on in their house in his life.
She told me one day I would get married, and I would think my man was crazy too. I laughed, but then she called his new interest in history "unnatural."
Detective Bart: Unnatural?
Dinah: Yes. Those words stuck with me, but I didn't dwell on them. To be honest, I hadn't thought anything about that, until all this happened. I hadn't thought about the Deacon either. It's a small town, you know everyone, but we aren’t close. It was raining so no one from the historical society was there except for the Deacon. He was just sitting there at his table…just kind of looking sad.
I guess Deacon looking sad kinda distracted me.
Detective Bart: Distracted you?
Dinah: Yes, because I looked up from the cash register and there was this.... this albino phantom figure standing in front of me.
Detective Bart: A phantom figure? Did you see a ghost? Don't you think that is a little melodramatic?
Dinah: Are we going to do this interview, or are you going to insult me?
Detective Bart: I'm sorry, I've never heard a witness call someone that before.
Dinah: Well, then none of your witnesses have seen this "man" before. This man looked like a ghost and you’re insulting me.
Detective Bart: I'm sorry, Ms. Dinah. Please go on.
Dinah: When I saw the person standing in front of me, he seemed so odd that I even opened my mouth to say something to him. But, I just stood there gaping like a fish.
Detective Bart: He had been standing there awhile?
Dinah: I-I honestly don't know. I just looked up, and that...man was there. He was just there standing in front of me, looking very odd.
Detective Bart: What do you mean by "odd?"
Dinah: You know how some older men have their wives dress them? That probably sounds worse than I mean. I just mean the old guys' styles don't always match.
Detective Bart: What do you mean by that?
Dinah: I mean old guys. Their styles don't always match. Like a shirt from the 90s, a hat from the 40s, sunglasses from the 80s, and moustache from the 70s.
Detective Bart: He stuck out because he was a bad dresser?
Dinah: Not exactly. It's like he was from multiple decades.
Detective Bart: I'm not following you.
Dinah: [sighs] I don't know, it's hard to explain. [Snaps fingers as if to recall information] That's what he looked like!
Detective Bart: That's what who looked like?
Dinah: The phantom man. That is what the stranger looked like!
Detective Bart: Like what?
Dinah: My boyfriend is a comic book geek. He talks about comic books, even when it’s clear I am not listening. It can get very annoying. Anyways, he showed me these pulp fictions characters or whatever he calls them. You know? The magazines before comic books? He showed me these old newspaper clips that had the old action heroes. They looked different from the guys in my boyfriend's comics. A lot of them had fedoras, with masks underneath them. This guy reminded me of that. It was bizarre. He wore this brown fedora. It showed signs of wear, and even with the rain, I could smell the dust. Maybe it wasn't from the hat. I don't know why, but the contrast in the black and brown made me feel...
Detective Bart: Uneasy?
Dinah: Yeah, it's weird. His clothes reminded me of the colors of a Nazi uniform from those Indiana Jones movies. Underneath his hat was even stranger. He wore these glasses that looked like goggles. They looked like the goggles Steampowered Giraffe, my boyfriend’s favorite steampunk band, sometimes wear. That band wears all black, with a brass temple, and the earpiece wrapped all around the ear, except I could not see the tops of his ears. Of all the things that stuck about him, his ears were the weirdest.
Detective Bart: A man comes into your restaurant, dressed like that, and the thing you remember the most is his ears?
Dinah: Yeah, I know it sounds crazy. This whole thing is sad, but it is crazy, too. The phantom's ears were large, and the top part was covered by his hat. His gloves were odd as well. They were black with their fingers cut out. His fingernails were long and pointy; they were not too long but went over his fingers. The gloves had this weird protection on the knuckles. They looked like those special gloves cage-fighters wear only his had more padding, like a soldier’s. To add to his odd appearance, he had this white paper thing on his face.
Detective Bart: A surgical mask?
Dinah: Yeah, that's it. When I was in an airport in Tokyo, everyone had those things on. I have not seen it so much in Ponca City, though. If someone was so sick they needed that, why would they go out in the rain? I was so shocked by his fashion that I almost didn't catch the color of his skin. His skin was white.
Detective Bart: White? Why is that so shocking?
Dinah: I have a friend who suffers from albinism, but this person’s white skin looked different.  But he looked albino in an unnatural way. His skin was white, and so was his hair which was tied back in a ponytail that fell over his shoulders.
Detective Bart: Would you describe this man as old?
Dinah: No, I wouldn't call him that. Not because of anything I saw…it was just a feeling. The way he walked, the way he moved, he still seemed to have spunk. His skin looked like an old man's. I was scared of him.
Detective Bart: You said you felt intimidated by him? How so?
Dinah: Just a feeling. My dad always told me to listen to that feeling, you know the one in your gut? He said if I’m ever around a man who makes my stomach tighten, I need to get away from him. This man did that.
Detective Bart: What did he do after that?
Dinah: He said nothing but he handed me a note that said: Oklahoma Historical Society.
I couldn't point to Deacon, I was too scared. My friend, who was also at the desk, pointed to him.
The figure stared straight at me. I think he was smiling under his mask. Then he went to sit in front of Deacon. They had some sort of conversation. Deacon, whose face had become white as a sheet, got up and walked out the door. As he was walking out, I called out his name.
Detective Bart: Take your time.
Dinah: He turned back to me, grabbed his cowboy hat and tipped it to me. He said… [sniffles and clears throat] he said, "Take care of yourself, kid." Then he walked out the door. In an instant, he had transformed from that old man I knew to this...I hate to say it but…this sexy guy.
Detective Bart: [clears throat] "Sexy guy?"
Dinah: Yes. He had a strength I never noticed. And I thought of him baling hay to feed his cattle. He stood tall and, for the first time, I noticed how muscular his arms and how broad his shoulders were. He was like a man from a movie with a mysterious past. I saw confidence in him I had never noticed. It was this confidence I found so attractive. There was a business to be taken care of, and Deacon would get 'er done [sic]. I-I- can't describe how I knew this.  But he looked like one of those hardworking men from the past, going out and doing work.  Like a hard-charger rolling his sleeves up, right before going out to the farm. I looked at him, and then he left. And a few minutes later, that pale-faced man followed him out of the restaurant. And that was the last time I ever saw Deacon.
[End of audio transcript]




Extended Prologue - Part II
The night of Deacon Andrews' disappearance
Deacon moved away from the counter where Dinah had been. He stormed out into the deluge and went to his red El Camino in the parking lot.  Deacon was a strong man, but not much of a runner.  His movement was as fast as he could move while still walking. Finally, he reached his car.  After unlocking the door, he quickly jumped into the driver’s seat. Inside the El Camino, Deacon reached out and opened his glove box.
There was something different about the inside of the car. 
Deacon sniffed the air.  There was a stale smell.  Instantly, the smell took him back to his youth, when he visited Alabaster Caverns. It reminded him of something from a cave.
The slender pale figure stood out in the rain, staring at Deacon as he rummaged through the cab, tossing aside empty paper coffee cups and plastic wrapped newspapers.
The glove box was empty.
Deacon gritted his teeth and punched his leg. He pulled a cell-phone from his pocket and quickly jabbed at the buttons.
"Come on," he muttered.
His desperate call was answered.
“It's me, Deacon," he spoke into the phone. “They have my gun...I don’t know...Real China Buffet...Just one of them."
The old farmer listened for a second. He fumbled with his keys while keeping a watchful eye on the albino. The keys fell. His fist slammed into his leg again. He tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and reached his hand to the floor, searching for the lost keys. Grabbing the keys he started the engine. He turned on the wipers, and picked up the phone.
"Sorry, dropped it,” he said. "I don't know who they are, but they've done their research."
Outside the figure watched. It stood motionless in the rain. Deacon put the car into reverse.
"I think your boys have some work cut out for you," he said as he pulled his car into reverse, and then drove onto 5th Street. As he started to accelerate away, he looked outside, and saw that the phantom-like figure had vanished.
Deacon drove into the darkness. From his brisk walk into the car, his glasses were covered in drops of rain, making it difficult for him to see.  His windshield wipers futilely beat against the glass as the water continued to cover the windshield. With little success, he tried to talk into the phone. The gadget slipped from his fingers. He had to focus on driving. The rain continued to beat onto the windshield, becoming a hypnotic pattern.
Rain. Wipers. Rain.
Rain. Wipers. Rain
Rain. Wipers. Brake lights!
The red eyes of a car’s break-lights screamed into view. Slamming onto his breaks, Deacon’s vehicle slid on the dangerous combination of oil and moisture. The El Camino slid into the car in front of him. Understanding he had hit another vehicle, he rolled down his windows.
Cries came from the vehicle.  He heard a woman crying out for help.
Without thinking, he got out of his vehicle and moved toward the screams.
"Ma'am, are you alright?" asked Deacon.
The woman's voice cried out louder. He ran back to his car and grabbed his cell phone to call for help, and ran back to the screaming woman.
“Ma’am,” he cried as he ran towards her. “Ma’am, I’m calling now -”
Suddenly, Deacon fell to the ground. He looked around the pavement and noticed a man hole. There was a gaping hole in the middle of the way.
"How did that get opened? Those lock from the top."
He got to his knees to get up and grabbed the cover.
"Oh, I think you know how it was opened, and I think you know what is going down there," said a voice.
Deacon's mouth gaped in horror. The phantom stepped forward. The albino figure wore no fedora, revealing two large pointed ears stood out against the figure's head.
Deacon stood up, assuming a fighting stance and started to walk forward. Instantly, he felt pressure on his ankle. He looked down at his trapped foot; there was a green hand with black, distorted fingernails grabbing onto him.
With his other foot, he smashed down at his attacker.
One blow, then two.
He could feel bones in the predator's fingers and wrist crack and fracture under the blows of his boot.
"Do you know much about unconventional warfare, Mr. Andrews?" asked the albino figure.
Two more green hands shot up, latching onto Deacon's feet. They viciously twisted; Deacon screamed as he felt his tendons tear.
“Unconventional warfare,” he continued, “may not have the mass numbers of conventional warfare, but it’s more personal. You get to know your enemies - you know the people they go to for help - you know their families..."
The amateur historian grabbed the utility hole lid.  He dropped the lid right onto one of the assailant's knuckle. A cry emerged from the hole. The high-pitched scream did not sound like a human's, but an injured animal's. A severed green finger lay on the ground. Black blood seeped from it.
"There is death. There is killing. But these acts are not just acts of war. In unconventional warfare, they are something else,"
His unseen assailants began to pull him downward. Deacon pulled a buck knife from his trench coat then dug the blade into exposed green flesh. He swung down again, feeling the blade piercing something, but more hands reached onto his wrist. Another hand reached up and grabbed the knife.
"It is about making a statement," said the phantom-like albino.
Deacon’s arms and legs were pinned. The downward pull continued.
The pale-faced enemy came forward and picked up the manhole cover.
"Old man, do you remember the statement you made?" asked the albino.
Deacon cried out pitifully and tried to calm himself with deep diaphragmatic breaths.
“Yes, yes, I remember!” he cried.
Only his upper body remained visible.
"I remember my statement, and I have, I have something to tell you," said Deacon struggling.
"And what is that, old man?"
"I've got another statement coming.”
“Really, and what is that?”
The farmer spat. A mixture of saliva, mint snuff, and animosity landed on the right lens of the albino's Victorian-era spectacles. The pointy-eared monster smiled and wiped the tobacco from his goggles.
“You've made your statement," said the figure, "Now, we make ours.”









PART I
The Walking Man
“…I ain’t leavin’ town ‘til that girl is mine”
 
425 Miles - Chance Anderson Band
 




CHAPTER 1: CHICK FLICKS AND ICE CREAM
Elena Doolin Henryetta, Ok
Elena Doolin sat behind the desk of her office, in the small corner Henryetta High School gave the orchestra director. While she was a creative type, she kept her desk very tidy. Proudly hanging on her wall was her Diploma; Elena had a Bachelor’s in Cello Performance, from the University of Central Oklahoma.  Elena was one of the best cello players in the history of Henryetta high school, with instructors going as far to call her a prodigy.  After high school, she then went to play at the University of Central Oklahoma.
Elena fitfully ran her hands through her brown hair before resting them on her pale skin. The orchestra director’s skin was particularly pale, but today her skin was even more pale than usual.
There was a sticky note pinned to the bottom of her computer screen, which had the following:
❖     Rehearse Howard Shore

❖     Finish grading audition tapes

❖     Get back in the land of the living

❖     Don't think about it

Holding a black permanent marker to her mouth, Elena gently chewed on the pen as she thought about the words.
The word "it" stood to the left of two words that had been scratched out. Elena marked through the first three lines and pressed her marker against the fourth task.  Thinking about this task and the pen suddenly felt heavy in her hands. Shaking her head, she vainly tried to get negative thoughts out of her head. Her beautiful green eyes swelled with emotion, then sighing she put the lid back on the pen.
“Just don’t think,” she said to herself.
Then she repeated the words, "Just don't think about…it."
She tried to control her breathing.
"Just don't... just don't think about him.”
Again, Elena cupped her face in her hands and rocked back and forth in her chair.
“Find your friend, and get out of this mess," she said to herself.
Pushing herself out of her chair and forcing herself out of the office, Elena walked out of the music building and into the English Department. A teenage boy bumped into her, as he rushed to get out of school as the bell rang; it felt like a circus as all the students scrambled to leave. 
Going down the hall, Elena looked for her friend’s name tape hanging outside her class room.  Her eyes scanned the walls.
There was the name: Sasha Ferrell.
The orchestra director slightly opened the English teacher’s door. She noticed a student inside the room. He was standing in front of Sasha’s desk, with Sasha sitting behind it. Elena looked around the room, taking in all the small changes the English teacher continually did to her room. The room was decorated with artwork that celebrated the English language and literature. There was a picture of a wyvern that hung on the wall, as well as a play-bill for the movie Othello.
In contrast to Elena's build, Sasha was slenderer. While she had dark hair, Sasha had a shock of bright blonde hair. Sasha may have appeared to be thin, but in reality, she was wiry, with long, thin muscular arms and legs.
Sasha's hair drew the attention of many because it was so blonde it almost looked white. She insisted that she did not dye her hair, and the bright pigment was natural.
The English teacher's eyes scanned the computer screen, and using one hand, she ran a red pen through students' assignments. In addition to their physical appearances, their sense of fashion clashed as well. In comparison to pantsuit that Elena wore, Sasha wore a red leather jacket she had put on between classes, and she wore a chrome-colored ring that covered the entirety of her little finger. An apparent look of agitation was plastered on her face. Laughing at the situation, Elena knew that the irritation did not come from the work, but from the presence of Samson Otto, the student who stood squarely in front of Sasha’s desk.
Samson played football, a fact that he was very proud. He stood about 5’9” with a strong build.  That day, he had on his white shirt, blue jeans and the letter jacket which he never took off. The teenager let everyone see his pride in constant wear of his letter jacket and his loud talk about the games and practice. It was unclear if it was his age or his personality, but Sam had sloppy confidence, that many times crossed into arrogance. On more than one occasion, Elena had scolded him for the way he spoke to girls in the hallway. This was particularly embarrassing for Elena because she knew Sam and his family from church. If she had been his age, Elena would have been impressed with his confidence, but now being older and wiser, she found his arrogance somewhat annoying.
Even with the time he spent at practice, in the weight room, or memorizing his playbook, Sam was a decent student, but Elena also knew him to be an indifferent student. His indifference is why she was incredulous that he was staying after class to get academic help. Sam continued his boastful and incoherent side conversation. He had somehow transitioned the conversation about the recent test over Othello to a discussion about his recent game. Biting her lip, Elena tried not to laugh. Sasha slapped her open palm against the desk.
Sam's rambling stopped.
"Don't you have some work to do, Sam?" asked Sasha.
"Yeah, um, I guess -" started Sam.
“Leave, Sam. Do whatever you need to do," said Sasha.
Samson looked at her, with such embarrassment that Elena thought he was going to cry.
“Go, Sam!” cried Sasha with a level of excitement that shocked Elena.
Muttering to himself, the teenager shoved his hands deep into his pocket so far that his shoulders hunched over. He exited the room, moping on his way out.
"So you don't think he was staying, just to get help with his homework?" asked Elena in a teasing manner.
"Ugh, I wish!" said Sasha.
"So big bad Otto has a little crush on you? That’s too funny!" said Elena.
"He doesn't have a crush on me," said Sasha. "He worships me."
"How cute," said Elena.
"Holy cow! Elena, it's exhausting."
“All these high school boys seem to be obsessed with you.”
“Don’t sell yourself short. I hear a lot of talk about you," said Sasha.
“Well, for starters I don’t want to be in that boat. All I hear in these hallways are high school boys talking about how they are in love with you.” Elena said with her emerald eyes full of laughter. “Also, boys may say ‘oh that is pretty’ or whatever, but with you, it's on an entirely different level! Like you said…they worship you!”
“Well, at least Chance is obsessed with you,” said Sasha. “I can’t get any work done, because I am always half-tempted to pepper-spray these guys in the face -”
The conversation fell silent as Elena looked up at her brunette friend. Her pale skin was sheet white, and her green eyes swelled with moisture.
“You pick up on all the little things, don’t you, Sasha.”
“I have an observant eye," said Sasha.
“He just quit on me,” said the cellist.
“Oh no,” said Sasha getting up from her desk to embrace her friend, “I’m sorry. Did he say anything? Did he do anything weird?”
"No. He just quit answering my calls and texts,”
"That doesn't make sense, he loved you," said Sasha.
“I know…I just don’t get it. Crap. He’s all I can think about. I loved him and he just gave up on us. He dumped me. I've started slipping, and little things are really bothering me.”
“Those sweet little tidbits from the past relationship?”
“No, I mean little things. My keys, my pens, and pencils. I forget things. I'll check in my purse, and the contents will be completely rearranged. Oh, yesterday, when I woke up, my house was completely unlocked, and my front door was wide open," said Elena.
“That’s scary.”
“Yes, very.”
“Well my friend, you know me. You know I love to know things. I have only one question left.”
“And what’s that?”
“Your favorite type of ice cream?”
"Well, that is a welcome question. My answer is mint chocolate."
***
"Wakey, wakey!" said Sasha, shaking her friend by the shoulder.
"Whoa!" screamed Elena and went from lying on her couch to sitting straight up.
"Are you alright?" asked Sasha, "you're trembling."
"It's okay, it's okay. I just thought I had locked the door."
"You did. So did you just come home and fall asleep on your couch, right after school?"
"Yes, what time is it?" Elena asked as she looked at her watch. "I'm so sorry, I was supposed to come to your house."
"That's alright. Sometimes plans have to change."
“You weren’t scared to come out to the boonies where you? My house is kinda tucked away in the woods so it can be creepy at night.”
“The darkness doesn’t scare me,” said Sasha.
“Wait...when did I give you a key?" asked Elena. "Oh!"
Before she could say anything else, Sasha tossed a pint of ice cream at Elena. Elena caught the carton before it dropped to the ground.
"I also brought ice cream and the most important ingredient of all," said Sasha.
"And what is that?" asked Elena.
“A healthy dose of hatred for whoever broke your heart," said Sasha.
"Ah, well thank you, but the hate won't be necessary," said Elena as she stood up to go get her cosmetic remover kit.
"Did you guys get back together?" asked Sasha.
“No, I just mean, I don’t hate him,” said Elena as she removed her cosmetics.
"Not even now? Why not? I thought tonight was supposed to be an ex-hating party!” said Sasha.
"No, tonight is a marathon of self-pity, complaining, and ice-cream."
“And friendship.”
“Yes, specifically friendship. Sasha, thanks for keeping an eye on me. I'd be lost without you," said Elena.
“I’m not that great of a friend. I’m really just selfish. I can’t stand to see my friend get hurt.” Sasha smiled while playfully punching Elena on the shoulder.
“Besides, she continued, it’s too much work to go out there and find a new friend. Also, I know when the time comes,  you'll take care of me."
For the next few hours, the two watched chick-flicks. Initially, it was a team effort. Both women watched the movies, but then there was the constant ding from Sasha's smartphone. Sasha, at first, would look at the screen, and then put the device back in her pocket, but later she became more absorbed. Elena smirked as she watched her raising both hands in the air as if she was directing a symphony in her mind.
“What are you laughing at?” asked Sasha.
"You," said Elena. "Do you know who you remind me of?"
“Me?" asked Sasha.
“Ludwig von Beethoven and Egmont. That is a piece of music that conductors specifically learn to conduct. The reason music programs like to train conductors on that piece is, at times, you have to conduct at different times with different hands. That is what you remind me of. It looks like you have an internal dialogue, thinking about putting numbers of people to tasks, to different locations. Is that right?" asked Elena.
“Beethoven, huh? Well I guess you could say I am orchestrating some things,” said Sasha.
“What are you doing other than school work?” asked Elena.
Sasha jerked her head back away from her phone and acted as if she was surprised by either her own words or by Elena’s question. She fumbled once more with her smartphone, and then put it in her purse, before looking back at Elena, “I am doing some research.”
“Research?" asked Elena.
“Yeah, a high school reunion,” said Sasha.
“So it’s back to Miami?” asked Elena, ensuring she pronounced it with the proper Oklahoma pronunciation of “Miam-uh” indicating Miami, Oklahoma and not Miami, Florida.
The phone dinged again, and Sasha pulled her phone back from her purse. She gritted her teeth and went back to texting.
“No, sorry, I graduated from Picher,” said Sasha.
“Picher? I thought you graduated from Miami,” said Elena.
The English teacher's mouth gaped. The phone hone dropped. Sasha reached down and grabbed it.
"Did I say Picher?" asked Sasha.
“Yeah, you said you graduated from Picher High School, but I thought you had graduated from Miami, Oklahoma.”
“I guess we had not talked about it,” said Sasha, “I went to Picher High School.”
“Picher? Picher. That name sounds very familiar. Did something big happen there?" asked Elena.
“In Picher? No, not really. They won a state championship in football back in 1985, but that’s about it. Nothing big enough to fuss about," said Sasha.
The conversation paused as Sasha got up and grabbed the remote control. On the screen, the DVD replayed the menu track over and over again. She clicked a button on the remote and the TV screen went back to cable.
“Picher, that name still sounds familiar,” said Elena. She said this more to herself than to Sasha.
“…accusations today of the so-called Death Squad."
Channels flipped.
"....today the Sooners are in the weight-room...”
"...this was David Cronenberg's greatest film."
"No, turn it back on!" said Elena.
"What?"
"Go back. Go back to that story, I want to hear about it," said Elena.
"Which one?"
"The Death Squad, I want to hear about the Death Squad."
"Further investigations will be held to see the level of involvement of state or local governments with the so-called Death Squad.”
“What do you know about this?” asked Sasha, as she continued to text on her phone.
“Oh, some stupid news story, my ex-boyfriend got me interested in,” said Elena.
“What happened?” asked Sasha.
"There was a growing gang problem in southern Oklahoma. And the allegation is that the Oklahoma governor created some special purpose task force. They were supposed to train local law enforcement agencies in military tactics so that the local police and county sheriffs could combat these small-town cartels. Law enforcement was not politically popular at the time, so the governor did it in secret so he would be away from the problem, but with the hope that, with proper training, the local police could handle the problem for him,” said Elena.
“But if they were just supposed to be trainers, why are they called the Death Squad?” questioned Sasha. Her eyes were now torn away from the TV and she stared at Elena.
“I don’t know, but it’s apparent they did more than just training.”
"Why was your boyfriend interested?  Wait, was he wealthy because he was into the drug cartels?"
“Haha, no!” Elena mumbled, acknowledging Sasha’s mocking tone. “Chance was just a good stock-broker…although that’s not politically correct anymore. He was a ‘financial advisor.’ He was from Gene Autry, Oklahoma, and some of the stories started in that area. Chance was an odd duck that way; he liked to act like a clown about some things, but when it came to serious issues, he always wanted to be sincere. This case in particular…”
“Men!” grumbled Sasha.
"Yep," said Elena with a chuckle, as she tuned into the television. As she spoke, her words faded off, making it clear she was no longer listening to her friend.
"I don't understand why he didn’t say anything. How could I know someone for so long, and he just quit on me like that?” asked Elena. Shaking her head and turning off the television, Elena turned her attention back to her friend Sasha.
“Maybe that’s just his character,” said Sasha.
“No, I know his character. Look Sasha, sometimes I know I come across as naïve. Maybe there were things about him that I didn’t know, but him? I knew him. I knew his character. Better than anyone else on earth. I’m afraid something is wrong. I’m worried. It’s like he just vanished,” said Elena.
"I don't get it, Elena. He broke your heart. He may have even been cheating on you. Why do you still care for him? But why, why do you still love him?” asked Sasha.
"I love him because he is mine."
They continued talking until almost midnight before they fell asleep with their bodies full of sugar and the artificial preservatives of processed ice cream.
***
CAW CAW CAW CAW
Animal cries broke the silence. Elena jumped from her chair and ran towards the direction of the sound.
“Crows!” she griped to herself. “They must have dragged something onto my porch!”
Elena walked towards the scream and opened her front door.
“Sure enough!” she cried to herself.
Outside, two ravens on the porch were pitted in a battle for a scrap of meat. They furiously shook their heads shook from side to side as they attempted to tear the unknown food source from the other.
“Argh, that smells awful!” Elena cried and covered her face with her shirt.
The two scavengers beat their scarlet-covered wings against each other as they stretched their necks out desperately gripping the meat with their teeth. As they bit down, both threw their talons up against the other. A red mist hung in the air as they two birds continued to fight.  Elena lined up the shot, stepped into a sweeping soccer-style kick and booted the birds off her porch. The fighting was so intense they ignored Elena as she screamed and beat her foot against the ground. Finally, Elena kicked the two jet birds. One of the crows shot from her shoe into her front yard. It skyrocketed through the air and rolled over and over again. Before impacting, the bird threw out its pinions and landed softly on the grass. It circled out in protest and threw its head forward before it turned and flew away.
Finally free from its competition, the other crow dug its head into the meat. In triumph, it threw its head back, a portion of its prize rolling down into its throat. Then, it looked up from its meal as if it were looking directly at Elena. A pasty, red liquid dripped from its beak.
"Is that jelly?" Elena loudly asked as tried to inspect its body.
CAW CAW CAW CAW
The crow's cries went into a decrescendo, as it flew away with the rest of its prize.
"Look over there,” Sasha said.  "Whoa!" Elena jumped back in surprise. She looked back and saw Sasha standing on the porch. "Sasha, I thought you were still asleep. You spooked me, I didn’t see you come out."
"I'm sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you."
"Well, you did."
"Well, there is something that is spooking me."
"What?"
"Look over there," said Sasha, this time pointing to the sky.
High in the air, buzzards flew in a circular motion, in the dark wooded area behind Elena’s house.




CHAPTER 2: THE VIKING FINANCIAL ADVISOR
Jon T. Chance – Henryetta, Ok
Theresa Clark and Julie Jennings worked as office assistants at the Canton Financial Office located on Henryetta’s Main Street. Theresa was a handsome woman approaching her fifties. She had unofficially become the maternal figure in the office, keeping her Financial Advisor organized and her younger counterpart in line. Julie was a part-time employee and a full-time college student.
"That’s odd," said Theresa as she looked down at her watch.
"What's odd?"
"He's late. He's never late. He is always at least fifteen to twenty minutes early? Have you ever seen him come in late?"
"Oh, heck no. I’m always afraid to be late. Wait, have you ever even opened the office?"
“No, I haven’t. I thought that was kind of weird, but this is not like him at all,” said Theresa shaking her head in disbelief.
"Stop!" cried Julie as she jumped from her seat and sat on her office desk. “Do you hear it?” she asked as she clapped her hands in a quiet celebration.
"Hear what?"
"The motorcycle! He's almost here! I know his ride, and I love to hear the roar of that engine!" cried Julie.
“Julie, we’re not talking about the lead singer of a rock band. He’s your employer.”
“I know, I know, but a girl can dream, can't she?"
"No. For starters, you sound like a teenage fan-girl. Secondly, not while you are working for Mr. Chance, Julie. I know him. He likes to have fun outside of the office, but he's very strict when it comes to sales. Tone it down. If you interfere with the bottom line, he will fire you."
“I can hear his car approaching!" said Julie.
"Did you hear anything I just said?" asked Theresa.
"Sorry. Jon Tecumseh Chance is just so...intriguing. Fancy car, nice clothes, he could be like a secret agent or something," Julie curled her hair with her fingers.
"No. He’s more like a Viking who killed a British spy and stole his clothes. I'm always afraid he's going to bust out of a shirt during a sales presentation; he wears his shirts so tight."
“Yes, he certainly is buff. The other day in the gym, I saw him lifting six dishes, all on the bench."
“‘Six dishes?'" asked Theresa.
“Whatever those things are called, you know?" said Julie.
“You mean the forty-five-pound plates?" asked Theresa.
“Yeah, he lifted them like seven or eight times," said Julie.
“Well, he should be strong. The inside of his office smells like a GNC Store."
“That’s funny. Most of those strong guys never do cardio or run. But I have seen him running around Henryetta all the time."
"Yeah, as creepy as you sound, now that you mention it, it is kinda weird," said Theresa. "My husband has also said he sees him running around all the time. He says most big guys just stay in the weight room, but Chance runs quite a bit."
A bell rang, indicating the front door had opened. Julie almost squealed and looked at the bell. Below it was the entrance door. A six-foot tall figure entered the door.
"Mr. Jon T. Chance," said Julie, her eyes lighting up.
Just as Theresa had described, their employer's suit seemed painted onto his muscles. His tan three-piece suit and pink tie with a shiny gold clip were juxtaposed with riding gloves and a black motorcycle helmet that hid his face.
“Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Jon T. Chance," announced Theresa sarcastically. "Now, are you going to remove that helmet? Your audience is patiently waiting for the big reveal."
Chance removed the black helmet, revealing a shock of golden hair cut into a pompadour. 
“T for trouble,” Julie raised her eyebrows for emphasis.
“You know,” a smiling Chance countered, “you are not the first female to say that to me.”
“Well,” interjected Theresa as she stood up from her seat, “you seem pretty confident today. Did anything special occur?"
“I just dominated some weights," said Chance.
“Well, you still smell like a gym,” said Theresa shaking her head as Julie and Chance’s conversation bordered on unprofessional. “Have you been spending time in a supplement store?”
“No, but this morning was a champion combination of protein bars and energy drinks," Chance grinned as he gave an “A-okay” symbol with his fingers. “Wait,” said Julie. “I thought Monday was steak and eggs.”
“Yeah, it used to be," Chance responded. “And you have boasted how Monday is a run day,” Julie continued, her obsessiveness becoming more evident.
“Yes, it was nice. Changed things up. No steak. No eggs. No run. This weekend, no work," said Chance.
“Your routine has changed?” Theresa sounded shocked. “You might as well have changed your religion.”
“I guess in a way you could say that,” Chance answered slowly before shifting his eyes from the ground back to Theresa. “How was your weekend? How is your husband, Willem?”
“Willem?” snorted Theresa. “I almost forgot who you were talking about. My husband works Okmulgee county, but he has been exclusively in Henryetta, but he’s so busy. Willem is so busy, I hardly see him."
"Working in Henryetta? That's crazy. He's a trooper so isn't he assigned to patrol the county?” asked Chance, “He has the whole county and he’s working overtime in this little town?"
"Yup. The overtime is nice, but I would rather not worry about my husband,” she replied. “Whatever happened down in that dirty little town in Little Dixie, it has ripple effects all over the state."
"Yeah, that stuff is spooky. But you can only do so much,” Chance said.
“Sounds like you’re becoming very care-free,” said Theresa.
“I guess you could say that. So what about you Julie? Did you get some studying done this weekend?"
“A little economics, but most of the weekend was history," said Julie.
“History? Yuck! How boring!” exclaimed the amateur body-builder.
“Wait, you're the biggest nerd I know...literally, the most muscled up nerd I know,” said Julie, “you are always dragging on and on about the market and other languages. So you love all that stuff and hate history?"
“Yes! The Greeks believed if you could learn a language, you could learn anything. Then, economics is a story of choices,” said Chance, picking at his helmet. “You could say it is psychology without all the Freudian stuff. It’s all about incentives, and incentives drive everything," said the stockbroker.
“So why don't you like history?" asked Julie.
Chance boasted a broad, arrogant grin, but it dropped from his face. He lowered the volume of his voice, "Who wants to get brought down by the past?"
Chance could feel the eyes of the senior secretary penetrating him. He shook his head and looked back at Theresa. He opened his mouth as if he was going to speak, but then changed his mind and walked straight to his office.





CHAPTER 3: ELENA’S NEW DOG
Elena Doolin - Henryetta, Ok
The buzzards flew high above Elena’s house. The sounds of the crows were drowned by the sound of a car engine turning over. Elena looked up. Sasha was in her car, adjusting her steering wheel.
Sasha left abruptly, leaving Elena standing in front of her house wondering what had just happened. Living out in the country meant Elena could play her cello at odd times without annoying her neighbors. It also meant when she was alone, she was alone. More crows, hidden from her sight, cried out. Buzzards circling in the air began to fly down to the ground.
Elena shivered and then went inside. In the rural environment in which she had grown up, she had been around death. She had seen calves, dogs, cats, all perish under the harsh realities of life on a farm, but this time something was different. The musician stayed inside, splitting the blinds with her fingers and peering out towards the woods.
Her phone buzzed.
She fumbled to unlock the screen.
It’s a murder.
Elena Doolin furrowed her eyebrows in shock as she looked at the screen.
“Who is talking about a murder?” asked Elena to herself.
It was from Sasha Ferrell.
What? Elena typed, as she said the word aloud.
A group of crows is called a 'murder.' Sorry, the English major came out of me. Sasha’s message came a minute later.
You just left. Why are you telling me about a murder of crows? Elena quickly responded.
From our conversation, about what a group of crows is called. A group of crows is called murder. I just answered the question. It’s a murder.
"A murder," said Elena to herself, as she looked out into the woods.
In the distance, she could hear the caws of a murder of crows. A chill ran up her spine, her mouth went dry, and her stomach churned. The sky was now clear.
"They've landed," said Elena. "What’s back there?"
The words hung in the air, answered by no one.
"Something happened back there, and you need to see what it is,” Elena said to herself. She had inherited the house from her parents after they died. It was 80 acres, and she had supplemented her income by allowing ranchers to rent land for cattle. Behind it was a wooded area. As a kid, she had loved that area. She had ridden horses back there, taken friends back there, and gone back there to be alone.
Something did not feel right.
With a new determination, Elena walked briskly into her room, and into her walk-in closet. Inside it, she opened her safe and pulled out her .40 caliber Glock. She press-checked the pistol and nodded her head once she saw the bullet seated correctly in the barrel.
Elena pulled out a holster and hooked it onto her belt before lodging her weapon inside it. Weapons would always be controversial, but in the last few months after the incidents in McCurtain County, everyone she knew had started to carry a handgun, either a revolver or a pistol.
The stress made Elena's front door feel like it weighed a thousand pounds as she opened it.
“What’s back there?” asked Elena.
Crossing the threshold of her front door, she moved forward. Each step she took was deliberate, but she still wanted to turn back and go back inside. The sound of the murder grew louder.
CAW CAW CAW CAW
Her hands began to shake. It was no longer just the shiver running down her spine that bothered her.
Now, she felt a new sensation. Elena’s mind raced and took her back to middle school. She remembered the strange boy who gawked at her and the terrible feeling she had felt returned. Eyes were watching her.
There was no way she could articulate it. It was just a gut feeling and she believed it to be true.
Quickly she drew her pistol. Her movement so fast, that for a split second she was shocked that the semi-automatic handgun was in her hand.
“I know you’re out there!” she tried to yell, but she managed only a whisper.
Elena had not studied tactics, but she knew she was out in the open, and whoever was out in the woods potentially had a clear observation of her.
Another sound caught her ear.
Moving the weapon back to the center of her cheat, in a "ready position," Elena redirected her head to the sound.
Again, she felt eyes watching on the right of her. In her left eye, a shape grew. Quickly she turned her head. The shape went from a gray mass into an animal. She aimed her weapon at the creature.
In an instant, she brought the weapon back to her chest and lowered it. A blue-heeler puppy walked towards her. It was barking, in the same direction where she had felt the eyes watching her.
Then the dog stopped barking, and Elena could feel the eyes no longer.
Holstering her weapon, she walked over to the dog. It was clean and wore a simple collar used to deter ticks. Instantly it began to play at Elena's feet. People in this area would drop off dogs in the country, but those animals were mangy, covered in ticks, and many were afraid of people. This dog had an owner that now Elena would have to find.
“You must have gotten scared and ran away?” asked Elena.
The dog licked her hand and rolled onto its back for her to scratch its belly.
She would find the owner eventually, but right now she enjoyed being distracted from her heart-ache by the puppy that rolled on the ground in front of her.




CHAPTER 4: RECURRING NIGHTMARES
Elena – Henryetta, Ok
The world was cold and dark. In her dream, Elena observed this world only in grayscale. The air was a transparent gray. It was thick and translucent, growing a darker shade of gray with each moment, polluting the open sky. A darker gray grew stronger, filling the open sky with pollution. White snow fell through the air. It began to grow from small white flakes, into globs of dark gray mass. Drifting down to the earth, it brought with it pollutants from a dark smoke that hung in the air.
The ground continued to grow darker from the tarnished snow. The sky became choked out by the smoke, the smoke spreading like an engulfing cancer.
The darkness engulfed the light.
Elena woke up from her dream. Her hand reached for her nightstand, and she turned on the light before throwing her legs over the edge of her bed. She sat up straight and covered her face with her hands as she rocked back and forth. “Not again,” Elena whispered to herself.
***
After a restless night, Elena woke the next morning. She went upstairs and printed fliers with the picture of the dog. Each flyer had her contact information and a picture of the dog. Visiting each of her neighbors, she tried to find the dog's owner but with no success. After asking neighbors in the Wilson community of Henryetta, she then went down into Henryetta proper. She posted the flyers inside of buildings, inside restaurants, and on telephone poles. After finishing handing out the entire stack but three, she decided to go to her church building.
The church was located in the vicinity of the main street. Among other charitable ministries, it was known for its clothing ministry. People from other towns would come to the church for clothes. Even churches of other denominations would send people to the church because of this ministry.
Elena walked into the white building that stood in the corner of their parking lot. The clothing room was called the Samaritan Closet. The Samaritan Closet was located as a white building located in the church's parking lot, and inside there were four rooms. Because of the high volume of foot traffic in the Samaritan Closet, Elena decided to put a flier inside the clothing room and then walked to it.
“Do you have something to give us, honey?"
Lois Hargrave sat at a wooden desk inside the building. She was a silver-haired woman with oval-shaped glasses, and she wore clothes that would have been more fashionable about twenty years earlier. In her seventies, Lois volunteered to work at the Samaritan Closet. She dedicated the last few decades of her life to helping the needy and put in hundreds of hours inside that old building.
“Well, did you bring anything, honey?” Lois asked for the second time.
"Yes, I posted this flyer. A lost dog wandered to my house. I am trying to get it back to its owner."
“Well, there is a box of tacks in the back room, if you want to put that flyer on the announcement board.”
In the back room was another table with different pieces of office equipment. Elena rummaged through the various items—tape, papers, pencils, pens, finally finding a small box of tacks. She was so concentrated on the tacks that she did not look around the room. When she finally did lift her head, she screamed out in fright.
A man stood in front of her.
He was Native American, diminutive but stocky, maybe five foot four inches. He had shoulder-length black hair, and a black bandana which covered his forehead and left his long, jet black hair exposed. If it weren't for his glaring eyes, Elena would have laughed because the man's bandana and long hair reminded her of an ‘80s heavy metal band. The man wore a black tank top which exposed thick muscularity in his neck, shoulders, and arms. He held clothing in his hand that Elena assumed he was going to take. He wore pants that were not like jeans but weren't exactly like work pants with which she was familiar. They had cargo pockets on either side and multiple pockets towards the belt line. His thick black boots were caked in mud and grass.
“I-I didn’t see you there,” said Elena.
Without saying anything, the man rocked his head back as if in silent laughter. His dark eyes stayed focused on Elena as he hung the piece of clothing back onto a hanger. The man never broke eye contact with her, even as he put on the rough jacket. The man remained silent and then left the room.
Standing with her mouth agape, she wondered what just happened. Suddenly, she remembered that her address was on the flyers. The thought of that man stalking her outside of her house made her head hot with fear.
Elena left the room and went back to Lois Hargraves. Lois had her Bible in front of her and looked up as Elena came back into the room.
“Who was that man?” asked Elena.
"That feller that just left?" asked Lois.
"Yes. Who is he?" asked Elena.
"He never says his name. As a matter of fact, he never says anything. He comes in and heads out," said Lois.
"He never signs in or anything?" asked Elena.
"He signs in. His name is right there," said Lois, pointing to a clipboard.
Elena picked up the clipboard and looked at the initials scribbled onto the paper sign-in sheet.
"I can't read this," said Elena.
“Some of the kids have done volunteer work in here. He’s never been ornery, but all the kids were scared of him. They had some nickname for him. They said they’d seen him around the town.”
“A nickname?”
"Yeah, I have forgotten what it was,” said Lois adjusting her glasses. “But you know how it goes.  Homeless guys in a small town always have a persona. They are kind of like the boogeyman, and that persona earns them a nickname. Other than coming for clothes, he's never looking for a handout. Nobody knows his name or where he comes from. They just see him walking everywhere."
She nodded her head and started out the door, a feeling of dread washing over her. “Oh, now I remember,” said Lois.
Elena turned around as she went out the door.
“What?”
“His name?”
“The homeless man?”
“Yes.”
“Well,” said Elena, “what is it?”
“All I remember,” said Mrs Hargrave, “the kids called him ‘The Walking Man.’”




CHAPTER 5: THE WALKING MAN
John T. Chance - Henryetta, Ok
Chance entered his office at 9:05 am. He wore his motorcycle helmet and gloves as well as a gray three-piece suit with a pale-yellow tie. His muscular frame was apparent, but the suit looked loose in his chest, quadriceps, and biceps.
"It's 9:05 am? Where is everyone?" asked Chance.
“We are in the back!" Julie said.
“What is this?" asked Chance "I'm not paying you to play hide-and-seek!"
“Well, Mr. Chance, you’re not paying us enough to risk our lives,” countered Theresa. “Some weirdo came up to the door, so we went into the back so he couldn’t see us.”
"Pardon?" asked Chance.
“That bum,” said Theresa.
"That bum?" asked Chance.
"The Walking Man," said Theresa.
“The Walking Man! That is what they are calling him now?” said Chance laughing. “Yeah, I know him.”
"You know him?" asked Theresa.
“No. I know of him,” said Chance.
"He came up, right to the glass, and looked at us," said Julie.
"What?" asked Chance.
“Stuck his grubby meat-handler up to shade his eyes,” said Theresa, “pressed it against the window, and looked in the office.”
“Well if he’s looking for a free meal, he’s out of luck,” said Chance, laughing. “I’m a financial planner, not a charity ward. Unless he wants some protein bars.”
Theresa looked at Julie, whose eyes were lighting up as she gathered the information from their conversation.
“I wonder what he could want with us?” asked Chance softly, staring down at the ground and refusing eye contact.
“Mr. Chance, are you alright?” Theresa asked. Then she changed the tone of her voice and spoke again, “Mr. Chance, are you losing weight?"
“Is your husband still busy in this area?” Chance ignored her question.
“Yes, and now I think I’m beginning to picture why,” Theresa said and she shuddered as she thought of the Walking Man.




CHAPTER 6: INCIDENT AT THE WILSON COUNTY STORE
Elena - Henryetta, ok
Elena was awake but not fully alert; her green eyes were bloodshot with fatigue. The cellist was in an un-ironed dress that was barely presentable. She walked around her house like a zombie as she looked for her cello. She found the case, packed it into her car before getting into the driver’s seat. She returned to her house and spent the next ten minutes frantically getting ready for school before rushing back to her car. Then, in an attempt to wake herself while driving, she plugged her smartphone into the radio and blared metal-inspired cello music.
Chance had told her about times he had been so tired he fell asleep standing up. He called it “droning.” He had said that people would laugh when someone droned, but in reality, droning was scary. He had seen men go to sleep standing up and only to fall on their faces when they were supposed to move. But the part that Elena remembered now which scared her most was the distorted consciousness. Chance said dreams were terrifying when you trained hard because you would be dreaming about your current situation and you would respond accordingly. He said you would be asleep and then take off into the woods all by yourself. Once, he had put a drop of hot sauce in the corner of his eye to keep himself awake.
The community of Wilson Oklahoma was mainly made of dirt roads. Unsurprisingly, dust shot up as the musician drove down them. Elena felt her car vibrate as she drove. Her eyes were heavy, and every time she blinked it was a deliberate effort to open them again. She slapped herself on the face in an attempt to wake herself up.
But the world still turned gray. The dream began to grow in her mind. The dark smoke from the dream billowed into her mind’s eyes and began to consume her sight. She felt like she was drowning.
The sky turned gray. A dark charcoal smoke went up into the air. Snow fell, creating an ugly mixture of the smoke, bringing the pollutant back to the earth. Flames erupted in the white precipitation.
First, a small yellow glow, then a spark, began to spread, turning into a giant, burning ball with an audible hiss as it consumed whatever it touched. There was nothing but the flame.
The scene shook like an earthquake. The whole world was in a violent tremor.
"Oh no!" screamed Elena.
Her eyes shot open. The vehicle was off the road, veering towards a stop sign. She slammed on the brakes. Immediately, she had awoken from her dream and returned to reality. A man stood at the edge of the right side of the road.
She jerked the wheel to the left, pulling the car back up onto the road. The back of the vehicle continued forward even after she had stopped turning, and the car did a complete 360-degree turn. Dust from the gravel road shot up into the air. A cloud of dust engulfed her. The car sat in the middle of the gravel road.
Elena drew in deep, steady breaths, trying to calm her body from the rush of adrenaline.
A large black pick-up truck drove up next to her.
HONK HONK
"Hey, are you alright?" someone screamed.  "No -"
"Wait, is that Elena Doolin?" the person asked.
Elena looked out the window. It was Lois from church. Her husband was driving.
"Elena, are you okay?"
"Yeah."
"We saw you spin -"
"Wait! Wait, did you see that man that was right there? Short, stocky fellow?"
"Elena, are you sure you okay?"
“The man!” exclaimed Elena, still panicked. “The man. Did you see him?”
Lois stuck her head out her car window and looked down the road, as did her husband.
"Honey, we don't get too many joggers around here."
"I'm okay, Lois. I’m just tired. I am going to go get an energy drink.”
The conversation seemed to drag on, but Elena was too embarrassed to continue. Finally, it ended.  "If you need anything just call us."
“I will,” said Elena as she waved goodbye.
"I know I saw a man right there," she said to herself as she looked back at the stop sign. The man was gone.
Her eyes went to the wooded area off the road. She couldn’t see any sign of where he went.
“Was there even a man there?” she began to question herself. There, not fifty yards in front of her was the gas station. She drove into its parking lot and stopped.
Elena pressed her hands together and quickly said a prayer of gratitude. She gathered her things and turned her car off. She looked out as she opened her door to get out. There outside the gas station, on an old wooden bench, sat a man. His clothes were so worn and ragged Elena could imagine the bitter odor that would assault her nostrils when she passed him.
"Were you -" she spoke as she passed him. The man was thin, frail, and bald, but there was a fiery spirit contained in his eyes.
"Do you got any change?" asked the man.
Despite the initial fear, she felt pity, and she drew a $10 bill from her purse.
Elena could feel the gaze of the man as she walked towards the gas station. Looking up, she gave an awkward smile, and then put the bill into the coffee can that served as a collection plate. The man offered no thanks but sat in silence. She hurried into the store, trying to look unafraid, not allowing herself to think of the homeless man that had been in the Samaritan Closet.
A bell on the door rang as she entered. Inside the store, she reached her hand into her purse and felt a sigh of relief as she felt her pistol. Ever since the Samaritan Closet, fear gripped her heart, but as she touched the weapon, she remembered her training, and her thoughts went to Chance and their failed relationship.
“Keep it together!” she said to herself.
As sorrow grew in her heart, other emotions began to pull at her. Moisture started building in her eyes.
“Ms. Doolin?”
A hand gripped Elena’s arm. In an instant, she threw her hand into her purse and grabbed the pistol, still keeping it in the bag. Her index finger went from along the frame of the weapon into the trigger guard. She snapped her head around, ready to shoot whoever had grabbed her.
“Ms. Doolin, are you alright?”
There stood Samson Otto.
“What are you doing in here, Sam? It’s after 8:00. You should be in class.”
"I had to get gas, or my car would have died. I would have been on time to school, but then I saw you, and you looked so sad, so I followed you in.”
"Sam, you can't miss class -"
"You need to get off the property!" screamed a third voice.
Both Elena and Sam stopped their conversation and turned to the manager who stood behind the cash register. He yelled at the homeless man who still sat outside the store; as he yelled gas station manager slammed the cash register, with such force that the coins in the tray bounced onto the counter. The man then went back from the cash register and looked up at what appeared to be equipment hanging from the ceiling that Sam and Elena couldn't see.
“We spend a pretty penny on this camera equipment, and it just goes out!” the man said, crossing his arms and shaking his head. “Now it’s back on!” he exclaimed. “That guy… that hobo out there is just sleeping out in front of my store, making a general nuisance of himself.”
“Is he still out there?” asked Elena.
“Yep. Now, he’s racked out on my wooden bench. Just like it’s his personal sofa.”
“Let’s get out of here, Ms. Doolin. I’m sorry I missed class,” Sam interrupted.
“It’s alright, Sam,” said Elena, “Trust me, go get a drink. I'll pay for it."
“I can’t,” said Sam
"Just go get the drink, Sam!"
"No-no, let's get out of here!" cried Sam.
"Sam, you have to use your head. Now let’s get in the checkout line and then get out of here. Go get yourself a Coke, and I’ll pay for it.”
The teenager left to get a drink. The manager hissed again. Feeling tired and overwhelmed by the experience, Elena went with Sam to get the drink. Because of all the drama, Elena had forgotten the reason she had come in. She paused for a moment and then went and grabbed an energy drink. Sam grabbed a generic cola, and the two went to the checkout line.
“An energy drink, Ms. Doolin? You know those things can kill you, right?” Sam asked.
“That is the least of my worries right now,” said Elena.
***
The two checked out, with Elena paying for both of their carbonated beverages and then they exited the gas station. As they walked outside, Elena looked over her shoulder. There was the homeless man. He lay unconscious on the store’s wooden bench.
“That’s funny,” said Elena, “he looks kind of organized to be asleep. Look at the way his arms and feet are crossed.”
The man’s arms crossed his chest, and his feet crossed over each other as well. All the pockets on the vagrant’s pants were turned inside out.
***
Elena stood outside the Henryetta church of Christ.  Pulling out her phone, she sent a quick text to the youth minister.   Are you inside?
Her phone pinged almost immediately with a response from Gavan Jenkins, the youth minister. I don’t recognize this number.
Elena replied back. Sorry. It's me, Elena Doolin.
Gavan: Yeah. What's up?
Elena: I wanted to come in and talk to any leadership in the building right now. Is that alright?
Gavan: Yeah. Let me come let you in.
The youth minister walked down from his office to the front door.  Gavan Jenkins was the full-time youth minister at Elena's church. The church had a policy that stated there would be one full-time minister at the building during the work week. The pulpit minister had gone out to meet with someone, so the youth minister, Gavan remained at the church building. Feeling his pocket vibrating, Gavan reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.
"Hey, Elena," he said as he opened the door. "What can I help you with?"
Elena opened her mouth to speak, but there was a loud thud as something heavy dropped in the parking lot.
"Well, for starters, I wanted to talk about that," she said as she entered the church building.
"Are you talking about the boys outside who are working out?" asked Gavan.
"Yeah. Don't you think that's a little weird? Those boys loaded all those weights into the bed of their truck, brought the weights out here, and started working out in the grassy area right outside of the church?"
"I see your concern, Elena, but do you really think it is weird that those teenage boys wanted to work out, and we gave them an area to do so?"
“Don’t they have gyms they can go to?”
"They wanted to save a buck. Look, I understand it's a little weird, but I told the boys they could work out there if they stayed towards the side of the building. They've been out there, and I haven't heard any complaints."
"They are not just working out. In the lunch room today, I heard one of the coaches complaining about it. He said he saw the boys yesterday and they were doing these crazy lifts. He said there was no one out there watching them."
Gavan's face went sheet white. "What do you mean crazy lifts?"
"They are not just ‘pumping iron.' They are doing that Crossfirst, or whatever it is called. They are doing complex movements, and to tell you the truth, they probably need a coach. Those Olympic-style lifts are a great way to get somebody killed. "
The youth minister's face went beet red as he came to the realization that he had made a fool out of himself not just in front of Elena but to anyone who saw those boys out there.
"That makes sense now. The guys had those funny bumper plates...you know, the kind you can drop. Anyways, that kid, Dallas, has gotten huge into ‘functional fitness,'" said Gavan, using air quotes on the phrase for added emphasis. “I had never heard the term before, but I know he is driving his parents crazy over it."
"Yeah. It is huge right now. It's not bad, but it is very technical, and I don't think those crazy teenage boys know what they are doing."
"I'm so embarrassed. I will take care of that problem," said Gavan. "Is there anything else you need?"
It was now Elena's turn to blush, and she became red before speaking. "Yes. Do you spend much time in the Samaritan Closet?"
"No. Why?"
“Well, there’s a man that goes to the clothing room.”
"Do you know his name?"
"No, but I've heard people call him the Walking Man. Anyways, I am afraid of Lois being out there by herself."
"The Walking Man? I have heard that name, and I do go out there to check on Lois, but I have never seen him out there. Maybe he's scared of me," said Gavan in a joking manner, then he refocused his attention to Elena. "Has this 'Walking Man' done anything to make you think he would hurt someone?"
“Well, not exactly.”
“But you are afraid of him?”
"Absolutely."
THUM THUM THUM THUM
Her words were cut off as bumper plates slammed against the ground.
“Do you want Don or me to go out there with Lois? She usually has other workers out there, but if there isn’t would you like me to go out there too?”
"Yes. I can't describe it, but I just don't feel comfortable with that man around here."
"I'm sorry about that," said Gavan. "I will see what I can do."
"It is just I am afraid someone will get hurt."
THUM THUM THUM THUM
A horrific scream erupted immediately following the sound.
Quickly looking at each other, both Gavan and Elena sprinted out to the screams.
Outside, Dallas Chetham lay on the ground. About five to six feet away was the culprit. It was a bar with six forty-five plates on either side. The truck that had all the weights in it was still running, and the tailgate was open with the bed of the truck empty. Elena felt the urge to vomit as she looked at Dallas' right leg and saw a bone protruding from his skin, just above his ankle. Dallas tried to speak to them, but in his agony, his words came out as incomprehensible sounds.
"He's bleeding pretty badly," said Elena.
"No, he's not. He's got a tourniquet on," said Gavan. "Quick, Elena, call 911."
Elena pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed the number. The emergency operator answered, and as Elena attempted to speak her voice was drowned out by ambulance sirens as the vehicle turned in right next to them. Elena looked over at Dallas one more time. There, underneath the tourniquet, was a black bandana. The bandana looked identical to the one she had seen the Walking Man wearing.
Immediately, the first responders leaped from the vehicle with equipment in hand and started to secure Dallas onto a stretcher. While two paramedics were working on Dallas, a third paramedic came to the realization that he was the odd man out. Elena overhead one of the senior paramedics tell the third man to get their information, and the man nodded and then walked over to the group.
"You guys threw that tourniquet on like a pro," said the paramedic.
“Is he going to be alright?” asked Elena.
"Who threw that tourniquet on?"
Gavan and Elena didn't know how to respond but looked back at the two teenagers beside the truck.
"How did this happen?" asked the paramedic.
The teenagers remained silent and then looked at each other, trying to figure out who should speak first. Elena thought it was odd because the two boys were standing right next to the truck, but Dallas was at least ten feet away from then.
"Adam, Paul," said Gavan, "what happened out here?"
"Why did you have all those weights in the bed of your truck in the first place?" asked the paramedic.
"The weights, the weights rolled back on him. From the truck right on his leg!" cried Paul.
Adam Gibbon turned to the paramedic:
"We read about how Arnold used to load up weights in his truck, then he and his friends would go out into woods in Austria and work out. We thought we would do the same...except with functional fitness instead of bodybuilding. So we loaded up all the weights in the truck bed and came out here to work out. We finished up our workout and started to load the weights in my truck bed. We've never done it this way before. We put all the plates on the bar. I've had issues with my tailgate before -” The teenager felt his throat tighten and he couldn’t speak. "I didn't mean to get Dallas hurt. The tailgate swung open, and the weights rolled when I started driving. I didn't know this, but Dallas was right behind me. Those were all the plates Dallas had. It was over six hundred pounds."
Adam cupped his face in his hands, and Paul, not sure what to do, looked at his friend and patted him on the shoulder.
"How did you get that weight off of him?" asked the paramedic, "seriously who threw that tourniquet on him? You did great."
“I only know one man that could lift that much weight,” said Gavan to himself, “but he’s dead.”
Gavan intended for the comment to be an internal dialogue, but he said it so loudly that the others heard his comment.
"Well, who lifted that weight off of him?" asked the paramedic.
Adam said nothing and shook his head.
"Adam, Paul," said Gavan, "you need to speak to this man. You sound like you are hiding something. Why aren't you talking to us?"
"Because," said Paul, "because..."
"It is because they are afraid," said Elena, "but not for the reason you think they are."
Adam and Paul looked at Elena. They did not want to publicly acknowledge that she was right, but ever so slightly, Adam nodded his head as a note of appreciation to Elena.
“Well at least tell me who called us,” said the paramedic.
"It was," said Adam, this time visibly shaking, "it was the same man that lifted the weights off of Dallas."
The paramedic was about to ask another question, but he was called back to his vehicle. The paramedic shook his head in frustration as he ran back to the ambulance and then got in. The driver got into the ambulance, and the ambulance took off with lights and sirens going as it traveled to the emergency room. The teenagers knew where the hospital was and, leaving the weights on the ground, they got into Adam's pickup truck and drove off, kicking up dust as they went. Gavan and Elena turned to each other, trying to figure out what just happened.
As the ambulance sirens grew quieter as they left, a new set of approaching sirens grew louder. The sounds grew louder, and then three police cars pulled into the grassy area where Adam's truck had just been. The last police car which came in almost hit the bar of weights, until the driver jerked the vehicle out of the way at the last second.
“Whoa!” said one of the policeman as he saw his buddy almost crash into the weights.
“What the heck is that doing out there?” asked the second police officer.
"That's a good question," said Gavan. "Apparently somebody moved it, but we don't know who. You guys are rolling pretty deep, aren't you?"
“Do you guys not watch the news?” asked the last police officer.
"What do you mean?" asked Elena. "The ambulance already beat you here officers. They picked up the boy and took off."
"Well, as of just a few hours ago, ambulance and fire are not supposed to be going places without us securing the scene," said the senior officer. "But I am glad they got the boy out of here."
“Are you Elena Doolin?" asked one of the younger police officers.
“Yes. How do you know my name? Why are there three officers here?”
“You’re not in trouble, young lady, we just want to talk to you," said the senior officer.
"What is this about?" asked Gavan.
The younger two officers started to get frustrated with Gavan and Elena, but the senior officer, who was the oldest of the three, raised his hand, calming down both the younger officers and Elena and Gavan. The senior officer remained silent, and slowly he took notes out of his breast pocket and started to look at them while the others looked on.
“Ms. Doolin, were you at the Wilson Community Gas Station this morning?"
Elena's eyes bulged from her eyes. "Yes, I was."
“Do you remember anything about this morning?”
"Did I hit that homeless man?" asked Elena. "Did you find a man out in the road? I didn't feel my vehicle hit anything, but I fell asleep at the wheel. Is there anything out on the road?"
The younger officers brought their hands in front of their body, ready to take action, but the senior officer raised his hand again, calming the situation down.
"No, there were no signs of any problems on that road. We brought in dogs, and they would have found a person in that area. The manager stated you and a student were at the store. Was there anything that you saw at the store?"
“There was a homeless man outside of the store,” said Elena.
"Anything strange about him? Did he do anything weird?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact. It was strange that the homeless man was wide awake when I went into the store, and then when we left, he was fast asleep."
"And about what time was that?" asked the senior officer.
"That was exactly eight o'clock this morning. The manager's security footage had gone out at just that time."
“Yes it did,” said one of the younger officers.
“What happened to that homeless man? Did he do anything?”
The senior officer looked at the younger officers as they glanced at him for guidance.
"What is this about?" asked Elena. "What did that man do?"
Elena had been so focused on speaking to the senior officer that she did not see one of the younger officers walk off. She did not know the man had left until he came back and handed her a clipboard with documents.
"What is this?" asked Elena, staring down at the documents in her hand.
"It's a witness statement," said the senior officer. "We need you to write down what you saw."
“What I saw? I just told you.”
“I understand, but we need that on paper,” said the senior officer.
“But why?”
The younger officers looked at the senior officer again. The senior officer grimaced as he thought about the information he was about to release to both Gavan and Elena. In the world of social media, he didn’t want them to release information, but at the same time, he was surprised that they had not heard anything about the crime already.
“Ms. Doolin, that homeless man was killed. The security footage time was a little off, so we don't know what time this horrible act occurred. From what you and the manager say, that man was killed at almost exactly the time you went to the store, and you just told me it was 0800 hours. I will write a supplemental report, but your testimony ties the murderer to that store at the time you just reported."
"Whoa!" said Gavan.
"But I didn't hear a weapon or anything like that. It was entirely silent. How did it happen?” asked Elena.
The senior officer grimaced again, unsure whether or not to give her information. He had more knowledge and hoped that the facts would not influence her witness statement.
“Sir?” asked Elena.
Elena looked so concerned that one of the younger officers felt sorry for her.
"His neck was broken," the younger officer said.
"Like he-he fell down?" asked Elena.
"No. It's more like the homeless man fell out of a Greco-Roman toss. That man was thrown down on his head, and broke his neck."
“But he looked like he was sleeping when I left,” said Elena.
“Well then hopefully he died instantly. That would not be a good way to go,” said the senior officer.
"So you're saying that whoever killed that man went straight up to him, killed him, and is now running around Henryetta?” asked Gavan.
"No," said Elena. "Here is what he is hinting at: somehow someone turned off the security footage at the gas station and then grabbed that man in some sort of judo hold and threw him down so hard it killed him. That someone then went back, turned the camera back on, and left the area. That is what he is saying.”
"And that's why three officers in a small town are going to one call, right?" asked Gavan. "That man is still around town isn't he?"
"I wish I knew that. I would feel a lot of safer if I did," said the senior officer.
"Please, I know this is a police matter, but just to make me feel safer, are there any clues?" asked Gavan.
The senior officer shook his head and walked over to the weight-lifting bar with the six hundred pounds of attached weights.
He set his foot on top of the plates on the right side and put his hands on his hips.
"I wish there were," said the senior officer.
"I think the clue is literally right under your nose," said Elena. "Go talk to Adam and Paul. I think they may have a potential suspect for you."




CHAPTER 7: THE THIN LINE BETWEEN ECCENTRIC AND MADNESS
Elena - Henryetta, ok
At 09:10 am, Chance entered his office. He removed his motorcycle helmet from his head. He wore the same suit as he had the day prior, but his secretaries did not recognize this. However, they did notice how loose they hung on his body. His yellow tie lay limply against his wrinkled shirt.
 
Theresa could not hide her shock. She stared at Chance as if he had an additional appendage growing out of his forehead. The stock-broker recognized this look but was too fatigued to think of something intelligent to say to distract her.
 
“Mr. Chance!” screamed Theresa.
 
“Why are you staring at me like that?”
 
“Charles LeMay!” cried Theresa.
 
“Charles LeMay?" asked Chance.
 
“Yes!  You have an appointment in fifteen minutes!” screamed Theresa, in shock not just with her boss, but the fact she was raising her voice at her employer.
 
“Charles LeMay,” said Chance absent-mindedly as he walked towards his door, “the name sounds familiar.  Do you know where he is from?”
 
“No, but the account is huge!” exclaimed Theresa. “You have to be on your A-game.”
 
Chance walked to his door and opened it.  He rested his back against the door jam, and looked up to the ceiling, rolling his eyes around as he thought.  Then he turned his attention to Julie.
 
“Julie, I'm stuck in my office with other things. Otherwise, I would do this task myself. I need you to look up Charles LeMay on his social media page. Find his hometown, and if you can’t do that, look through the pictures on his page. If you can't find it that way, I want you to look through his personal pictures, or his family members’ profiles and identify his hometown. Get this done, Julie, and then in fifteen minutes, I'll be back to check on your progress."
 
Awkwardly, Julie Tamber acknowledged what Chance had told her to do. Chance went into his office and closed the door, leaving the two women staring at themselves in silence.
 
***
 
“Show me what you dug up,” said Chance.
 
Chance stood behind Julie's computer looking at its screen. Julie, who just a few minutes prior had idolized her boss, was now very uncomfortable.
 
"Mr. Chance, your eyes are blood-shot."
 
“Gene Autry! Just like I thought!"
 
“Gene who?”
 
“That’s his town. Gene Autry. Julie, call him and cancel his appointment. I am not talking to him."
 
Theresa spewed water out from her mouth.  Her mouth gaped open in astonishment.
 
“You can’t just cancel!” Theresa wiped water from her mouth as she spoke to Chance.
 
"Mr. Chance, he'll be here in five minutes!" said Theresa still holding the bottle of water in her mouth.
 
"Find a way. Make it happen!"
 
With that Chance left the room, went into his office and closed the door.
 
"What do I do now?" asked Julie.
 
"Well, call him, I guess," said Theresa as she wiped the liquid from her desk.
 
Three times Julie called his number, and three times there was no answer. She thought about leaving a message but knew if she tried to lie she would stammer over the phone. She went to his office and knocked on the door.
 
“Mr. Chance?”
 
Chance quickly opened the door. He partially opened it and wedged himself in the doorway. Out of curiosity, Julie extended her neck to look around him and into the room.
 
"Julie!" he barked.
 
"Sorry," said Julie.
 
Then she looked at him. There was no tie around his neck, and his blue shirt was wrinkled and not tucked into his pants. On his face were black sunglasses that covered his bloodshot eyes and his swollen cheekbones.
 
“Ms. Julie?”
 
“Is everything alright. I was not able to reach Mr. LeMay -”
 
“Leave him a text-“
 
“He’ll be here in five minutes –”
 
“Don’t answer the door.”
 
“Mr. Chance!” cried Julie.
 
The bell rang, and Julie and Chance stood in silence waiting for Theresa’s response.
 
Theresa's voice burst through.
 
“Mr. LeMay, please have a seat, Mr. Chance will be with you shortly.”
 
Julie gave her former idol a disapproving nod and clicked her tongue at him. She knew that back in the day when she respected him, he would have fired her for her current attitude.
 
But that was not today. Chance was different. He slammed the door, centimeters from Julie's face. Now more confused than any other emotion that toyed with her, she returned to her desk. She turned to speak to Theresa but was immediately interrupted by Chance's loud voice.
 
“Mr. LeMay it’s great to meet you.”
 
“Mr. Chance!”
 
“Sorry about the appearance, I’ve come down with pink eye, let’s go into my office, we’ll discuss your needs there.”
 
***
 
LeMay and Chance came out of his office laughing, as he told a story. The two secretaries stared at each other, shocked at what they were witnessing. It appeared, Mr. Chance been able to close the deal. Somehow, he had built and established trust with Charles LeMay, despite his unprofessional appearance.
 
“Mr. LeMay, it’s been an honor doing business with you. My secretaries will show you out.”
 
"No, the honor is all mine.”
 
Mr. LeMay approached Julie's desk, where the documents should have been prepared for him to sign. Julie's mouth gaped, not at the fact that she was unprepared, but because Chance had been able to close the deal.
 
“Boy that boss of yours could talk the pants off of a nun,” said Mr. LeMay.
 
"Ms. Theresa, can you help me?" whispered Julie to Theresa, "I don't have the documents, and can you prepare them for me? He closed the deal, and I don't even know if he had shoes on."
 
“This day is getting weirder. Yes, I’ll prepare them, you keep him busy.”
 
“Gene Autry,” said Julie, refocusing her attention to LeMay, "that is a peculiar name for a town."
 
"Yes, it is. Named after the actor."
 
“The actor?”
 
“You kids don’t know about the classics. The singing cowboy from the 1930s. Say, you know what? That's why your boss seemed so familiar."
 
“Because of Gene Autry?”
 
“Yeah, there was a kid there - Chance Freeborne. His dad was the City Engineer and owned a ranch. The kid was a cowpoke for his dad, but he desperately wanted out of small-town life. Your boss reminds me of him."
 
"That is strange, what are the chances of that?”
 
Julie and LeMay laughed at the pun, and Theresa snuck back into the conversation with the prepared documents.
 
“Here you go sir,” said Theresa, and then she walked him through the documents he needed to sign. Following that, he smiled at the women and left.
 
The bell rang as he left with no response from Chance.
 
Julie turned towards Theresa.
 
“Something is off,” said Theresa.
 
“Obviously. Do you think he is sick?”
 
“Maybe, but that is not what is wrong.”
 
“He’s eccentric?”
 
“Very. But again, that is not what is wrong.”
 
"Well, what is wrong with Mr. Chance?"
 
“He’s conflicted. I don’t know why, but he is.”
 




CHAPTER 8 THE PAST
Gavan Jenkins – Henryetta, OK
Social Media Messenger Conversation Thread between Gavan Jenkins and Ulysseus Dale
 
Gavan: Ulysses, what's going on? I've got a question for you.
 
Ulysseus: What's up?
 
Gavan: Do you remember that kid from our high school?
 
The Poncan kid, he had long hair played football and wrestled too. Or his dad was Poncan, his mom was Osage. Do you remember that kid's name?
 
Ulysseus: Seriously? You forgot that guy’s name?
 
His nickname was the Osage Badger.
 
That guy was like a legend in our town - with a Chuck Norris-style-facts attributed to him after he graduated.
 
The dude broke his neck in a football game and then finished the game.
 
Gavan: Heck yeah, I remember that. He didn't break his neck, but he led with his head on a tackle, and it stunned his system. That hit gave him a pretty lousy stinger, and for like twenty minutes he couldn't feel his hands. It didn't break, but he got feeling back. And, yes, he did finish the game. Yeah, what was that dude's name?
 
Ulysseus: Are you serious? You seriously forgot that guy's name? You know he joined the army after high school, and was in Desert Storm, right? He left the army and went back to the University of Central Oklahoma where he eventually graduated with a degree in Forensic Science. Then, he graduated from college and served the head security guy for a Rap Metal Band from Florida from the late 90s until 9/11 happened, and he joined the Army again.
 
I saw him in a History Channel presentation on the Battle of '73 Easting.
 
Gavan: Alright, man, what was his name?
 
Ulysseus: His name was Asher Cries-For-War.
 
Gavan: Well, probably from the head injuries he inflicted on the scout team. The other day, I saw a homeless man who looked just like him.
 
Really wish it wasn’t him, but he reminded me of him.
 
Ulysseus:  Well, that couldn’t be him.
 
Gavan: Alright, Ulysses, I am getting annoyed with these dramatic pauses.
 
Why?
 
Why could it not be Asher Cries-For-War?
 
Ulysseus: Because he is dead. He died a few years ago. Asher retired from the army, came home to spend more time with his family and died. It was tragic.
 
He was a good man.
 
Gavan: Yes, that is tragic.
 
He was a very good man.
 
Gavan sat behind his computer. Impacted by the words he had just seen. He had not seen Asher Cries-For-War in years, but he remembered the idealism the guy generated on the football team. Asher Cries-For-War was a born leader.
 
“Alright, Mr. Google, what can you tell me about Mr. Asher Cries-For-War.”
 
His fingers typed in the name.
 
Asher Cries-For-War “Football”
 
Ponca City Tribune: Life Styles
Former Ponca City resident, Asher Cries-For-War graduated from Ranger School in Fort Benning, GA last week. Ranger school is the premiere light infantry, leadership school in the Army. It is a grueling 61-day course that evaluates leaders on their fundamentals of infantry doctrine and leadership as they are pushed to their physical, mental, and emotional limits. Traditional students in this course are lower enlisted Soldiers from Airborne Units, or newly commissioned officers preparing for their career. The 37-year old Poncan Native was neither. SFC Asher Cries-For-War, already a veteran of both Desert Storm and Operation Iraqi Freedom, entered the school and was an initial “go” in each of the phases, but lost an item of equipment in “Florida” phase.
SFC Cries-For-War informed the Tribune that he never lost accountability in his career, but he had a "bad episode of droning." "Droning", explained Asher, is the effect of sleep deprivation, and it is when a Ranger school student is not aware if he is awake, asleep or dreaming. After receiving a "Day 1 Recycle", the 37-year old veteran passed the Ranger physical fitness test, but his days of adversity were not yet done. After his initial success, Asher went on to recycle each phase at least one time, for a total of ten months at the school.
About the ordeal, Asher Cries-For-War did not complain but responded that Ranger School is a school designed to "save lives through strict principles that enforce adherence to the fundamentals. This ain’t a career, it’s a service.”
Asher Cries-For-War graduated last week and returns to his unit, the infamous 1-509th IN (ABN) OPFOR where he deployed to Iraq in 2004-2005. He graduated from Ponca City High School where he was an All-State Selection at Inside Linebacker. Asher Cries-For-War hopes to return to Ponca City after retirement.




CHAPTER 9: FALL FROM GLORY
Chance - Henryetta
Chance walked into his office at 09:17 am. He was wearing his helmet and black gloves. His immaculate suit was extremely loose; he looked like a boy wearing his father's suit. The secretaries did not acknowledge the fact he was late, and no longer had a confused look plastered on their faces when he was not early. The television in the office was on, which he never allowed unless clients were in the room.
"Why is that TV on?" asked Chance.
"There is some big news," said Julie.
"It's going to happen," said Theresa, "the state Congress is going to impeach the governor."
"I don't care about Ragnog. I don't care about McCurtain County. I definitely don't care about the governor," said Chance, "what pertains to us?"
“He set up some agency that no one else knew about," said Julie.
"Wait, did you say agency?" asked Chance.
"Cass Masterson setup some sort of group. Something semi-illegal and off the radar so that nothing could be pinned on him."
"The news said that?" asked Chance.
"Yes, it's been all over the news," said Julie.
"But what did he set up?"
“Some sort of advisory group and only he knew about it.”
“What does your husband think about it?” asked Chance.
"Nothing. The state is investigating the Highway Patrol, but no one in OHP had any knowledge of any wrongdoing. My husband says it will not affect them."
"What did the news say?" asked Chance.
“Those illegal elements of the state government, which were created by the governor, went around the state teaching local cops to fight like soldiers," said Theresa.
"Modeled after Green Berets," said Chance, his a distant whisper.
“Green Berets?” asked Julie.
"US Army Special Forces. They have the unconventional mission of going around the world training insurgents and/or strategically aligned allied armies," said Chance.
"That's not how it went. Policemen aren't soldiers," said Theresa. "Soldiers are a different type of tough. Young, ambitious, and, at times, brash. Policemen are older and supposed to be wiser. From what the news said, my husband says it sounded like they got a bunch of young guys going out to train older cops in tactics, and they didn't appreciate it. The advisory group went down to the Kiamichi Mountains and got wiped out, then the governor cut all ties."
"Left them out there to die," said Chance aloud, and Theresa could not tell if he said it to himself or them. Then he repeated, "left them out there to die?”
"Sounds like it," said Theresa.
“Sounds like the governor found some young, ambitious men, and he manipulated them to his advantage,” said Chance.
“Why do you say that?” asked Theresa.
"Just from what you said," said Chance.
There was an awkward silence as Chance stood still staring at his two office assistants, with the black helmet still on his head.
"Mr. Chance, are you going to take off that helmet?” Julie ejaculated. "I feel like I'm at a political debate inside of a cosplay convention.”
"How forgetful of me," he said as he pulled the helmet off his head.
"Mr. Chance, your face! That bruise covers half of your face!"
Chance reached up and felt the tender, bruised skin on his cheekbone.
"Mr. Chance," said Theresa, "this Savate, motorcycles, and every other wild thing you do, it's starting to take a toll on you. You look exhausted, and that bruise looks horrific."
"I think I will just stick to cardio equipment," said Chance, his voice noticeably weak. His bruised face looked up at Julie, "Speaking of gyms. Julie, that girl I see you with, does she still go to that gym?"
Julie was thrown off by his question, and the repulsion in her face was apparent. "Sometimes."
"Good talk," said Chance nodding his head. "I need to get into my office. It seems like you ladies know everything there is to know about Henryetta.”
"Thanks, Mr Chance. We're definitely learning a lot from you, too," said Theresa.
Chance smiled, his smile thin and artificial. He nodded and went to his office. The door slammed, and the two women could hear it lock.
“I knew it,” said Theresa
“Knew what? That he is a psycho?” said Julie.
“It’s obvious.”
“That he’s a psycho?”
"No. It's a girl that's bothering him."
"What?"
"Yeah, Ms. college student. Turn off your infatuation with him. He is your employer."
“I don’t think infatuation with him will ever be an issue again.”
“And why is that? What has replaced your infatuation for him?”
“Pity. Chance looks awful."
"Yes, he does. All this drama in the world and he's hung up on a girl."
“You think she ended it, and that’s why he is all hung up?”
"Of course. Don't you remember Chance always talked about eating steak and eggs on Monday mornings? He isn't eating right, so he must not have someone cooking for him; I don't like to be stereotypical, but do you remember what he eats now? He chows protein bars and sucks down energy drinks. That is what he survives on! If that doesn't say 'single guy' I don't know what would. He changed something about himself, he has made a mistake, and it is killing him. What kind of a fool would dump a woman who served him steak and eggs?"
***
Julie, after finishing tasks for Gavan looked around her and then pulled up social media onto her computer.  Theresa had gotten to Julie about using social media at work, but now, Julie felt compelled to send a message to her friend, Elena Doolin.
Julie: Remember that guy from the gym?
Elena: The "Viking God"? Yes, Julie, I remember.
Julie: John T. Chance. You know him?
Elena: I think it's pretty obvious, isn't it?
 Julie: The light bulb just went off. You were dating. After I described the "Viking God" you quit going to that gym.
Elena: BINGO
 Julie: Well, whatever pain he inflicted on you, he's receiving it ten times worse.
Elena: Is he okay?
 Julie: He is getting weirder and weirder.
It's not cute. Chance's eccentricities are no longer charming. He grows exceptionally absent-minded unless he is hyper-focused on whatever is in his mind. I have seen him write a client's name over one hundred times on a sheet of paper, then get up and put it in the shredder.
Lately, he has been wringing his hands in pain, and then he will stare at them for five to ten minutes as if he has never seen them before. His hygiene is getting worse. He is starting to be more like the "Unromantic Viking." His blonde hair is growing longer and unkempt. His teeth are turning an unattractive shade of yellow, and his fingernails are becoming jagged claws.
I would say he may have broken your heart, but something has stolen his soul.




CHAPTER 10: A DAY AT THE RANGE
Elena – Henryetta, Ok
"Don't call him," said Sasha as she loaded rounds into her Desert Eagle. "He's a scumbag. He's getting what he deserves."
 
“I’m worried,” said Elena. "You should have read the message my friend sent me. She reached out to me because she was so worried. She said he ‘lost his soul.'"
 
Sasha stopped loading her weapon and looked up at her friend.
 
"Really?" she asked, raising her eyebrows with interest.
 
"Yes. Those words."
 
“You’re worried about him? Come on, Elena. I took you to the range so you wouldn't have to think about him. I want to know everything you know about guns, training, everything. I guess I've just gotten the tactical bug from hearing you talking about training. Your ex-boyfriend sounds like a psycho. Forget about him.”
 
"Yes, he does. But I know him. Something is bothering him."
 
"All those secrets he had. How do you know he would not have hurt you?"
 
“Sasha, why would you even say that?”
 
"Think about it. You said Chance has money, but he just started as a stockbroker? He may be a good-looking dude, but people aren't going to want to buy financial products from a space cadet, even if he looks like a ‘roided out Matt Damon. He's got money and guns. He’s got to be tied to drugs or some other scandal."
 
"Maybe you're right, but"
 
"But you love him anyway? Even if he runs a cartel?”
 
“Of course.”
 
“Unconditional love? Is that what you have for him?”
 
“Is there any other kind?”
 
Sasha's eyes lit up as she realized Elena had just hit her with a conceptual haymaker.
 
"I don't know what to say."
 
“I know it’s corny.”
 
"It's not corny; it's profound. It is foreign to me. That is what I mean.”
 
"I'm just a misguided idealist, don't be envious of me."
 
"But if I am honest with myself, I am jealous of you. I am jealous of your character," said Sasha. She suddenly looked to her left and right, conscious of those around her, and came forward and whispered to Elena, "You are the best person I know."
 
“Well, people change, Sasha.”
 
“I know, that is why this mess is so confusing. Here, it’s your time to shoot.”
 
Elena stood on the line. Sasha pressed the button, and the paper target traveled back on the rail. Elena raised her weapon. Five shots, fired with a consistent rhythm. All five shells flew over her shoulder at almost the same trajectory each time.
 
“Pull it back, Sasha. I want to see how my shots grouped together.”
 
The target came back on the rail, and Sasha pulled it down, holding the paper target it in her hands.
 
“I only see three rounds hit.”
 
“Let me see.”
 
Elena shook her head. "No, that's five. Two rounds were almost right on top of each other. That's five."
 
Sasha shook her head. "No. Just three."
 
"One, two, three, four, five," said Elena, pointing to each individual hole as she counted.
 
“The rounds! The rounds are on top of each other!"
 
Elena bit her lip in a vain attempt to hide her pride and nodded in agreement with Sasha.
 
“Elena, do you remember anything about your past life? Were you an assassin in another life?”
 
Laughing out loud, Elena shook her head in disagreement, and crashed forward, resting her head against her friend's shoulders. "No, I’m afraid not.”
 
“Here take a look at mine,” said Sasha, handing her target to Elena.
 
“You like power, Sasha. It’s comparing apples to oranges. You were all over the place, and you are carrying a different type of weapon.”
 
“But I hit my target.”
 
"No, you destroyed it," said Elena. "It's a trade. The more powerful guns have more stopping power, but a smaller caliber is good because the recoil effects take less time to recover from. Because of that, you can be more consistent in the grouping of your shots."
 
"Wow, Elena! You should give up being a cellist and become an assassin."
 
"No thanks. I'll stick to being Elena Doolin.”




CHAPTER 11: HENRYETTA LOST AND FOUND
Elena Doolin - Henryetta, Ok
Gavan, still in the hospital with Dallas, sent a text message to Elena:
 
Elena, can you cover me for about two hours? I worked a schedule with Dallas’ parents, so there would always be someone with him, while they are waiting for his Dad to get out of the Laredo oilfield. I’ve got some reunion stuff I have to take cover. Can you cover for me, for like two hours?
 
Elena quickly responded: Yeah, sure. I'll head over there after work if that is cool.
 
Gavan: Yeah, that’d be great. But be prepared. He had a pretty bad break, and he is acting a little goofy.
 
***
 
“Ms. Doolin!” exclaimed Dallas as she entered the room. He gave a broad cheesy grin, and his eyes gleamed, showing enormous dilated pupils.
 
"Doc just took some pain medication, Ms. Doolin, so he is not the best for conversation,” said Gavan.
 
“Oh, to the contrary! I am in a great position to converse!” cried Dallas.
 
“Ah,” said Elena laughing, “I see what you mean.”
 
"Elena, I'm sorry I have to step out. I have a high school reunion that is coming up. It requires me to do a lot of research, and I'm not great at it."
 
“You should have my friend Sasha Ferrell -”
 
“Yes, Elena, you don’t have to say her name -”
 
“MS. FERRELL!” exclaimed Dallas.
 
“You can see for yourself, Elena, that she is somewhat of a legend among adolescent boys," said Gavan.
 
“Urban legend of hotness!” exclaimed Dallas.
 
"You just had to say her name," he said shaking his head. "You see what I have to put up with? Their infatuation is so bad, I’ve had some of their parents call me to try to talk to them. She must have cast a spell on them.”
 
"Well, she complains about their infatuation too," said Elena, "do you not want her to help with the research?"
 
“Trust me the talk about her gets a little annoying. Yeah, I’ll have her help me, that way I can stop trying to avoid my friends who are always asking me about the reunion.”
 
“Ms. Doolin!” interrupted Dallas.
 
"Dallas, I've got to go. Do not say anything you would regret," said Gavan, and then turning to Elena, he thanked her and apologized for the awkward situation he was leaving her in.
 
“Ms. Doolin, it is true. We do talk about Ms. Ferrell, but we talk about you too -”
 
“Dallas!”
 
"No, I'm not trying to be offensive. I just mean we talk about who is hotter."
 
“That’s great Dallas, is that the most serious matter you discuss in the locker room? Let me guess, Ms. Ferrell always wins?”
 
"Yes, but it's not like you think. You are way more beautiful than Ferrell -"
 
“Dallas, please stop, before you embarrass yourself.”
 
"No, I'm serious. You are, it's just...it's just, there’s something different about Ms. Ferrell. She is like a goddess. Look, I know were guys and I know we’re dumb, but I’m smart enough to see that you are better than her. We are infatuated with her, yes, but we know you are the type of woman we would marry. I pity the fool who would turn you down.”
 
"Dallas, that is still completely inappropriate," said Elena, "but surprisingly sweet. You will still be embarrassed when you remember this conversation."
 
Gavan Jenkins came back into the room, both Elena and Dallas directed their attention towards him.
 
“You’re back so soon?” asked Elena.
 
“No, I just got off the phone with Samson’s mom. Have you seen him lately?”
 
“Not since yesterday.”
 
“His mom hasn’t seen him since last night.”




CHAPTER 12: RETURN OF THE RUNAWAY
Elena - Henryetta, Ok
Elena sat in her office with a rolled up paper in her hand. She had a break between classes, and had completed all her grading assignments. She opened the newspaper and her eyes scanned over the titles.
 
"The Henryetta Herald," she said to herself.
 
The award-winning cellist had been in the paper when she was a kid. Her name and a brief biography was put in the Henryetta Herald when she returned to be the school's orchestra director. While she had been in the paper before, she did not expect to be in the Herald today.
 
Her name was not mentioned, but she still felt as though she was a part of the story. The Henryetta Herald discussed the murder outside of the gas station. Goosebumps spread over Elena’s skin, as she read "the victim appeared to have been thrown on his head." The paper glossed over the specifics, and there, at the end of the article was the following:
 
“Authorities have no details on the suspect, and state the only information they have on the suspect is that he is known only as "the Walking Man."
 
Shaking her head at the moniker, she felt disgusted at the situation. So many times, the Walking Man had been so close to her.
 
Flashes from the past overwhelmed her mind. She was not only seeing the past images. Elena was now reliving the experiences.
 
She could hear a murder of crows fighting over the carcass. As she walked back to the clothing room, the smell coming from the room tickled her nose. Elena could feel the eyes of the Walking Man upon her.
 
The Walking Man, was now there, in her mind, staring at her.
 
The sound of a cell phone ringing stirred her out of her trance.
 
She answered the phone. “Hello.”
 
No answer.
 
On the other end of the line, she could hear struggled breathing. She abruptly ended the call. But this time, it was not a blocked number, the number appeared in her history log.
 
Elena gritted her teeth and dialed the number. 
“I’ve got you now, creep!” she exclaimed. “You’ve been calling and hanging up on me, and I want to know why.”
 
Silence.
 
“Who is this?” Elena demanded an answer.
 
“This is Mrs. Ketchum.”
 
“Mrs. Ketchum? My neighbor?”
 
“Yes, I was calling because of your flyer.”
 
“That’s your dog?”
 
“Yes, my dog, O’Reilly.”
 
“That’s great. I didn’t realize you had gotten a new dog. Can I bring the dog to your house tomorrow?"
 
“Yes, you can, Elena.”
 
Mrs. Ketchum's weak voice was indicative of her advanced age, and it made Elena feel guilty about yelling at her. The lady’s voice may have been sweet and feminine, but her message did not comfort Elena. Her soft words went unheard on the phone, as Elena thought about the dog. Elena knew the rest of the story. She would return O'Reilly, and she would be alone.
 
***
 
The next morning Elena opened her car door, and let O'Reilly in. The two drove towards Mrs. Ketchum's residence. Dust from the old country roads kicked up on either side of her car and stuck to the window. The diminished visibility did not hurt O'Reilly. As Elena pulled into the driveway, he felt a sudden jolt of energy and barked out loudly, while circling in his seat. Elena put a hand on him, trying to pet him to calm him down, but he only grew more excited. She started to scold the dog, but stopped. She sensed something and turned her head.
 
A frail woman was standing right outside her window. Her face had become wrinkled with age but her hair remained jet black. Her eyes had gray cataracts, but Elena knew she still had a sense of her surroundings.
 
“Elena?”
 
“Yes, Mrs. Ketchum, I have O’Reilly right here. He is excited to be back.”
 
Mrs. Ketchum's lips moved but the words coming out of her mouth barely audible. Elena was just about to say something, when finally, Mrs. Ketchum's words came out.
 
"He was terrified. Every creature on my farm was."
 
"I wonder what caused that. O'Reilly hasn't been timid around me."
 
“Well, honey, whatever it is, I think it may still be back there,” she said as she pointed to the acreage between their lots.
 
“A few days ago the sky was covered with vultures. Whatever was back there, it’s dead now.”
 
Elena opened her car door and let O'Reilly go back to Mrs. Ketchum.
 
Seeing the puppy so excited would have normally made Elena smile, but now it did not. Wagging his tail, O'Reilly rolled on his back for his owner.
 
“I think you’re right Mrs. Ketchum. I think whatever it was is still back there."
 
Mrs. Ketchum pointed to the pasture, her hand and cataract-eyes out of sync. What usually would have been a reason for Elena to pity, sent a shiver of fear running down her back.
 
“The vultures are coming.”
 
“Oh wow,” Elena looked up as she responded. “They are. How did you know that?”
 
“It’s the smell.”
 
"You can smell the buzzards?"
 
“No, it’s the smell of death. I can smell it, and I sensed that whatever follows death was coming too.”
***
“Elena, I thought we were going to the library,” said Sasha in shock, “your boots are covered in mud.”
“I didn’t have a puppy to play with anymore.”
“What does that mean?” asked Sasha.


 
“Yes, I started to go into the pasture behind my house. I saw some vultures flying over, and I thought I’d check it out -”
Sasha howledged with disgust, “you went back there and found a dead body.  That is too gross!”
“I feel lonelier than gross,” said Elena shaking her head, “I gave him back to his owner today. I’ve lost him.”


 
“Well, I have something you lost.”
 
A light went back into Elena's glazed eyes, and she turned her head towards her friend. “Really, what is that?”
 
“Look in my purse.”
 
Elena picked up Sasha's purse and opened it. Inside it was her Glock. “You left it, and I didn’t get a chance to contact you.”
 
Elena stared at the Glock in complete silence.
 
“Elena?”
 
Elena’s eyes continued a technical inspection of the weapon.
 
“Elena, you’re scaring me.”
 
“I never left that.”
 
“You did, and I picked up for you. Aren’t you happy?”
 
“No, that can’t be. I’ve been losing my mind, getting distracted, but that’s not possible.”
 
“Elena, friend, it is possible. We all get down sometimes.”
 
“I would never leave a weapon.”
 
“Elena, it’s a mistake. We all make them. It’s not a big deal.”
 
“It’s not possible.”
 
“Elena? Is everything okay?”
 
“You, you took it! You stole it from me!”
 
“Elena!”
 
“Let me out of here!”
 
“Elena, it’s not a big deal. You left it at the range, and I picked it up.”
 
“That’s impossible!”
 
“At least let me take you to your house.”
 
“Just drop me off at the library”
 
“How will you get back?”
 
“I don’t know,” she said looking at her pistol. “But at least I will feel safe.”
 
Sasha’s mouth and eyes opened wide. She tried to articulate words but stopped. The two women sat in silence for the entirety of the drive to the Henryetta library.
 
***
 
At the library, Elena sat at a large desk. Her lungs heaved as she drew in long, deep breaths as she tried to calm herself. She shook her head to the left and right. “No way. There’s no way,” she whispered to herself. She reached for her phone in her jeans pocket and realized then that she had left it home.
 
“I never leave my cell phone -”
 
Her thoughts were interrupted by memories of the past few weeks. She continued to shake her head in disagreement, no longer with Sasha Ferrell, but with herself.
 
"She is like your sister. I've cast aside my sister," she loudly said to herself.
 
“Excuse me?” said an old library volunteer who was passing by her table with a cart full of books.
 
“Oh sorry, I was talking to myself. I didn’t realize I was speaking so loudly. Sorry, I am thinking out loud.”
 
“Oh. I’ll tell you the truth, ma’am. With the increase of vagrants in this area, kind of thought you might be one. I saw you walk in, looked like you had been walking for a while, and you had mud all over your boots. Then I thought, maybe you were one of those crazy ones, ‘cause of the way you were talking."
 
“Oh, I’m sorry -”
 
"Why is a pretty girl like you stressing so hard? I can tell you this, whatever it is, it's not enough to let yourself go crazy."
 
“Eh, things” said Elena visibly showing offense on her face. Everyone goes crazy every once and awhile."
 
“You’re that music teacher, Doolin, right?”
 
“Yes, I’m Doolin.”
 
“Your folks raised some trouble around these parts.”
 
“There was only one! It was not a family affair like the Willems.”
 
“Still, today he’d be considered a terrorist.”
 
"How about you keep your opinions to yourself!"
 
“Funny thing about that Bill Doolin. Someone came in here a few weeks ago. Trying to do some research on him. Doing genealogical research on your family -"
 
“Researching my family?”
 
“I’m sorry, I’m going to have to call the police.”
 
"Call the police? Call the police on me?"
 
“No. On that kid right there.”
 
Elena spun around. There stood Samson, his face a pale white. He wore his letter jacket, but one arm was concealed underneath the coat. He stumbled forward.
 
“Ms. Doolin,” he said. “I -”
 
Samson fell unconscious onto the library floor.
 




CHAPTER 13: HUNT FOR A NOMAD
Chance - Henryetta, Ok
Gavan sat at his home office.  He sighed a breath of frustration, knowing the task he had to accomplish.  He had to inform the parents of the youth group the situation on Sam Otto, but he felt unsure about it.  Getting on his computer, he opened up a social media platform and then wrote:
 
Update on Samson Otto
 
I just returned from visiting Sam in the hospital. He is doing fine but, at this time, the family is requesting no visitors. Sam had a shoulder injury, and his body is having the associated stressors of a severe injury. As grim as that sounds, the doctors and nurses assured us it could have been worse.
 
Sam is not in any trouble, but due to the nature of the situation, please be aware that there may be police present in his room. I am only saying this so that people are not shocked by the case. Karen and Valant Otto wanted me to thank you for the prayers, and the meals you prepared, but hope you will respect their requests for no visitors.
 
God bless,
 
Gavan
 
Immediately, using the same social media platform, Gavan opened the messenger platform and sent a message to Elena:
 
That social media post was not a lie, but it is such a whitewash of what happened, I feel a little concerned. I am only telling you this because I know you were the last person to see him and I don't want your mind tied up with what actually happened.
 
The room was packed. In Gavan's area, there was a general medical doctor, a shoulder specialist, his parents, his siblings, Highway Patrol, the Okmulgee County Sheriff, and the Henryetta Chief of Police.
 
I was not lying when I said that he was very fortunate. The shoulder injury and the associated shock were terrible, but the shoulder injury itself could have been a lot worse. Trauma can be fatal, but it was caught early. Like I said, considering what happened, it could have been worse.
 
Gavan’s computer dinged with a message.  Looking down at the messenger platform he saw a messenger from Elena:
 
That doesn't tell me anything. What happened to him?
 
Why were county, city, and state police in there?
 
Gavan wrote back: Short answer – he was kidnapped and assaulted.
 
Sam had been driving home, that night after you saw him at the gas station. He said he was at the light, and then suddenly his door was open. He turned his head to see what it was, and in thirty seconds, Sam said his seat belt was cut, he was lifted and tossed out of his car. He got up to run, and when he did, his car was already gone.
 
He ran, trying to evade who was chasing him and was thrown to the ground. Before he could get up and run a third time, he was tackled, and the assailant did some-sort of MMA move and broke his arm at the shoulder.
 
The strange thing is, the police found his car about the same time they saw him. They nicknamed his vehicle, "The Dirty Word," because all anyone did was a curse when they thought about it. The car had been completely stripped. All the car’s panels and floorboards were cut out though some were put back into place. What is strange is that nothing was stolen. Whoever did this must have been wearing gloves, and been familiar with forensics, because there was no evidence inside the car.
 
His story, I'm afraid, is still pretty inconsistent. I think he may have been lying, about certain things, but there was one thing he was consistent about.
 
When they asked him who had done it, his reply was always the same.
 
“The Walking Man, the Walking Man did this to me!”
 
Gavan: Elena, you said you had a friend who was good at research, right?
 
Elena: Yeah, what’s up?
 
Gavan: Could you please forward my information to her? I think I may know some answers.
 




CHAPTER 14: ALIEN EARS
Elena - Henryetta
In the current situation, fear never departed from Elena. All her senses were exhausted from the constant efforts of self-preservation. While she never gave up concern, she would grow too fatigued to maintain her vigilance. She felt so much fatigue it bordered on indifference. Elena stood in her kitchen looking out the window.
"Something died out there," she said, each word slow and dramatic.
She looked deep into the woods.
"Someone died out there. You know this. It is time to go see for yourself."
Elena thought about the day she found the puppy. She had almost gone into the woods but had stopped when she discovered O'Reilly. Elena went back into her room, then into her closet. Just like on the day she had found O'Reilly, she picked up her arm and its holster. Doolin attached her holster to her belt, grabbed her pistol from her closet, did the function check on her Austrian designed gun, and then walked back to the door. She opened the door and stared out at the wooded area.
"You know what you have to do," she said to herself.
She holstered her weapon and walked out to the wooded area. Her senses were always stronger than that of other people. She could see and smell better. Elena tilted her head back, and let the wind bring the scent of death to her. There was something in the woods. The wind brought her a unique, and a strange smell. She feared that someone, the Walking Man, was watching her as she walked into the woods. Elena pulled a hair tie from her pocket, and tightly pulled her hair back against her head, exposing her ears. Now, she would hear anything that approached.
From the time she had been in elementary school, she had never tied her hair back in front of people. Elena's hearing was great, but her ears were always a point of self-consciousness. The physical structure of ears brought her unwanted attention and embarrassment. Exposure was not just an issue; it was a downright phobia.
Elena's ears were leaf-shaped, with points at the top.
Other elementary school students ridiculed the young Elena for her "Nimoy-ears." They called her Lena Nimoy after Leonard Nimoy. Kids could be cruel. Even as an adult, on no-good days, her mind would relive the harassment she endured because of her ears. Since then, Elena ensured her hair covered these unique features, going as far as taping her ears down. But now, her ears were exposed, and she felt she could hear everything.
While she used her hearing to stay on guard, she followed the smell in search for whatever was in the woods. Elena pushed the branches away and snuck into the woods. She conducted a scan of the hidden area but did not see anything that grabbed her attention.
Elena continued following the scent.
"Bingo!" she said to herself.
She saw gray colored objects and each step she took brought them into better view.
There on the ground was a carcass with an exposed rib cage, and above it was an exposed skull. A few days ago Elena would have shaken uncontrollably, but she was now too tired to be overwhelmed by any emotion. She looked down at the bones and then up. The unique scent caught her attention, and she followed it. As she walked towards the direction it was coming from, the stench grew stronger.
"There," she said to herself. "Another...another carcass."
The first skeleton had been torn apart by animals but this one was still intact. A fallen cedar tree covered all of the body minus its feet. She stepped closer and kicked the figure's foot. The foot was stiff and unresponsive to Elena's blow.
Curiosity did not overcome her fear, but it briefly distracted her from it.
"What is this?" asked Elena.
The corpse under the brush was not like the skeleton that she had found earlier. The body was still intact, and other than the smell it showed no other signs of the breakdown. However, its skin looked different from what Elena expected. It did not have the yellow tint she had seen in open caskets. The figure’s skin was dark green, and it had shoulder length black hair.
Elena wanted to touch its skin but her hand shook so much he pulled it back.
"What is happening in Henryetta?" asked Elena.




CHAPTER 15: CRIES-FOR-WAR
Elena - Henryetta
Gavan Jenkins, remembering Elena Doolin’s advice looked at the number in his phone.
 
Sasha Ferrell.
 
There was something almost mystical about the name as he contemplated contacting her.  He knew that she was great with research, but the boys in his youth group were not just in love with her, it was like they were hypnotized with her.  Gavan grimaced and picked started to send a text message.  He knew she would be a great resource:
 
Gavan: Sasha, I am Elena Doolin’s friend. She told me you were an English teacher and are good at research. Do you think you could help me?
Sasha Ferrell: What’s up? I think Elena mentioned you before.
 
Gavan: I am researching a...project for my high school reunion. I have been tied up with some unexpected issues, and I was wondering if you could help me.
 
I'm a just a poor dumb preacher, so I can't compensate you that well, but we'll think of something.
Sasha: Alright, text me the information, and I’ll get back to you. Yeah, we will find a way for you to pay me back, lol. ;)
 
***
 
Sasha Ferrell met Gavan at the church door and followed him to his office. Gavan's office, which he usually kept neat, had yearbooks and newspapers stacked on his desk. He pointed to the documents on his desk.
 
"Alright, Sasha, here are all my documents on my high school, and here is all the information I resourced to get it. Elena said you could do this thing, where you take all of my pictures, and through face recognition, you sift through them and identify who the people are. Can you do that?"
 
“Yes, I can. Great skill for an English major to have. I did a lot of research that way.”
 
“Research? I just thought you wrote pretentious essays about The Great Gatsby," said Gavan, then he immediately felt inappropriate for being flirtatious. “So face recognition software...is that something a lot of English teachers have access too?"
 
"The Great Gatsby? Oh, it's a great novel alright. You wouldn't understand because you're a poor youth minister," she said, biting her bottom lip and winking at him.
 
“Oh, right here,” he said playfully pointing at his heart, “do you think you’ll be able to see all that information without your monocle?”
 
"I don't know; I may have to depend on the common-folk to help me.”
 
Gavan felt butterflies in his stomach, and he smiled at her broadly, unable to contain his new-found excitement. He was still single and had not flirted in such an aggressive manner since he was a teenager. He noticed she voided his second question, and kept the conversation in the realm that made him uncomfortable; she was trying to get him to flirt with her. Gavan thought of the students he mentored and instantly grew embarrassed. His face turned red, and he was afraid. Sasha noticed it.
 
“Now, what did you want to show me?” she asked, grabbing his bicep.
 
Slowly, Gavan looked down at her hand, and then back up at her.
 
“Gavan!” cried a voice from down the hallway. “Oh, Gavan!”
 
The church secretary, Zena Carouthers, entered the room. Her eyes lifted above her glasses in surprise, as she stepped into his office. “Oh, I hope, I…didn’t disturb anything?”
 
Gavan felt like he was going to explode from the intense heat on his face. His skin became bright red with embarrassment. Beads of sweat began to cover his forehead immediately.
 
"No, Zena. Sasha is helping me with a research project," he said, being honest, but still feeling like a liar. He tried to change the topic, "Is there something I can help you with?”
 
“Yes, it’s Sam’s mother. She said she tried calling you but you didn’t answer. So, she called the church phone.”
 
As Zena spoke, Gavan pulled out his smart-phone, and shook his head in disbelief. “Five missed calls? That’s not possible, how could I have been so distracted?”
 
“Is everything, okay?” asked Sasha, “Sam is one of my students. Should I be worried?”
 
"I don't know. She said he is distraught. She is on the phone in the auditorium," said Zena. “Gavan, will you go and answer that, or will you call her back on your phone?”
 
"My phone seems to be working, and the ringer is on. How could I have missed both the vibration and the ringing?"
 
“Gavan? Will you call her on your phone?”
 
“No, no. This thing must be cursed. I will answer the other phone. Please, excuse me, Sasha. I must take care of this.”
 
“You must do what you have to,” said Sasha.
 
Gavan hurried down the stairs, and into the area outside of the auditorium. When there was no one in the building, the lights were turned off, and because there were no windows nearby, the room was dim. In the twilight, Gavan saw the phone and walked towards it.
 
“Hello?”
 
“Gavan, is that you?”
 
“Yes, Mrs. Otto, what can I help you with?”
 
"I don't know; it's Sam. I’ve never seen him like this before. I don’t know why he is acting this way.”
 
"Don't you think it's because the Walking Man assaulted him? The kid's gone through a lot."
 
"No, I know my son. He's always funny, and talkative. He's gotten beaten up before, and yes, the Walking Man is scary, but that is not what is bothering him. That would be fear and nervousness, but he isn't acting that way."
 
“Everyone responds to things different –”
 
"I thought you'd say that, but I know my son. I can tell when he is scared. At night, and when he is left alone, the security guard makes frequent trips to his room. Sam gets very scared when the security guard leaves.  But his fear is something greater than just when the security guard.”
 
“In what way?”
 
“He is no longer funny. Dallas has been in here, some of the boys from the football team, but his jokes aren’t funny. They are mean. He loves to hit people in football, but he's not mean-spirited. Not my boy. Sam accused one of his friends of sifting through his phone; I have never seen him act paranoid like that. After his friend left, I got onto him about it and told him he wasn't kind to someone who cared about him. He became irate and screamed at me. His mood has been random. Each day is different."
 
“Do you think it’s a concussion, the effect of shock?”
 
"No, the doctor said that he had no injury to his head. The shock had an impact, but he is fully hydrated, and the doctor wants to release him from the hospital."
 
Zena tapped Gavan on the shoulder. With the phone still up to his ear, he turned to her. Zena was notorious for speaking to people while they were on the phone, or in the middle of something. Mrs. Otto continued her rant, while Zena started to talk to him.
 
“She was on your computer sifting through your files, and she shot me the look of death when I asked her how she knew."
 
“I’ll go take care of it,” whispered Gavan as he still held the phone to his ear.
 
“I’m so scared. Where did we go wrong?”
 
"Ah, but Sam was kidnapped," said Gavan.
 
“I’m not thinking about that at all, I mean, why is he acting this way? Did we do something wrong?”
 
"I- don't think so, I'll come to check on him."
 
“Please do,” said Mrs. Otto.
 
“I will.”
 
The youth minister felt a hand grab his arm. He looked around, and there was Sasha Ferrel, her hand still on his arm. This time, he did not feel excited by her touch. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck, standing straight as if at attention.
 
“You must be able to see in the dark, how did you know where I was? You have never been through this way before?”
 
“I’ve been here with Elena before. Well, I think the city of Henryetta owes you a medal.”
 
“Me?”
 
“What did I do?”
 
“Come here, and I’ll show you.”
 
The two walked through the dimly lit room. The hallway was dark, and Gavan felt her bump into him two or three times as they walked.
 
"This girl is beautiful. But why does she suddenly repulse me?" thought Gavan.
 
He thought of the mean glare that Zena had directed at him, while he was on the phone. The teenagers had teased Zena, because of some of her more charming personality traits, but she was a good woman. At times Zena gossiped, but overall, she was kind. Church leadership kept her out of the clothing room because she gave so much away.
"There," said Sasha, who held up a long pale finger, with a fingernail so long it almost looked like a claw. “You found out who he is.”
 
Gavan walked behind the computer and sat down.
 
“No, that’s not possible.”
 
“You should be proud, you found him!”
 
"No, that's not possible. I refuse to believe it!" said Gavan and clutched his hand with both hands.
 
"Gavan, you should be excited," said Sasha.
 
"Asher Cries-For-War can't be the Walking Man!" screamed Gavan.
 
"Gavan, that's him."
 
"It can't be!"
 
"Why, Gavan, why can't he be the Walking Man?"
 
"Because Asher Cries-For-War is dead."
 
"Well, apparently not. You solved the mystery: The Walking Man is Asher Cries-For-War!"




BOLO: Asher Cries-For-War, Murder Suspect Wanted in Henryetta, Oklahoma
HENRYETTA, OKLAHOMA - The Henryetta Police Department has issued a BOLO for a suspect in connection to two murders inside the Wilson Community of Henryetta, Oklahoma.
The HPD believes Asher Cries-For-War is still in Okmulgee County. With 20 years of military service, Cries-For-War is considered extremely dangerous. There is no evidence he is armed, but authorities insist he is still dangerous. Authorities are appealing to citizens to avoid subduing him should they see him. Instead, anyone who sees him is encouraged to get to a safe location and call 911.




CHAPTER16: THE VIKING-GOD THAT FAILED
Chance - Henryetta, Ok
Julie and Theresa sat in their office. They attempted small talk but failed. The homicide and the return of Sam Otto had put all of Henryetta County in a state of fear, and their office was no different.
The Walking Man.
His real name was Asher Cries-For-War, but the Walking Man moniker still stuck. The news used his alias when describing him.
The Walking Man.
His title had been used multiple times. Henryetta’s residents had heard the name over and over in various, but the women in the office were too afraid to repeat it. Not only did they want to avoid the subject of the Walking Man, they wanted to avoid the issues entirely. Julie pretended to work on her computer and would give Theresa an awkward glance. Both women knew that Julie wasn't working and that they did not want to speak. On Mondays, Julie usually asked Theresa how her weekend had been, but Julie knew Julie had spent the weekend in an agonizing fear over her husband's safety, as an Airborne Ranger turned murderer crept around the county. These thoughts had been so heavy on their hearts, that they forgot an important question they should be asking:
Where was Mr. Chance?
In a month, Chance had progressed from being habitually early, to only sporadically being on time. The question was no longer if their employer would be tardy, but how late he would be.
“Where is Mr. Chance?” asked Theresa.
“Wait,” said Julie looking at her desk, "why hadn’t I noticed this before? Yeah, where is he?”
The rough voice of a man answered their question. Theresa and Julie looked at each other.
“I’m scared,” whispered Julie.
Theresa gave a sympathetic smile, and then called out, "Mr. Chance is that you?"
The rough voice called back with an inaudible reply.
Theresa walked towards Chance’s closed office door.
“Mr. Chance,” she called as she knocked. “Are you okay –”
Theresa gave a high-pitched squeal as the door unexpectedly opened.
Chance wedged himself in the doorway, preventing Theresa from seeing inside his office.
“Mr. Chance, is everything alright?”
Her voice trailed off as she asked the question. The stockbroker wore no sports coat over his shirt. He wore a loose blue dress shirt. The shirt was not buttoned, and his undershirt was wrinkled. His weathered khakis were also wrinkled and the women assumed he slept in them. A pair of black flip-flops exposed his feet.
Chance had lost so much weight his belt did not fit him. He had a cut a crude hole for the buckle to run through.
Julie's mouth gaped, and for the first time in her young life, she was offended by someone's unkempt appearance. Both women were disgusted by the financial advisor's professional attire, but the most curious part of his appearance was his eyes. Jon T. Chance still wore the large black sunglasses that he had the day prior.
Theresa wanted to ask if he was okay but felt she couldn't. That question would only embarrass him. Theresa was now the one in charge. It did not look like she was the employee. She was in charge now, clearly, and Chance was being a spoiled toddler seeking to avoid any confrontation. The conversation ended, and Theresa returned to her desk.
"You think he is acting this way because of a failed relationship?" asked Julie.
"Not anymore, I think, I think this erratic behavior is something else."
"What do you think 'something else' is?"
"I think it is the time my husband figures out what 'something else' means. It’s his turn to investigate the strange case of Mr. Chance."
“You mean, professionally?”
“Yes, I think whatever he’s attached to, the Oklahoma Department of Public Safety would like to know.”




CHAPTER 17: AN INVESTIGATION AND A BBQ
Chance - Henryetta, Ok
Theresa and her husband Willem lived at a house where the only entry was an old dirt road. Willem worked for the Highway Patrol, and Theresa had her job managing the office, but they were also both part-time farmers. When they weren't farming, the land was suitable for riding horses, and spending time with their family - barbeque, shooting, fishing, and socializing.
Smoke from Willem's grill rose into the air, as his spatula turned over hot dogs and hamburgers.
"Hey, babe," said Willem as he worked behind the grill, "you mind going and setting the skeet thrower out?"
"You want me to bring out the skeet thrower?" asked Theresa, her voice a mixture of misunderstanding and disbelief, “are you sure?”
"Yeah, I want to shoot with Chance," said Willem, his voice stern, but still loving.
"You want to put a shotgun in his hand when you're trying to figure out if he has a tie to a group nicknamed ‘The Death Squad?'" asked Theresa.
“Trust me, babe. I know what I’m doing,” said Willem, his voice this time more stern.
“I think he’s dangerous,” said Theresa, both eyebrows cocked high with concern.
“I know, that’s why we are talking to him.”
“No, I mean, the guy doesn’t look like he gets any sleep. It looks like a virus is eating him from the inside. I think Chance with a freaking shotgun is bad idea.”
“I’ve heard everything you’ve said, Theresa. You’re awesome with our finances, and I respect that, and I am thankful. I say that to say this: you do your job, now let me do mine. I think him being sleep deprived with a weapon might show me exactly what I need to see,” said Willem.
Theresa smiled, and felt a sudden carnal urge to grab him with both hands, and pull him into her, in response to his display of confidence. They had been together now for decades, their passion may have matured, but it was no less potent. Their love for one another was not the loud, chaotic display of young lovers, but they knew each other's needs. Willem could see his wife's passion, the heat building up in her eyes. If he had been younger, he would have responded emotionally, but he was older and knew which emotions to trigger. He made his face stern, and with a commanding presence, he lifted his hand and pointed to the skeet. Theresa gave her husband one final stare and then broke her gaze to do as her husband requested.
"Now, maybe she won't be so hard on me when she finds out I bought the expensive hamburger buns for the hamburgers," he said, laughing to himself.
At that same time, Julie's car pulled into the driveway. She opened the door and brought a Tupperware dish of watermelon in both hands and a textbook wedged under her right arm.
"You can set your watermelon on the end of the table. Are you doing homework at a cookout?" asked Willem
"College life. I have an economics test on Monday, and I did not have any time to study this week," said Julie.
“Well, your boss is coming, he’s a finance guy, he could help you out,” said Willem.
“I’d rather not, he seems… preoccupied,” said Julie.
“Preoccupied with what?” asked Willem.
“We are here to let you figure that out,” said Julie.
Julie's phone vibrated, she set down her book and pulled it from her pocket.
“I don’t recognize this number,” said Julie.
“What did they say?” asked Willem.
“Running late - ETA ten minutes. Who is this? And what is ETA?” asked Julie.
"Estimated time of arrival. You don’t recognize that number?” asked Willem.
“No, but I guess it must be my boss,” said Julie.
“Do you ever see him with a lot of different phones?” asked Willem, “Like inexpensive ones?”
"Inexpensive? No, until recently, everything he had looked nice. But now those suits, that just hang off of his body – those are not cheap," said Julie.
"Well, speak of the devil," said Willem.
A silver Aston Martin DB5 rolled into the driveway, next to Julie's car. The British vehicle threw dust up in the air, encompassing all of Julie's car, and obscuring everyone's sight.
“He looks even worse!” Julie whispered loud enough for Willem to hear.
At that time, Theresa came back from placing the skeet thrower and put her arm around her husband's waist.
"What's up?" Theresa asked.
"He's here," said Julie.
"Oh my," said Theresa, as she covered her mouth with shock.
Coming out of the dust was the Financial Advisor. Chance was unaware of the three pairs of shocked eyes staring at him. His clothes were loose to the point of being comical. His shirt looked like a blanket worn as a shirt. It hid his now slender body. His signature sunglasses covered his face. What appeared to be discoloration from a bruise, could be seen above and below the right portion of his sunglasses; the discolored part of his face ran from his hairline all the way to his jawline. When Willem had first met Chance, he had teased him about the amount of hair gel he wore, to make his hair look perfect. That was not how Chance looked now. Chance had been somewhat prideful about his hair, but he was an outright narcissist when it came to his meticulously trimmed beard. Now, he did not part his hair, and his red beard was in total disarray.
“Oh how the mighty have fallen,” said Julie to herself.
Their eyes had been fixed on Chance they did not notice the thin woman rocking light blonde, almost white hair who was sitting in the passenger side. She wore red lipstick, tight black pants and a unique, psychobilly-type red blouse which looked more like a corset. Her arms had lean muscles; her right arm was milky-white, and tattoos covered her left from the trapezius muscle all the way down to her knuckles.
"Who is this?" asked Julie. Her words came out awkwardly, as she tried to distract herself from the unsightly image of her boss.
Julie came forward and reached out her hand to greet the woman.
"Hello, my name is Sasha Ferrell," said the woman.
"That car looks like it should be in an old spy thriller," said Willem as he reached out and shook Chance's hand.
Chance sighed in pain and withdrew his hand from Willem's grip.
“I’m sorry, that is why I am still wearing my driving gloves. I think I have come down with something.”
“Are you sure you should be here?” asked Willem.
"Yes, I need to be where my people are," said Chance.
"Your people? You mean your workers?" Willem’s eyes lit up at Chance's words.
"Yes, a leader needs to go where his people are," Chance responded with a thin and raspy voice.
"That's interesting; you learned that at business school?" Willem answered back, his eyes lighting up a second time.
“Yeah, something like that," said Chance.
“Well, we have hot dogs, and hamburgers, the works, grab some food!” said Willem.
"I am afraid I do not feel much like eating. Right now, it would be better if we just sat and socialized," said Chance before turning to Sasha. “Is there anything I can do to serve you?" he asked her in a weak voice, almost a whisper.
Willem watched as Sasha told Chance what she wanted to eat. Obediently, Chance nodded his head, before going to prepare a plate for her. Sasha sat down at the table where everyone else was sitting. Chance placed her plate in front of her and sat beside her. He moved in and pressed his chapped lips against hers. Willem felt himself cringe as he watched a sick man touch the food. He did not find the display charming; he found it disturbing.
The five people now sat at the table. Chance's eyes still hid behind his glasses, but there was no ambiguity in Julie's stare. Julie did not disguise the intense stare she threw at Sasha. Chance did not appear to notice, but everyone else did.
"Looks like we found the variable in the equation," said Julie.
"Equation?" asked Chance, "Julie, did you bring your homework with you again? All that studying when you should be having fun."
"Yeah, I took some Economics homework," said Julie.
"Please, don't bore me. I want to socialize, I don't want to be dragged into Economics," said Chance.
“Yes,” said Sasha, rubbing her hand against his back. “Chance has been stressed at work.”
"Doing what? It looks like you're back there doing some weird science experiment," said Julie.
“Is that really how you talk to your boss?” asked Sasha.
"That's nothing compared to what I would say to you," said Julie.
Sasha stared back at Willem and clenched her tattooed covered fist before staring back at Julie. Willem knew that his time was limited, and he needed to speak to Chance. Somehow, he needed to prevent Sasha from leaving, and he also needed to isolate Chance so he could build a rapport with him.
“Hey!” interrupted Willem. "Why don't we go shoot some skeet? You know, some recreational shotgun shooting?"
"I'm sorry, Willem, I don't have the energy," said Chance.
"Are you sure?" asked Willem
"Wait, what is that over there?" asked Chance.
"Oh, this?" asked Willem.
Willem got up and went to grab the object that had been propped up in plain sight of Chance. He held the weapon up.
"Are you talking about this?" he asked.
“A Franchi SPAS-12, Italian made, semi-automatic 12-gauge shotgun," said Chance.
"Yes, I'm surprised you're able to have any hobbies outside of the finance world," said Willem.
"Yeah, a few," said Chance.
"Are you sure you don't want to hit some skeet?" Willem tried his luck again.
“You know, on second thought,” said Chance, running his tongue over his cracked lips, “yeah, let’s go hit a few.”
"You know what," said Willem, "you look better already."
Chance looked at the semi-automatic shotgun, and then back at Willem and smiled. The two men walked over and positioned themselves behind the skeet-thrower, and in a safe position to shoot.
"To tell you the truth, I feel better. Are you ready to start using that thing?" asked Chance as he pointed at the skeet-thrower with his non-firing hand.
"Yeah, just say ‘pull,'" said Willem.
“Pull!” said Chance.
The skeet thrower threw the skeet out into the air. Chance leveled his weapon, as he watched the trajectory.
BOOM
Skeet exploded.
“Pull!” said Chance.
Again, Willem pulled back the device and released the skeet.
BOOM
Skeet exploded.
“Faster this time, I want the rest released as close together as possible,” said Chance.
He loaded and threw skeet, one right after another. Each clay pigeon that went into the air, Chance destroyed.
“Man, that feels good,” said Chance. “This time, I want you to load up more than one clay pigeon. Three at a time.”
“Alright, Chance, give me a second to reload," said Willem.
Willem repeated the process, but this time three clay pigeons flew into the air at a time. Chance hit all the clay pigeons straight through the middle, except for one, which he clipped only slightly.
“Dang, Chance, you’re pretty good. You should have been a marine.”
Chance laughed and smiled a broad smart-aleck grin as if he had some sarcastic statement to make. "Yeah," he said tightening the muscles in his face as if his thoughts made him uncomfortable. "Yeah, marines...marines are cool."
“What’s that mean? You don’t support the military?” asked Willem.
“No, I mean. I just thought other...things would be more interesting,” said Chance.
"Okay, fair enough. Where did you learn to shoot like that anyway?" asked Willem.
"Oh you know," said Chance, "just from living in a small town."
“Oh yeah, what town are you from?” asked Willem.
“Me? I’m from -”
“Willem!” shouted Theresa, “Willem!”
Willem cast an intimidating glance at Chance, before turning to his wife.
"Willem, the landline and the cell phone are both dead. There's no signal. I walked past the scanner. You have to get into Henryetta right now!"
"What is the issue?" asked Willem.
"The town of Henryetta is engulfed in flames," said Theresa.




CHAPTER 18: REVELATION
Chance - Henryetta, Ok
The streets Julie used on her way to the office were void of traffic. While small-town traffic was less than that of a larger city, it still felt odd as her vehicle drove alone on the roads. Julie may have been trying to avoid the flames, but it seemed everyone else in town was trying to get out to them. The drive from the barbeque to the main street of Henryetta was uncontested, but every emergency responder in Henryetta rushing to the flames. As she pulled into her parking spot, she noticed a man wearing dark sunglasses, clad entirely in black leather. He was riding a chopper-style motorcycle with saddle bags on either side.
"What, do we have motorcycle gangs her now too?" she asked herself.
The biker, as if he had heard what she had said, charged the bike and drove off. Julie could not see his eyes, but she shivered as she felt him looking at her.
She shivered in disgust as she felt she had been psychologically tormented by the unknown biker.
Attempting to erase the feeling, Julie shook her head and then walked into the office, attempting to create space from the outside world. Inside, she grabbed a trash sack from her desk and opened her back-pack; she was going to quit. She opened her purse and felt inside of it.  There inside the purse was a can of mace, her mom taught her, that if she carried mace in her purse, she could never leave her purse.  Remembering this, Julie put the purse high up on her shoulder.
“What’s my next move?” she whispered to herself.
She had grown so much, but seeing Sasha with Chance aroused unexpected feelings. Rage filled her heart, but she was not filled with anger for selfish reasons. Sasha was a beautiful woman, but it was not out of jealousy that she angered either. She was angry for Elena's sake; Elena had been so worried about Chance's condition, and now it was apparent what the engineer of Chance's demise was. In the past, Julie flirted with her boss. She had been obsessed with him and had pretended that Elena had not dated him. Elena had mentioned nothing about him, but there had been subtle hints she knew him.
The pair had an interesting relationship. They were very close friends, but Elena was seven years older, and because of that she sometimes treated Julie like her little sister. While Julie had been very open about her relationships to Elena, Elena had been discreet. In the past, her lack of transparency irritated Julie, and early in their friendship, she had voiced her annoyance. Now, Julie was starting to understand why. Elena was trying to protect her. But if she was trying to protect her, why had she let her be hired by such an apparent womanizer? When Elena had dated Chance, had he always been that way? Did she see him differently from how the world did? Did she find something salvageable in this apparent self-obsessed, womanizing misogynist?
Julie heard someone at the door, unsuccessfully trying to open it. She walked from her desk towards it. There, in front of the glass door, stood Asher Cries-For-War. He wore a poncho over his upper-body, and Julie could tell he had some sort of tools hidden underneath it.
His eyes met hers, and she was overwhelmed by his gaze. Then, he turned his head and walked away.
He had been watching; the Walking Man was always watching.
He must have seen her drive up, park, and enter the office. Originally the Canton Office had been a failing florist’s shop, before Chance had bought it.  Because of this, the front of the office was exposed from clear glass windows; this left the office assistants exposed, but Chance’s office was hidden behind walls and heavy wooden door.  Chance’s office was where the money was kept, so it was a sturdy door and walls that kept out the light.  While this setup was great for a floral shop, it made Julie feel like the whole world was watching her.  She did not want to turn her back to the open glass, because she was too afraid of the Walking Man.  Keeping her head towards the street, she took a few steps backwards, until she bumped into Chance’s door. She felt a doorknob poke her in the small of her back. Keeping her head facing the glass, she reached for the doorknob and opened Chance's office and continued her reverse walk.
Julie noticed that the lights were still on, which was something Theresa never let happen. She slowly turned around and a sudden urge to scream gripped her as her eyes met the terrifying scene in Chance’s office.
On a dry erase board, Elena’s name had been neatly written over what appeared to be hundreds of times. Next to the names was her picture, roughly taped to the middle of the board. Lines were drawn from that image to certain locations in Henryetta, Wilson Community, and Tulsa. A laminated picture was placed next to each of the listed sites. Henryetta Church of Christ. Tulsa Community Orchestra. Henryetta High School. Red circles were drawn around these names. More names and pictures of people associated with those locations were written on the board.
Then underneath this map was a graph titled, "Elena's Battle Rhythm." The chart showed when Elena got up in the morning, when she ate meals, went to bed, and even when she practiced her cello. The room spun as Julie’s head swiveled around taking in the scene. Behind Chance's desk were pictures of him and Elena together and some of her alone. The pictures looked very candid, and she assumed Elena did not know they had been taken. On the desk, were assorted parts of a broken down weapon, and cleaning equipment - lubrication, q-tips, and rags.
Behind the desk, he had a tall, expensive chair. The financial advisor had talked about it before, calling it the "king's chair." It was expensive, and he claimed it helped him close deals.
The chair spun around.
There sat Chance.
"Julie?" he said, as he stood up behind his desk. "What are you doing here?"
"I-I came to get my things, clearing out my desk-" said Julie.
"You mean, you're quitting?" asked Chance.
“I-I”
Chance hobbled forward, his limp more pronounced. Somehow, within just a few hours, his frame seemed more slender. The sunglasses still covered a significant portion of his face, but now he only wore a glove on his right hand.
"You can't quit now. I need something from you," said Chance.
Chance moved towards her. With each terrible step, the man who had once been Chance came clearer into view.
"Tell me, Julie, where is she?"
"Who?" asked Julie.
“Don’t play stupid with me! Elena Doolin! Where is Elena Doolin right now?" screamed Chance, his voice no longer weak, but full of anger.
"Why don't you just go back to Sasha?" asked Julie.
“Sasha Ferrell? She was just a distraction.” his head jerked involuntarily, and he gasped with pain. His breath was audible as if he were about to sob.
Chance took a knee and cupped his head in his hands as he tried to gain composure. He gasped, and Julie assumed he was beginning to sob. He shook his head and refocused on her. Julie could see the intensity of his glare.
"Tell me where she is!" the stockbroker growled.
Julie started to run but Chance grabbed her. He may have been frail but he still had an iron grip. Five razor sharp finger-nails penetrated Julie's arm and she screamed in pain.
"You don't understand. I need her!" said Chance.
Julie turned her head away from him. “No!” she shouted.
The black glove grabbed her face.
"Where is Elena?"
Julie bit his fingers and a loud shriek came out. Chance yanked back his hand but the glove remained in the clutches of Julie’s teeth. She slapped his face and the black sunglasses sailed through the air. She wanted to slap him again but her hand was caught by his shirt. As she tried to free it, Chance’s shirt tore from top to bottom.
Chance pushed her back and then looked down at his hands and body. He froze in place and raised his hands up, looking at them as if he had never seen them before.
Julie screamed in horror, as she finally saw Chance's face. The discolored skin on his face was not a bruise. It was the spread of a green colored rash which engulfed the entire right portion of his face. The discoloration did not look like any bruise Julie had ever seen before. The skin looked like a reptile’s. It appeared to be smooth but was hideous in color. His hand was covered all the way up to his elbow in that same color. For a split second, Chance looked at the dark olive epidermis, in a gaze that Julie could not tell if it was disgust or admiration. Over the tips of his fingers and thumb were thick, black fingernails that curled over like claws.
Chance stood motionless, staring at the monstrosity of his appearance, before lowering his arms and staring at Julie. Tears flowed from Julie's eyes, as she looked into the red eyes of the creature that once had been Jonathan T. Chance.
“I only hired you, to stay close to her. I couldn’t let go! Now you are failing in the one thing you were hired for. Where is she?”
The college student pulled mace from her purse.  She thrust the device in Chance's direction and pulled the trigger. A stream of liquid shot out and landed on Chance's face. He fell to his knees and let out a dry heave. Both his hands covered his face and rubbed against his skin. He dug his fingers into his eyes trying to pry them open. His natural eye barely opened but the scarlet-colored one opened widely. Julie stared in horror, as the red pupil danced around looking at her and around the room. The hybrid-creature's smirked and began to laugh.
"It appears my curse is not without its benefits," said Chance.
In an instant, he sprang forward. Chance grabbed Julie’s arms and pinned her to the wall. She screamed as Chance's grip tightened. The broker opened his mouth displaying his set of teeth that looked like fangs. A shiver ran down Julie's spine.
Chance's teeth were yellow. The top row showed a set of human teeth while the bottom canine resembled small tusks. Julie's skin burned from Chance's mace covered hands.
"Stay away from Elena, you monster!" screamed Julie as hot tears streamed down her face.
Chance froze.
Julie felt the iron like grip release her biceps. Slowly, he stepped away from her..
The green-skinned beast returned to his desk. He opened up drawer from his office and began pulling equipment from his desk. Julie still cried, but she could not help but look at him. He pulled out what appeared to be a vest, with multiple high capacity rounds. Chance opened another drawer and pulled out a pistol and holster which he attached it to his leg. Finally, he reassembled the weapon that was on his desk and grabbed a tan hiking bag which he threw onto his back. He grabbed a pair of tactical gloves before picking up his sunglasses.
"I would never have hurt her, Julie," Chance said as he attached the upper and lower receiver of his assault rifle. "But someone is trying to."
Chance left the office where Julie sat crying in the corner.




CHAPTER 19: A DISAPPEARING ACT
Henryetta, Ok.
Snow covered the ground. The disgusting mixture of snow and the pollutant covered the area. Orange flames began to grow. The vision repeated. The orange fire engulfed the whole world Somehow, Elena survived. She hid in the rubble of the building from where she watched the destruction. She could hear the weakening hiss of the flames.
The fire was dying. Feeling safe, Elena crawled out from the hole she had hid. There in the darkness, she saw a figure.
A sentinel stood looking over the scene. It was a man wearing a poncho which covered his entire body and shadowed his face.
Elena woke from her sleep. Sweat soaked her sheets. She threw back her blankets and shivered as the cold air brushed against her sweaty body. There was no puppy to distract her. Her dream bothered her even more than its recent repetitions. She wanted to call someone, to hear another person's voice. She picked up her phone and began to dial a number.
"No service" covered the screen. She walked over to her landline phone and picked up the receiver.
There was nothing.
There would be no one to hear her voice. She could call no one.  No one would calm her down.
Elena was all alone.
Tears spilled from her eyes, as she shook uncontrollably. Walking to her window, Elena pulled back the shades and looked out.
“Am I still dreaming?”
Snow covered the ground. The snow was not white, but a rough, unsightly mixture of precipitation and pollutants. She walked from her room, into the guest bedroom and looked out that room’s window. There, high above northern Henyretta, black smoke sifted high into the air. Below the giant cloud of smoke was an orange ball that grew larger.
"No-no-no, this can't be real," she shook her head violently.
Elena grabbed her keys, then ran outside and started her car, leaving the house the way it was, and wearing what the clothes she had gotten up in.
Elena drove from her home, in the direction of Henryetta. She checked her purse. Her loaded pistol and keys were in the car in her bag, and she pressed her hand against her pocket to ensure her phone was there. Unfortunately, from the word of mouth she heard at school, it appeared no one in town had any signal on their phone. An orange van came right onto her bumper and Elena thought it was going to pass. She slammed on her brakes, and threw her arm out her window, trying to signal to it to go around. The van veered as if it was going to pass but then fell in immediately behind Elena.
She continued driving. The orange van pushed forward again, almost touching her bumper. Elena knew Henryetta roads well. She saw a street and, instead of going straight ahead, she quickly jerked her car to the left. The orange van sped past her. Elena slammed her foot on to the gas. The orange van roughly turned in the middle of the road. Indifferent to those around, it continued to pursue her. It went across the lawn, slamming into a tool shed beside a house. The tool shed door exploded from the impact, scattering debris across the yard. The van kept moving forward in Elena’s direction.
Elena looked over her shoulder in horror as she saw the van following her. The van accelerated, reaching her car; it came right next to Elena's car, and the van's driver-side pressed up against Elena's passenger side. The two vehicles drove like this for almost one hundred meters before the orange van started veering to the left.
"Get away from me!" screamed Elena, and she shot her hand into her purse and reached for her weapon.
At just that time, the van abruptly jerked away from her and then back towards her. It pushed Elena's car off the road into a snow-covered ditch. Elena tried to adjust, but when she did, she over-steered, and the rear of her vehicle spun out of control. Her sedan did a complete 180-degree turn. As her car spun, the wheels dug into the moist ground of the wet snow. She tried to accelerate out of the situation, but the wheels dug into the dirt.
"What devilry is this?" screamed Elena.
In front of her windshield came a creature, bent over, he wore all black, with a trench coat that covered his body. The trench coat did not hide the tactical vest that it wore on its chest. A black ski mask covered the figure's face, but it could not contain the bottom row of jagged teeth of the phantom. As the creature came forward, Elena was able to see a customized AK-47 that it slung across its body.
“Elvinmeyer! Come out of your car!” it cried.
Elena reached into her purse and grabbed her Glock. She aimed in the figure's direction, and fired, bracing herself, as she knew it was going to shatter the windshield.
She fired the first round, and the weapon jammed.
She clasped the weapon with both hands and launched the first round from the pistol. With the handgun raised, she fired. Three rounds burst from the side of her Glock, but the windshield remained intact. She looked down at her weapon and then reached out to the expended shell casing.
The rounds were emptied shells that had a bent tip.
Blanks.
The figure nodded as if to acknowledge what just happened, and came forward. Elena felt her stomach churn as its distorted teeth came more into view.
Suddenly, the creature slammed into the ground. Elena looked out her driver side window to the figure that now lay on the ground. Black blood seeped from its masked skull.
She looked away from the dying figure and at the orange van. There stood two characters of similar appearance with assault rifles slung in front of their bodies. They did not display the confidence that the first figure had. They looked at each other, and their weapons began to shake, as they looked around.
Another figure fell to the ground, as a faint thump of two suppressed rounds impacted its skull. The second figured raised its weapon and fired blindly. The last creature had an AK-47 which had been illegally modified, allowing for an automatic burst. A spray of 7.62 rounds shot out, and it tried to get back into its van with its head bent low. The windows of the orange van exploded, and a burst of rounds shot through the vehicle. All three figures remained on the ground, unable to move. Elena reached down to unbuckle her safety belt, but somehow in the crash, it had malfunctioned, and she could not pull it apart.
Something black darted past her. Then, the giant head of a Rottweiler appeared above the driver-side window. She pulled again at the buckle, both hands furiously trying to rip it apart. The clasp unfastened.
The Walking Man.
There outside of her vehicle stood Asher Cries-For-War.
He wore a poncho which had been thrown back, revealing a military kit that held high capacity rounds. The three deceased figures wore tactical vests similar to Asher's equipment, but it was apparent to Elena that Asher was more professionally equipped. The Walking Man carried a radio in his kit, which connected to an earpiece. He protected his hands with tactical gloves, and he slung a customized AR-15 across his chest. His face was stern. Without saying a word, he reached out his hand.
Asher tried to open Elena's door but was unable to. Elena pulled off her seatbelt and tried to crawl to the passenger side.
CRASH
A tactical tomahawk crashed the window into thousands of pieces, and the Walking Man reached and grabbed her ankle. Furiously she kicked his hand. Elena kicked three times before he released his grip. Unlocking the door, she crawled out, and then began to sprint, screaming wildly. Elena made it fifty feet, before being slammed to the ground by the Rottweiler. The animal grabbed the back of her shirt and began to pull back. She was terrified by the strength of the canine, as it had already yanked her back ten feet. She turned over and raised her foot in an attempt to land a kick in the dog's face. But, in an instant, the dog grabbed her exposed throat with its teeth.
It did not clamp down, but she could feel pressure on her throat.
Asher Cries-For-War ran to her location, and the dog released its grip. Elena violently coughed and then stood up. Asher roughly grabbed her by the hair on the back of her head. The other hand gripped the pistol grip of his assault rifle. He pointed to a tree with his weapon and pushed Elena towards it.
A sporadic spray of an AK-47 went out, wild, and inaccurate. Elena screamed, but then Asher gripped her by the arm, and the two ran towards the tree. Asher knelt behind the tree, and returned fire. He peered behind the covered position so that only his muzzle and face were exposed. Elena squatted behind him, too afraid to move. The figure and Asher continued to fire at each other, with neither appearing to gain advantage over the other.
But what the figure did not realize was that as Asher fired, and kept the opposing fighter pinned down, the Rottweiler was heading towards him. Asher pulled back behind the tree as he saw the assailant's head popped out from cover. The would-be attacker cried out pitifully, as the giant dog tackled it. The Rottweiler growled, and the figure's scream went high into the air. Elena looked away, but she knew from the sudden silence that Asher and his dog won the engagement.
Asher pressed the transmitter on the earbuds that connected to the radio, and Elena saw his lips move. Between her car wreck and the small arms’ fire, she could not hear him whisper. The Rottweiler and Asher were both facing away from Elena.
Elena saw her opportunity and ran.
She took off, running, in a zigzag method, so that Asher would be confused where she was running, and, if he were planning to shoot her, she would be a moving target. After the opening, she ran from house to house, and then finally, she saw the Henryetta library. She ran towards it and burst through the front door.
“Help me! Somebody call the police! There has been a shoot-out!”
"It's no use," a voice said as she ran towards the phone, "all the power lines have been cut."
"Who said that?" said Elena.
A man stepped forward, from the library to the section where she was standing. It was the security guard at her high school, Seth Adams. He was an African-American man of medium-height but muscular build. He wore a dark blue baseball cap and a poncho that had the words "Security" on the front.
"What do you mean the lines are cut?" asked Elena.
“The fires – up north of town. Three or four power lines came down. It started a fire, and cut off all the power to the town.”
"But the cell phone towers. I have no connectivity with my cell phone either," said Elena.
"I don't know anything about those; I know there's no power in the town. They asked the security guards in town to help cover down. That fire went up north, and every first responder went that way."
"What a horrible accident," said Elena.
"It's no accident; it's a feint," said Seth.
Elena stepped back at the man's words. Why would an old man know what a feint was?  She knew the term from her ex-boyfriend, who had used the term around her.  Seth was not the kind old man that she remembered from her school. He had always seemed sweet and had displayed genuine care for the students, but that is not how she saw him now. His eyes were piercing, searching her face. In front of his poncho was a thin wire that reached from some unseen device underneath his poncho into two earpieces that he wore. The poncho did not sit flat against him, and something was hidden underneath it. Elena looked down and could see the tip of a rifle.
"Do you remember now, Elena?" asked Seth.
And with that question, the dream world started to cloud Elena’s mind. 
The dark gray began its engulfing movement, and, the flames started to grow. 
Then suddenly, the old man threw back his poncho, revealing his assault rifle. The weapon brought Elena out of the dream world and back into reality, and Elena immediately ran away from Seth Adams.  Seth Adams then pulled to his assault rifle to his shoulder, and fired three shots as she ran. The shots were muffled, just like Asher's had been. The violence not only scared her but confused her. Had Seth Adams been firing at her?
Or was he, the security guard whom she had seen her entire time at Henryetta, confident enough in his tactical abilities to be firing so close to her?
Looking over, she got her answer, Seth was standing over the body of a downed figure, with one hand searching for anything valuable, and the other pressing down on the transmitter of his radio. Elena assumed he was relaying information to Asher Cries-For-War. Another ski-masked figure appeared. It tackled Seth Adams. While he was bent over, a character which she had not seen grabbed him, and speared him across the chest.
Just like Elena had seen in MMA fights, Seth fell on his and assumed the guard, wrapping his legs around the figure's waist. The figure tried to reach his upper body, but Seth was in control.
"That's a triangle choke!" she ejaculated, as she realized what Seth was doing, “Chance taught me that. That’s a triangle choke!”
Seth used his free hand to reach for a pistol that holstered onto his hip. Elena did not want to see any more violence, so she turned and ran.
She heard the shots ring out from the library and barreled through the building’s front door. Off balance, she ran down the stairs. Her body fell forward over the rail, upper body going first while her feet flew into their air.
Elena smashed into the stairs and began to roll down. When she landed on the pavement, she jumped to her feet and started to run
“Elena!” cried a voice at the base of the stairs.
The voice was high pitched and frantic, but something about it felt familiar.
Elena turned around to see it.
Behind her was a black-masked phantom, smaller and more slender than the others had been. It was holding a yellow device which looked like a toy.
BZZT
A wire, and what looked like confetti burst from the device. A barb stuck into Elena’s chest and navel. A shock of electricity travelled through her body and she fell to the ground, screaming in paralyzing agony. The cellist felt the hands of multiple dark creatures grab her arms and legs.
A bag was thrown over her face. Elena tried to kick and fight before another current shook her body. Again, her arms and legs were grabbed. She could feel her body being lifted and she screamed in pain.
An isolated shock hit her on her arm and she was roughly tossed into a small compartment. Inside, she was free but confined. She pulled the bag from her face and realized she was in the trunk of a car.
A hand closed the trunk-lid and Elena’s whole world went dark.




CHAPTER 20: A PLOT REVEALED
Elena - Henryetta, Ok
“Awake, ye daughter of Elvinmeyer.”
Claws gripped Elena's hair, yanking her to her feet. A blindfold covered her eyes. She felt a rough fingernail traced the pointed top of her exposed ears.
"Oh, how the mighty have fallen. You were once a queen, and we were slaves, but now…now we are more than kings. We are conquerors, and you are the one who is dependent on others," said one of the creatures.
"I don't know what you're saying," said Elena.
There was a growl, and what felt like nails grabbed her by the arm. The creature released its grip as the voice began to speak again.
"You may claim ignorance, Elvinmeyer, but ignorance does not save your people," said the voice.
"I don't understand. My name is Elena Doolin.”
"No, your name is Elena Elvinmeyer, and it is time you see your captors," said the voice.
She felt a release of pressure as the cloth dropped from her eyes.
Two figures stood in front of her. One figure's height and weight were hard to determine because it had a distorted body and it hunched over. The bent-over creature wore no equipment vest like the other creature. It had a pack on its back. The creature had an assault rifle slung on its back. The gun did not have the scope and equipment that the others had. From her experience, Elena could tell that the distorted figure did not perform regular weapon maintenance. The distorted figure wore gloves with fingers roughly cut out, exposing long, dark, unsightly fingernails. He wore ragged clothes which reminded her of the homeless she had seen in Henryetta. His mask was not a ski-mask, but a rough burlap sack, with eyes crudely cut into it.
The creature was bent over, more at the waist, and Elena could hear its breathing.
There was a huge contrast between the second creature and the other one. It stood over six feet tall, with impressive muscularity. A sleek black mask covered its face, and it had what appeared to be tinted lenses over its eyes. It wore a tactical vest with high capacity magazines on the front of its chest. This figure reminded Elena of the way Asher Cries-For-War wore his equipment. In what Elena assumed was an act of intimidation, the second figure slowly removed its jacket and threw it to the ground. The tactical vest had no sleeves, and the creature had thick green arms that were so muscular the beast could have been on the front of a muscle magazine.
"My name is Elden Orkenkind, and this is my leader, Gorgon Bartok," said the second creature. "We are the Sons, and you are our subject.”
“We will have our revenge!” Gorgon Bartok yelled as he moved forward and kicked her in the thigh.
"The sins against my people will not go unaccounted for, Elvinmeyer," said Elden.
"Why do you keep calling me Elvinmeyer!" screamed Elena.
“You – Elena Elvinmeyer. The last surviving member of the Elvinmeyer clan. Yes, you hid as Elena Doolin, but we found you. We are not mindless beasts like your race tends to think," said Elden.
Bartok started to talk, but Elden lifted his hand and stepped forward.
“Now, Elvinmeyer, you will look into the face of the people you have oppressed.”
Gorgon Bartok and Orkenkind tore at their masks. Gorgon ripped the burlap bag apart, and Orkenkind gently removed the baklava from his face.
Elena screamed in horror.
Elden Orkenkind had a streak of unkempt brown hair that was knotted and ran to his shoulder. His eyes were blue, and his skin was dark green. His jaw extended forward, exposing a row of sharp bottom teeth. He removed his gloves, revealing sharpened nails, similar to Gorgon's but more kept. Elden and Gorgon may have been the same creatures, but there was a huge contrast in their appearance. Gorgon Bartok head was bald, that revealed a pair of large triangular shaped ears.
Gorgon's face may have had a green face like Elden’s, but his countenance was different. Elden’s face was intimidating, but Gorgon's looked evil. Gorgon flashed his jagged fangs at Elena. His face had hives underneath his eyes, which Elena assumed were from the fact he had been wearing a burlap bag. Gorgon opened his mouth, and flicked his forked tongue. Elena concluded this tongue had been modified after seeing Elden and the other creatures.
"You shall be a ransom," said Elden, "to answer for the crimes committed against the orcs!”




Part II
Freeborne
"Searching for the moment to face what I've become"
Face It - Shadowkast




CHAPTER 1: THE BROKER
Gavan – Oklahoma
"You said their house is right behind the library?" asked Gavan, his cell phone held up to his head.
"Yeah, just two blocks north of it," Zena’s voice gurgled through the cell phone.
Gavan answered.  Some of the staff at the church had gotten together to devise a way to talk in town without the cellphone towers.  They were a loving but hard-headed bunch.  They followed the tradition of their pioneer and tribal ancestors by refusing to quit. The church had to find a way to work without cellphones.
One of the church members was writing his Master Thesis on Bill Tighlman and had gone north into Dodge City, Kansas to do research on where the Oklahoma Senator had started in his career.  He noticed there was a better signal out of state.  The church had given him them their cell phones.  He had put a talk-about application on each phone.  The signal was decent.  Gavan and others were able to go and feed the poor, visit the sick and continue with other acts of charity. "Do you ever watch apocalyptic movies?" asked Gavan.
"No, I'm not much into scary movies."
"Well, that's not the point. I just mean it’s the town.  There’s energy.  The food is stale, the drinks are flat."
"What does that have to do with checking on our widows?"
"Nothing. That's all I mean.  Right now, it’s like the whole town of Henryetta died. I don't see anyone."
"Well, that's why the elders sent you out there.  To check on anyone who needs help."
"This really wasn't in my job description.  I thought I was just supposed to-"
Gavan stopped.
Gale Smith's door was wide open. 
"Gavan, Gavan are you alright?" asked Zena.
A shiver ran up his spine as he slowly walked towards the door. 
"Gale?" cried Gavan "Are you alright?"
He continued moving towards the open door. His heart beat harder it felt like a boxer was pounding on his chest.
"Gale?" he cried.
He was now on the front porch. Silently and carefully he stepped towards the glass door.  He leaned towards the door and looked in.
Leaning towards the door, he looked inside and noticed an old woman sat with an oxygen mask over her mouth.  She had on a purple robe and sat in a lawn chair. It was a cane that propped open the door.
"Gale, are you okay?" asked Gavan through the screen door
The old woman nodded her head.
"I hate for you to see me like this, young man."
"We were worried about you."
"I'm fine, sonny.  My son came and checked on me.  He should be back in a few minutes."
"Did you see or hear any of the commotion?"
"Yes, there was quite a bit of commotion coming from the main street."
"Main street?"
Gale nodded her head and sucked in air through the gas mask.
"If the church is trying to help people, go down the main street.  I heard some people down there."
"But the police?"
"We haven't seen any lawman out this way, on account of the fires."
Gavan looked back at the woman.  He had played sports growing up, graduated from college and attended a rigorous preaching school.  He nodded his head and laughed.  At times the hardest coaches he had in his life were the old women in the church.  Her words went through his head again, "If the church is trying to help people, go down the main street."
His whole life, Gavan had visited the church in Henryetta every now and then. If he was still a kid, Gale would be trying to protect him, but now she was putting him in harm’s way. That old woman would have willingly sacrificed herself for the church's children. But he was no longer a kid, and though crippled this old woman was still putting her foot down and telling him what she thought the right thing to do was.
"Are you sure your son is coming back?" asked Gavan.
The old woman nodded her head again. 
"Can I get you something to eat before you go?  Maybe some pecan pie?"
He wasn't sure if her hospitality was to make him feel guilty, motivate him, or the random senile thought. 
"No, ma'am.  I know what I have to do.  And this work ain't getting any easy here just by sitting back and eating pie."
The preacher stood up and exhaled.  He was going into the danger-zone.  He was going to see if anyone needed help. Gavan contacted Zena over the radio application and let her know Gale's condition.  Zena spoke back to him, but he was too concentrated on his surroundings to pay attention to the garbled words that came through the phone. 
"Made it to the main street," Gavan said to Zena.
"Alright," he whispered to himself. "Alright, alright.  No one is here. Let's get out of here.  Let's get out of here."
Gavan's head continued searching left and right as he started walking toward his car.  Getting in, he made sure that he turned off all his music so that he could listen for any cries of help as he prepared to go into down-town Henryetta. As if on cue, a blood-curdling cry rang out..  Gavan jumped behind his car.  He crouched down and hid behind his steering wheel.
He heard the cry again.
"These old women are going to get me killed," Gavan spoke to himself. He stood up and felt the urge to vomit but he couldn’t.
Gavan knew what he had to do.  There was no one else to help.  It was his turn to do right. In that instant, he ran toward the scream. He ended up at the Canton Financial Office.  A car caught his jacket as he crossed the street towards the office.  The preacher cried out, and jumped back, falling to the ground.
He looked up and saw an Aston Martin S10 Martin speeding past him.  The sports car kicked polluted snow into the air, leaving Gavan covered with it.
The door stood wide open.  Inside, Gavan could hear the sound of sobs.
"Hello?" he cried out as he approached the Chance’s heavy wooden door.
"I'm sorry we're closed," said Julie.
“No, I’m not here for business, I’m here to see if everything is alright.”
Julie came from Chance's office.  Her tears mixed with her make-up, leaving an abysmal trail of mascara down her face. 
"Are you alright?" asked Gavan.
Julie nodded but appeared about to cry again. 
"What happened?" asked Gavan.
"My boss, he has become something horrible," said Julie.
“I’m sorry.  I’ve seen people change too, and it’s not fun -” Gavan stopped his own words, as he looked at Julie's terrified face
"Not like this you haven't," Julie replied.
Gavan opened his mouth to reassure her, but stopped himself.  There was something bizarre in her face, and he knew not to argue.
"What do you need?" asked Gavan.
"I need the police,” she started, and almost hyperventilated, “but all the lines are out.  My phone has no signal.” 
"Well, let me get you out of here," said Gavan.
“I need to grab something from the office -”
"Are you kidding me?  Your boss could be back any second."
“I know," said Julie, "that's why we have to grab it now."
"You can go in without me," said Gavan. "Wait, what do you mean?"
“It’s for my friend, Elena Doolin.”
Elena's name made Gavan take a step back, and reconsider what he was doing.
"I'll help you, but make it quick," said Gavan.
Quickly the two went into the office.  Gavan felt both unsafe and stupid, but knowing he would feel worse if he let Julie go into a dangerous place alone, he followed her into the office. 
“LORD, my Creator, watch over Elena Doolin!” he whispered to himself.  Before him, he saw what appeared to be a sociopath monument to his friend.  Julie worked quickly, her thumb pressing the button on her phone.
"What type of business is this?" asked Gavan.
"Finance," said Julie.
"Financing what?" asked Gavan.
"I wish I knew," she said shaking her head. "I was trained to say financing peace of mind, but -"
“More like ‘piece’ of his mind. And I’m no psychiatrist, but that looks like the piece of an abnormal brain.”
“Well, I think, no pun intended, the writing is on the wall. On that one -”
The bell at the entrance rang. The theologian looked towards Julie who mouthed the name "Chance." Both looked at each other, and then searched for an alternative exit out of the room, but there was none.  The youth minister looked around Chance's desk for something to throw at the approaching attacker.  His hands reached out, grabbing a lamp and a metal-covered journal.
Gavan and Julie could hear the person in the waiting room, walking towards their location.  Gavan gripped the lamp, getting ready to throw.  He planned to throw many things, and then he and Julie would run as fast as possible through the door and out the front of the Canton entrance. 
"Freeze!" the man screamed.  His yell seemed practiced like he had given commands before. "I'm with the Oklahoma Highway Patrol!"
"Wait," said Julie, "is that Willem Clark?"
"Yes, Julie.  You and that man in there, come out on your hands and knees," said Willem.  "Then sit against the wall out here." 
The two looked at each other and Julie whispered to Gavan that she knew him.  They complied and walked towards Willem.
"Stop! You, the fellah, you come first. Turn around," said Willem.
"But, I don't feel safe."
"This is for both our safety. I don't want to shoot you by mistake.  Turn around and put your hands behind your back," said Willem.
Gavan did as he was told to do. Willem secured his hands behind his back. He traced his belt with his hand and felt Gavan’s pockets.
"No weapons, go ahead and sit down," said Willem. He proceeded to do the same to Julie.
Willem then unholstered his pistol and walked towards the office.  Slowly he peered inside, then he holstered his weapon and came back to the two.  
"Alright, you can stand up.  Theresa told me to come to check on the office after you left," he said, his voice still authoritative. Willem grunted and softened his voice. "What is that stuff in there?"
"You better prepare yourself," said Gavan.
"I already cleared the room, what do I need to prepare myself for?" his words stopped as he stepped into the office.  Willem Clark, a man with over 25 years of law enforcement experience, could not keep his mouth from dropping as he stared at the office in disgusted awe.  The board may have displayed the obsession of a dangerous man, but the office was not unlike some of the offices he had seen during an investigation. 
"It's a psychotic masterpiece!" he said aloud. He lifted his radio to his lips and immediately started calling in reports.  He pulled his head away and looked at the boards again, “…her relationships, her interactions, everything.  He recorded and analyzed her daily activities.”
Gavan and Julie started to get up, and Willem stopped them as they began to movewhile he was still on the radio.  The signal was feeble, and they could see the frustration on Willem's face.  
“The Henryetta Police Department - going to come to get you - need to secure this area,” he said as he struggled with the radio. 
Gavan and Julie looked around the room and started grabbing their things to leave.  Quickly, they stowed items in their pockets.  Willem, who was still struggling to communicate, turned away from them.
“You dropped your ID,” said Julie.
“That’s not mine,” said Gavan.
"Put that down!" screamed Willem, "do not touch anything. This is a crime scene!"
Julie and Gavan froze, realizing what they had just done.
“Drop whatever you have in your hand, Julie,” commanded Willem.
"But I think -" started Julie.
“Nothing leaves this area -”
“You might like to see this.”
"What is it?" Willem asked.
"It's Chance's driver's license," said Julie.
"Okay," said Willem.
"It has his picture, except, that's not his name," said Julie.
"Whose name is on it?" asked Gavan.
“Chance Tecumseh Freeborne," said Julie.
"This must be some fake ID Chance used," she was still in shock from the past events. The shock seemed to turn into an unusual level of excitement as she shared the information with Willem.
"No, I don't think this is a fake ID," said Willem.
"But, that's Jon's picture on someone's ID," said Julie.
“Why does that name sound familiar?” asked Gavan.
"Do you watch the news?" asked Willem.
"Yeah," said Julie.
“The local news? That name should be very familiar.  That is Chance Tecumseh Freeborne," said Willem as she shook his head in disbelief. "We found him. We found Chance Tecumseh Freeborne.”
"Who is Chance Freeborne?" asked Julie.
"Chance Freeborne?  He was the ring-leader of the Governor's Death Squad."




CHAPTER 2: THE SEARCH BEGINS
Chance Or Gavan – Oklahoma
Chance kept running forward.  He wore the same equipment he left the office with, except he had changed into tactical clothes. He also carried an assault bag on his back.  In addition to the tactical clothes and assault bag, Chance had with him a significant piece of equipment- a giant dog.  It was as large as the dog Asher had used, but it was different.  This dog was a hybrid animal. Blood from other dogs had been mixed with the blood from the same world as Elena's attackers' origin.  The beast kept its nose to the ground. It followed Elena's scent while Chance stayed behind it. 
 
His body was sore, and the sling of his Famas dug into his skin.  His leg was still hurt, and his limp became more pronounced with speed. Though he had lost weight, which was quick and felt unnatural, his decrease in size did not increase his running ability.  His lungs burned because his body was unaccustomed to his new build.  If he had been training the way he had in the past, with this weight, Chance would have been right on the dog. But Chance had not, and painfully he kept moving, following the dog.  Everything in his body screamed for him to quit.
 
"Quit," he said to himself, "not today. I've done that before and I have no intent in doing it again." 
 
Then he started on his power mantra for running, as he pushed through the Okmulgee woods.
 
“Must find Elena.”
 
After the incident at Canton Financial, and their interaction with Willem, both Gavan and Julie were asked to give witness statements at the Henryetta Police Department.  The investigations prolonged their night.  While the interaction with Chance only took a few minutes, reliving and relaying the incident took hours.  After interviews from multiple agencies and officers, Gavan and Julie finally finished at the Henryetta Police Department.  They had provided their information, and Julie went into detail about both Elena and Chance. Her interrogation with law enforcement went on for two hours. Gavan's interview was relatively short, and out of kindness to the friend he had just made, he waited for Julie. He decided to read some old magazines while he sat in the waiting room.   
 
An older officer noticed his restlessness and approached him for a small conversation. They both felt they had just gone 20 years back in time because they were unable to use their phones.  Gavan worked up the nerve to ask the officer what exactly had happened.  The officer told him there had been an apparent case of arson. There was also the situation with Elena Doolin though there currently was no proof of abduction. Gavan asked if there were any injuries.
 
"Funnily enough, no. Not that we know of."
 
Funny.
 
It was funny, just like it had been odd that Asher Cries-For-War ripped Samson's shoulder out of the socket, with no other injuries.  Asher Cries-For-War was a man wanted for multiple homicides. He seemed to be selective about the wounds he inflicted on his victims. That did not make sense to Gavan.  Whoever had committed these acts was dangerous. Just like Asher, they were also selective.
 
They were professional.
 
There had been accounts of people hearing shots fired, but no one had witnessed any of the transpired events.  Everyone was so focused on the fire.  There were rounds, and what appeared to be blood, but there were no bodies.  There had been a small arms engagement between two factions.  One of these factions potentially used a feint, and now Elena Doolin was possibly abducted. Still, no one had seen anything.
 
No one knew anything.
 
Except for Julie and Gavan, who just discovered one of the Governor’s loose ends.
 
Jonathan T. Chance. Or is it Chance Tecumseh Freeborne?
 
The thought had been stuck on Gavan’s mind all day.  He had learned that he was Elena’s ex-boyfriend, and everything started to come full circle.  After Julie gave her information to the police, she drove home, and Gavan did likewise. The day's events remained cemented into his mind.
 
The anxiety had made him break out into a sweat, and he smelled horrible.  After driving home, he went to take a shower.  Before doing so, Gavan started removing items from his pockets so that the items would not get put in the washing machine. His shorts had cargo pockets; he laughed at the old fashion.
 
“You never know when they are going to come in handy,” he jokingly said to himself.
 
When he placed his hand inside his pocket, Gavan cried out in pain.  He quickly pulled it out and noticed blood dripping from his finger. Carefully, he pulled his pocket and saw the culprit, a metal object. He removed it from his pocket and noticed the cased metal journal which he had picked up from Chance's office. 
 
"I must have absentmindedly picked it up from Chance's office," Gavan spoke to himself.
 
He undid the hinge and the journal flew open sending old papers flying into the air. Gavan reached down and picked one of the clippings.
 
Local Resident, Chance Freeborne Commissions into the US Army as a Second Lieutenant
 
There inside the journal was an assortment of newspaper clippings, pictures, and Chance's writing.  While everything else had flown out, there were clippings that had been pasted and glued into the book.
 
“Who is Chance Tecumseh Freeborne?” asked Gavan. “Well, it looks like we’re about to find out.”
 




CHAPTER 3: THE PATH TO RAGNOG
Chance - Oklahoma
Local Gene Autry Resident Earns Coveted Marshal Award:
 
MAY 201-
 
Former Gene Autry Resident, Chance Freeborne earns the US Army Marshal Award.  The US Army awards the US Marshal Award to the number one cadet in their respective program.  Chance graduated from Gene Autry in 20--.  While at Gene Autry, Chance was a bit of a Renaissance man, playing tuba in the marching band and competing in kickboxing. 
 
After graduating high school, he attended the University of Central Oklahoma, where he earned the coveted 4-Year Army ROTC Scholarship. While at UCO, he excelled academically, earning numerous academic awards, highest of all being the Milton Blast Award, for overall Outstanding Business Student.  He has also been very active in the ROTC program and was able to attend the challenging Mountain Warfare School in Jericho, Vermont, and Airborne School at Fort Benning, Georgia.  Chance will attend a leadership conference in Washington DC, where he will gain valuable knowledge from key leaders in the US Army.  
 
Chance Freeborne will graduate this May and earned an Active Duty commission.  Following his initial timeline and requirements, Chance will be stationed at FT Carson, Colorado, where he will serve as an Infantry Officer.
 
***
 
[Clip from Chance's Journal.  Cut, and physically pasted into the metal notebook.]
 
MAY 201-
 
It's happening. The biggest goal I have wanted to achieve in my life is suddenly within reach.  Working with Professor Masterson, I believe I can try out for Special Forces in the National Guard immediately following my commission. I understand that Green Berets are the professionals whose maturity allows them to represent the US Army to multiple cultures and that they need a strong base in the fundamentals before being selected. I still believe I can do it.  My background in economics and language has given me a level of maturity that my peers don't have. I believe this will be evident at Selection.  
 
Dr. Masterson has a personal friend who is in contact with the governor with an SF unit.  He told me he would try and pull some strings so that I could get the governor's approval to go to selection.  I have talked to my leadership, and they are not thrilled, but I am afraid my passion outweighs the negativity of my mentors.  I will continue to work on my physical conditioning since Selection is in the next two months.
 
***
 
Chance's Journal
 
August 201-
 
I got through and was selected, but only by the grace of Providence.  My physical conditioning was excellent, but I was surprised by the remarks from my peers.  While I was still selected, both my cadre and my peers, said I needed to show some significant maturing before my training.  I was chosen, but it was still uncomfortable hearing those comments.
 
Now, I have to get a job.
 
Before this, when I had earned a commission on Active Duty, I knew I had a job. Now the process starts all over.  I talked to Dr. Masterson about this problem, when he suggested I go the SF route. He said not to worry about and that he had some plans for me.  I am not sure what exactly this meant but it sounds like I may have to look to him for employment.
 
Dr. Cass Masterson is a good man and I would be very eager to work for him.  I have talked to my leadership in ROTC, and they are not as happy about this as I am.  My senior NCO said that Green Berets need to spend time in the conventional army, so they better understand their role and are more mature.  I realize the need for time in the Regular Army, but then my instructor and my Professor of Military Science said that Dr. Masterson is a very shady man and that I should not be working with him.
 
Don't get me wrong, I respect my cadre very much. But I completely disagree with them about the professor. He is an idealist and has always treated me with respect.  It is confusing, am I to believe that every man who presents me with compliments is a con artist and that every man who - like my cadre - is hard on me, wants the best for me? I have always gone where I was wanted, and I feel that I am wanted and respected by Dr. Masterson.  I still appreciate my cadre, very, very much, but their negativity towards the professor is unfounded.
 
I will go to the professor and see what possibilities he has for me.  I am very excited!
 
***
 
Chance’s Journal
 
May 201-
 
My dreams are coming true! I have gone through Selection. My unit sent me to Infantry Officer Basic Course, Mortar Leaders Course, the National Guard Pre-Ranger Course, and finally Ranger School.  
 
Simultaneously, something crazy has happened.  Dr. Masterson was elected Governor.  I can barely believe it. I have been gone for almost eight months, and I did not even realize he was a candidate.
 
I come out of the field, and… Boom! Dr. Masterson is the Governor of Oklahoma.
 
It seems like he had everything planned out.
 
Now to discover what this job is.
 
***
 
Chance’s journal
 
August 201-
 
Wow! My dreams are coming true.
 
That is, unrealized dreams are coming true, goals I didn't know I had.  My hard work is paying off!
 
Dr. Cass Masterson has offered me a job to create a team that follows the SF model to help combat criminal organization throughout the state.
 
It all makes sense. It is apparent Dr. Masterson had this all planned out the entire time.
 
He is smart, political, and cares about the state.
 
We will be a squad that answers to him directly!  This mission will be a super-secret-squirrel team at the state-level. I am very excited to work with the Governor and look forward to serving the people of my state.  I asked him where we would be working, and he told me all over. But then he specifically mentioned he was concerned about some small town just outside of Idabel.  I can't remember the name though.
 
***
 
Chance's journal
 
September 201-
 
The A-Team did it! We have nine selected for our squad.  I know it will be tough, but I am 100% confident in my tactical abilities, and my level of maturity for a job like this.  My peers are all young, but I think our technical skills and passion for the state will overcome any fears of inexperience.  The Governor recruited forty potential candidates.  We used the Special Forces A-Team as a model for our Squad.  All candidates had to have a bachelor's degree and be in excellent physical shape.  I was then in charge of the training, and from the forty, we selected nine.   We conducted a 21-day gut check out in the Glass Mountains.
 
(This is a personal journal, so if this information ever got out, it would be a massive security violation.)
 
The Squad is composed of the following:
 
Chance Tecumseh "Viking" Freeborne - Team Leader, Gene Autry, Oklahoma.  I graduated with a degree in Economics from the University of Central Oklahoma.  
 
Kirby "Tex" Donovan - Weapons Sergeant, Texhoma, Oklahoma. Tex graduated with a degree in Agribusiness from Oklahoma Panhandle State University. Great guy, but in some ways, he is a walking stereotype; his nickname is Tex and he loves guns.  Tex is super knowledgeable about guns.  He is the closest thing on our team to not to being an Okie, in a lot of ways he is culturally more aligned to Texas.  From talking to him, I've learned a lot of weird stuff about Texhoma town. He paid his way through college as an arms dealer, and just from his arms collection he has brought an insane amount of firepower to the team. While I am responsible for training tactics of the organization, Tex will be in charge of training marksmanship and other technical skills.
 
Brett "Sparkie" Books - Communications Sergeant, Lone Wolf, Oklahoma. He is the geek in the group. He stands out more than anyone else. Sparkie graduated from the University of Central Oklahoma with a degree in General Engineering.   He has the thinnest frame and because of that, is the best runner out of all of us. He wears thick glasses and a red bandana around his head when we are training.  Sparkie loves to tell jokes. But they are not funny because they are any good, they are funny because he has to follow up and explain the joke. Just looking at him, you know he was born to operate a radio.
 
Frank "Preacher" Compton - Engineer Sergeant, Tishimingo, Oklahoma.  Preacher is the moral conscience of the group.  He is the calmest. Because of his background, we send him to churches to get a feel for each of the towns.  He graduated with an Electrical Engineering Degree from Oklahoma Christian.
 
Salvador Martinez - Assistant Team Leader, Boise City, Oklahoma.  Tough, hardworking individual.     I am big into the concepts…I am a big picture guy, and he is fantastic at the details of the job.  I am probably the closest to Martinez.      He had been in the National Guard throughout college and was planning to go to Officer Candidate School after getting his bachelor's degree.  He graduated with an Education degree from Northwestern University.
 
Bill "Q" Picket III - Team Medic, Spencer, Oklahoma. Probably the most intriguing guy on the team.  Q’s dad was a Green Beret and had trained foreign troops in southern Africa.  Later in life, the dad married a woman from a tribe in South Africa.  He had to go through new customs to win the Zulu's approval.  After retiring from the Army, his parents moved back to Spencer, Oklahoma.  Bill Pickett spent the year with his family in Spencer but then would visit KwaZulu Natal (KZN) in the summer.  He would do rodeos in Oklahoma and then go through Zulu rituals in the summer.
 
Bill is in a similar boat with me.  We did ROTC together.  He had an ROTC Nursing scholarship through Langston University before he was lured away by the Governor's offer. 
 
Kelsey McNally - Operations Sergeant, Medicine Park, Oklahoma.   Excellent at planning.  Definitely the smartest guy in our group. Kelsey is a prodigy when it comes to maps. He is an avid rock climber and frequents the Wichita Mountains and Arbuckle Mountain. From driving in between Oklahoma mountain ranges, he has quite a bit of geographical knowledge of Oklahoma that will be of great value. He graduated from Oklahoma State with a degree in Geographic Information Systems.
 
Aldridge Blois - Legal Expert, Eufala, Oklahoma.  Unique to our mission is the fact that we are technically a law enforcement agency and not a military unit, and because of this, we needed a legal expert  Aldridge is the son of an Anglican Priest.  He graduated from Oklahoma City University with a Bachelor's degree in Religion, with the intent to follow his father's path. This was before he decided to become an attorney and going on to graduate from the University of Tulsa's Law School.  After graduating from Law School, Aldridge intended to enlist in the Army in the 18X program. When this opportunity came up, he gladly accepted.  He passed the bar and will know how to keep us clean.  
 
***
 
Chance's journal
 
October 201-
 
Our nine-man squad is fantastic! I look forward to working with these men. We are all about the same age and technical ability. Also, we all have an excellent level of physical fitness. Today, we spent a solid three hours at the gym.  We did an hour of cardio, then slowed it down, before hitting the weights. I can barely lift my arms to type this. 
 
Oh, yeah, I remember the name of the town the Governor mentioned earlier.  It is called Ragnog.
 




CHAPTER 4: THE FRAT SQUAD
Gavan- Oklahoma
Disposition of Hugo Sheriff, Elfego Baca V
 
You know before the Death Squad, they were called the Frat Squad.  I had a buddy in one of the towns who gave me the scoop.  The rumor was that Governor Cass Masterson had selected nine young men who had successfully gone through rigorous testing in the Glass Mountains.  The Governor was able to circumvent Posse Comitatus by hiring them as civilians and in a law enforcement capacity.  They were young soldiers who had dedicated the past three-four years of their life to a strict training regime.  When the Governor hired them, these young men suddenly had money, perceived prestige, confidence, freedom, and most of all, unchecked power. 
 
The Frat Squad was not lazy.  When they were in my town, they worked hard.  In the early morning, I saw them running at least five miles, before heading to the local gym. For those not accustomed to being around infantryman, it was a sight to behold.  These men ran their guts out before getting under the bar and lifting heavy weights. People always say you can't do both, that you have to focus on cardio or strength. These guys did it. I had another buddy, a serious power lifter, tell me that their workouts were slow, bodybuilder type workouts, and he was not impressed. I was.
 
The intent of their training to be clandestine was made vulnerable by their gym routines.  The average citizen would not have looked at them and assumed they were part of some state-level secret operation, but their actions still made people take notice of them.  People took note when they saw them and believe me, not everyone was happy with the attention they got.  While they did nothing inappropriate, high school girls began flocking the local gym to watch them work out.  My town is a small town with good people. They were not happy with their teenage daughters gawking at these obnoxious, boisterous, bare-chested men. 
 
My area is not a town of tea-totters, we have bars and other drinking establishments. Still, we are not accustomed to the loud, raucous that a college town would be. The frat squad earned their moniker with their ability to drink until the bar closed.  Plenty of fraternities drink but they drink a little. Afterwards, they still get up at 4 am and run five miles. Anyone who was a veteran guessed they were a conglomeration of marines and soldiers, and anyone who donned a set of ACU's knew they were grunts.  After their workouts, they were less visible, but still easy to find. 
 
Finally, after three weeks of being in our town, with a display of unchecked masculinity and immaturity, they made their offer to train my deputies and me.  Before accepting, I went and observed their training.  They read doctrine on training and counter-insurgency, but none of their passion for training had any real-world experience.  There was no tactical patience in their movements, only a youthful rush for everything.  I was impressed with their zeal and dedication to training, but what they needed was an old man.
 
They needed the old Platoon Sergeant, like Clint Eastwood’s character in Heartbreak Ridge.  They needed an old man to take their passion and their knowledge and groom them.  They needed a good kick in the pants, but they never got that.  We trained with them, but in the end, I felt we needed to mentor them.  Their tactics were excellent, and we did learn some small-unit tactics from them. When one of the members of the squad became involved with the county commissioner's daughter, the relationship quickly soured.  The commissioner personally brought me into his office and told me to tail them and arrest them for a DUI, or anything else I could find.
 
The frat squad was supposed to be an organization that the rest of the state was ignorant of, but all bets were off when one of them got involved with the commissioner's daughter. I guess that it was the commissioner's daughter who alerted the group because they left town before we could successfully arrest any of them.
 
They left our town and continued their training. From what I heard, for a solid two months, they trained department, in various small incorporated areas and municipalities across Oklahoma. 
 
The reader of this will be incredulous of what I saw, but it is the truth.  When they were still in our town, I saw a man on a motorcycle. He had a clipboard and was taking notes on things he observed.  This man wore no shirt but instead covered his upper body with a black leather vest only. He wore pants and had a black bandana on to hold his long hair in place. His arms, chest and neck were covered with an assortment of tattoos. I could see the look of suspicion and the self-awareness about him. From my experience, I immediately knew he was a criminal. However, at that moment, I had no probable cause to tell him to leave.  A citizen was walking by this biker, and the biker stopped the man.  The two had a conversation while he took down some notes. It appeared that, though physically intimidating, the biker spoke in such a manner that the Hugo resident did not feel uncomfortable chatting with him.  Finally, the biker looked in my direction, and seeing my car and lights, he started his bike and drove off.
 
After he drove off, I went up to the individual and asked him what the biker wanted from him.
 
He told me that I should not worry because the polite biker was only enquiring about the nine men who had come into town.  The man said the biker had seen them working out, and was curious about the workout routine.  Telling him he had no idea what type of workout they performed, he proceeded to tell him everything that he knew about them.  I do not believe that the Hugoian understood that the Frat Squat was a secret state agency, but he still described them to the biker to the best of his abilities.
 
I was alarmed, but not shocked.  While it was strange that this Hugo-resident had a more respectful view of what appeared to be an outlaw biker than he did the squad of state agents, it was not surprising because of the way they presented themselves to the town.  It was strange that a potential outlaw gang biker could, according to my resident, speak so eloquently. But it only makes sense that criminal enterprises would send out their scouts to gather intelligence on potential threats. My frustration with the Frat Squad evolved into an old man's concern for a group of stupid, young men.
 
Soon the squad began to move from re-training, after their failed attempt in our town, to their operations.  The problem is, I don't think they learned their lesson.  They did everything in almost the same way as they had in our town. They did, however, avoid the daughters of mayors in locations, so that allowed them to stay longer. The Frat Squad did something else that showed their lack of professionalism, they forgot their mission. Initially, they were supposed to go into small towns and teach local law enforcement small-unit tactics, so that a little town could combat the growing threat of the Sons and other cartel-like organizations.  Initially, they did this, but in building their relationships, they also discovered they were great at developing intelligence.  So for the first few months, they trained departments and gathered information on the enemies of Oklahoma all across the state.  Then, with the freedom they were given by the Governor and a complete understanding of his intent, they decided to take direct action. 
 
Governor Masterson was a politically smart man. He knew that by empowering local law enforcement, he would not be politically liable to any protests against law enforcement and that he would still be able to gather intelligence on the criminal elements in the state.
 
The Governor's course of action would have helped small towns, but his motives were not good.  Masterson's purposes were made visible by the fact that, in a televised statement, he criticized one of the small town departments where he had sent the Frat Squad to train. Masterson was the one who had authorized the departments’ training, and then when they used those very techniques, he criticized them.  He demanded an investigation which conveniently never happened.  I don't know what the Frat Squad thought about this, but I honestly don't think they cared.
 
The Frat Squad was too excited for the job to realize that Masterson was using them.  It was for political reasons that he wanted so much distance from this group.  Police had become a political liability, and Masterson was not the type of leader to put his career on the line to defend the actions of others.  He knew how imperative local law enforcement would be in a fight against cartel-like organizations, and he had also sent out the Frat Squad to see which of the local town governments could be trusted.  Through the Frat Squad, he learned about Ragnog. 
 
Ragnog had no industry. There was no oil, gas, or any agricultural practices taking place.  It was, like many other towns in the state, a ghost town that once had a population of over 40,000, and then there was nothing. In the last few years, it started to grow.  I heard rumors of gross misconduct of local government and business.  The town’s level of corruption actually attracted criminals to it. Ragnog seemed to stay off the public radar, but the small towns in Southeastern Oklahoma, near the swamp in the Little River National Wildlife Refuge, knew about Ragnog and were afraid of the wretched micro-city.  The town suddenly had money, with improved roads and infrastructure.  Suddenly the town had enough resources to build its own academy for both police and firefighters.  Ragnog was quickly turning into a dangerous and powerful place.
 
Governor Masterson knew that Ragnog was dangerous.  He knew of the high-level corruption, and he assumed the town had become home to the cartel-like groups he was fighting.  But, he did not call the town out. It is very apparent that a shrewd man, like Cass Masterson, would not pursue such a dangerous threat.  If Ragnog could afford new roads, he knew that they could afford to send someone to kill him.  So, the Governor did nothing. And, Ragnog grew.
 
The Governor may have ambitions bordering on dictatorship, but he was not a micro-manager.  The empowerment of his subordinates gave him political freedom.  He could criticize things that he had done himself, but still, maintain distance from it in the public eye.  
 
Masterson did not interfere with the Frat Squad. Because if he had, he would have kept them out of Ragnog.
 
The Frat Squad may have been misguided, they may have messed up a lot of things, but I pity them and the hell in which they found themselves in that wretched town.




CHAPTER 5: RAGNOG
Gavan - Ragnog, Oklahoma
There have been many questions regarding Ragnog and the events that transpired there. While it is just news to others, to me, it was real life.  I feel it is my duty to record the events so others can know what really transpired.  These events are still real to me, I can even see these images in my mind and can see certain events as they unfold.
 
The squad and I had completed training in Black Kettle National Grassland in Western Oklahoma.  We were technically and tactically competent. However, on multiple occasions we came up short logistically.  Realizing our logistical base was always an issue so we targeted the problem the only way we knew how.  We turned our resource preparation into a party.
 
Nu Metal blared as we prepared our weapons and equipment. Meticulous fingers loaded rounds into their 30-round magazines and then loaded these into the magazine-holders on our kits. We tried our vests on, walked around with them. We had to get a feel of our equipment.  
 
This time we were not going to come up short on ammunition, supplies, or equipment.
 
Each member carried a large bag, like a hockey player, which contained their weapon and cache of ammo.  We loaded it into the squad’s sleek, black SUV.  The Frat Squad tried to be subtle, but they had too much flare not to stand out. Someone would not see them and immediately think they were tactical, but they all wore utility jackets and baseball hats, so the average citizen would know something was up. Overall their presence was not excessively tactical but if someone began to notice the details, they would have mentally associated them with law enforcement.
 
The squad loaded the equipment into their vehicle.  It was going to be a long drive.  The team had agreed that it was best to have as much space from the objective, Ragnog, as possible. The reason they wanted this much space from the objective, is so they could prepare for the assault, without spies from Ragnog discovering their preparation. 
 
Before the Ragnog incursion, the squad had been training in the west portion of the state; they had been training in the Black Kettle National Grassland.  It would be an almost eight-hour drive for them from Black Kettle National Grassland, to Ragnog, which was just outside the Little River Wildlife Refuge.  The squad made sure to stock up on energy drinks before the long drive.  Too proud to rest before their mission, the men downed as many energy drinks as they could to stay alert as they drove. 
 
The Squad had discovered the existence of a synthetic drug known as Zeta. It was different from other drugs. Drug dealers made Zeta in Oklahoma, and as far as they could tell, it stayed in Oklahoma.  It was a dangerous drug that attracted people from all backgrounds.
 
Zeta was a strategic drug in the same manner cocaine was to Marxists guerrillas in South America.  This drug provided an instant source of income to Ragnog. There were rumors of a motorcycle gang who would travel throughout the Oklahoma delivering the drug to suppliers. The Frat Squad's intelligence believed that the entire town was tied to the drug.  The Frat Squad’s intelligence believed that it was drug trafficking that made the entire town so wealthy. The town was so wealthy it started its Ragnog Police academy, and created its certification for its emergency services. Law enforcement agencies complained to state-level leadership, but these concerns fell on deaf ears.  Money from Zeta enabled Ragnog to buy friends. Zeta was not just a tool, it was crushing the state of Oklahoma as well.
 
It all started in Ragnog, fueled Ragnog, and would end in Ragnog. 
 
Under the tutelage of Kelsey McNally, the squad memorized the town. They learned every street and every building in the downtown area. They divided Ragnog into nine divisions and each member of the team had to remember the area allocated to them. Their training, map reconnaissance, and confidence in each other drove away any fears that began to creep into their minds as they thought about armed conflict with a powerful cartel.
 
Their map survey of the town may have been extensive but none of them had set foot in Ragnog. None of the nine had stepped foot in Ragnog. 
 
From their time working for the Governor, the squad knew the diverse geography of Oklahoma. They had studied its regions. Still, they could not help but feel like they were going into an entirely different world as they drove from western Oklahoma through the Wichita Mountains, and finally down into Kiamichi country. They could feel tension grow as they drove closer towards their objective.  They could not only feel it in themselves, but they seemed to sense in people as they neared Ragnog. 
 
People in western Oklahoma had noticed the black SUV but carried on with their business. But, as the vehicle was closing into Ragnog, people of McCurtain County saw their vehicle and took pause. 
 
The squad stopped at a Mexican restaurant in Idabel. They began flirting with the waitress, a young and beautiful woman. The waitress had dark features, and the Squad assumed she was Hispanic. Almost immediately Martinez and Chance started speaking in Spanish in an attempt to impress her.  The waitress shook her head, laughing at them, and stated she only spoke English.  It was a cute way of giving them the cold shoulder, but they were too arrogant to understand. Finally, as the meal came to a close, she asked them where they were headed.
 
“Got business just outside of Ragnog," said Books.
 
“Ragnog?" she asked.
 
"Ragnog," said Chance.
 
“No, no, no,” she said shaking her head. Each time she repeated the word, her Mexican accent came out stronger, “Es un ciudad de miedo y noche.” 
 
She covered her face with her hands, and almost in an instant, an assistant manager came to her wrapping his arms around her and staring at the nine men that stood in front of her.
 
“What did you say to her?” the manager intensely stared at them they thought he must have been her brother.
 
“No,” she said shaking her head, “Ragnog, son tienan trabajo circa de Ragnog.”
 
“Mis hermanos,” said her manager, “your travel plans upset her.  I apologize. Please, we will pay for the meal-”
 
"No, we will -" started Chance.
 
“No, sir, we insist -” he was interrupted by his sister who whispered something into his ear. “She says we will pay.  She insists, and she insists you take this as well.”
 
Pulling her necklace from her neck, she placed it on Chance's neck.
 
“No puedo tiene un crucifix, soy un protestanto -" started Chance.
 
“Calle!!” screamed the man as held his sister, “mi hermano.  Do not insult my sister by refusing her gift.  She pleads for you to avoid that town.”
 
"We must go that way -" said Salvador.
 
“Idiota!” she cried, “there is nothing for you but death, do not go into Ragnog!”
 
Chance made no reply but looked at his comrades. No one replied. No one was mature enough to know how to respond to this woman who was in apparent despair.  
 
“Yeah, sure, we’ll avoid it,” said Chance.
 
The girl continued to cry in the arms of her brother, the brother could see that Chance was lying, and his visage did not soften. He was just glad his sister could not see Chance's face as he lied to her.  Still lost, and not knowing what to do, Chance softly patted the woman’s back. Soon, they were on their way. The brother stood still, comforting his sister, as the squad exited the restaurant.
 
"What do you think about that?" asked Salvador as they climbed back into the SUV.
 
"Hysterics and mysticism will not sway me," said Chance, as he looked down orcs at his crucifix. "We have come too far.  We must go into Ragnog."
 




CHAPTER 6: RAGNOG, PART II
Gavan - Ragnog, Oklahoma
The squad was overwhelmed by the waitress’ reaction and they rode in silence. For sixty hard days they had trained, running no less than three miles a day and hitting the weights, but none of their training had prepared them for her.  This woman had hit them harder than any of the strikes they had thrown. Chance had been hit pretty hard while training in Muay Thai. Hard power kicks against the legs had drained him physically, destroyed his stamina, and shaken him up mentally. But, this woman had hit harder than that. She was the sucker punch they hadn't seen coming. 
 
Chance sat silently in the passenger seat, holding the crucifix, trying to recover from the blows.
 
He had grown up attending the church of Christ. He was sure his parents and mentors would have been ashamed of his arrogance and the refusal of the woman's gift. While it may have been Catholic in origin, the gift brought Chance back to the faith of his youth. He sat silently with the crucifix in his fingers, his eyes tracing every inch of it.  
 
“Alright, we’re almost there,” said Kelsey McNally.
 
“What’s the first thing you want to do?” asked Chance.
 
“Let’s go get some intel,” said Martinez.
 
“How do you plan on doing that?” asked Compton.
 
“Let’s hit the bar," said Martinez.
 
Chance sat silently, thinking about the offer.  His face showed his repulsion at the suggestion.
 
"Chance, you alright, bro?" asked Compton.
 
He bowed his head, looking down away from his friend.  He tucked the crucifix into his shirt, hidden from his sight. "Yeah, Preacher. We can go.”
 
The bars in Ragnog were not like the small-town bars in the rest of Oklahoma.  Something was different about the people who entered the bar. They looked like ordinary people in the way they dressed, but there was something in their facial expressions that gave the squad the chills. They appeared healthy in outward appearance, but their eyes told a different story. Their glassy stares reminded Q of horses he had broken back in Spencer.  Something about them was unstable.
 
"Dude," said Pickett, "there is no one drinking in this bar."
 
Chance looked around and came to the same realization.
 
"And what is with this music?" Chance asked.
 
The music comprised primitive tribal music, a drum beat, and foreign tongues shouting in rhythm. 
 
“You must be from out of town,” said the bartender.
 
The squad stumbled over their words as they tried to avoid the truth.
 
“Just driving through,” said Chance.
 
"Well, I can tell you that the whole town of Ragnog is glad you're here."
 
"What does that mean?" asked Martinez.
 
Another man from the town stood up. "Nothing, pardner. Ragnog is just glad you're here.  We're a tight-knit community, but we are always welcoming of….guests."
 
Martinez pulled back, his face showing his puzzlement.
 
"Here, I don't drink, but please," said the man, "have a beer on me."
 
The man's voice and expression were blank, but there was apparent interest in the out-of-towners who had arrived in Ragnog.
 
An older woman reached out and gently grabbed Pickett by his wrist. "Yes, son! We are so glad you are here."
 
Pickett looked down at his wrist and then up at her. He was mad at himself for letting anyone get that close, and instantly he shook her off his wrist and began to create a distance from her. As Pickett inched away from her, he bumped into a large, bearded man with a trucker-style hat. The man had the same blank stare and smiled when he came into contact with Pickett.
 
"Glad to see you here," said the man, and placed his hand on Pickett's shoulder, "glad to see you all here."
 
The squad began to posture themselves for a fight, as the room grew more uncomfortable despite the attempt at hospitality. 
 
"Please, have a drink," said the bartender.
 
“No, my friend,” said Martinez. "I do not feel like drinking tonight."
 
"Please don't be ugly," said the old woman "We are excited about your presence in our town."
 
The old woman reached her hand out and touched Martinez' shoulder.
 
"Mujera! Get off me!" cried Martinez and he brushed her hand off and stepped back.
 
There were now easily twenty people in the bar, who were inching towards them. The scene felt like an old sci-fi film, with apparent mindless people stumbling towards them. Martinez reached down and drew the concealed pistol from its holster. 
 
There was no shock from the crowd. Instead of running away, the group continued to close in on the team.  Other members of the squad drew their weapons too. 
 
"Get back!" screamed Tex, as he drew his .357 Magnum from his waistband. "I will make a Picasso-style masterpiece with your brains if you step any closer!"
 
Ragnogians made no emotional outburst. They remained as they kept shuffling forward in their semi-catatonic state as the Texhoman drew the hand-cannon.
 
"Stop!" screamed a voice.
 
This voice was not coming from any of the squad members. It came from behind the crowd and Chance looked up.
 
A long-haired man clad in a black biker-style vest, jeans and boots stood behind the crowd. Just as he had screamed, the group stopped moving towards the Frat Squad.  
 
The Squad still had their weapons in hand. Even so, they turned their back to the Squad and walked towards the long-haired man.
 
"I've seen that man before," said Compton. That biker. When we trained in Tonkawa, I met him there."
 
"That's on a completely different part of the state," said Aldridge.
 
"I know, and yes, that is weird," said Compton, "but not as weird as this."
 
"It's as if they are possessed a collective mind," said Aldridge.
 
The crowd walked past them ignoring his condescending remark.
 
"Let's get out of here," whispered Chance.
 
The squad moved back to their SUV with weapons still drawn.
 
They moved with their backs to the SUV and their weapons facing towards the crowd.  When they got to their vehicle, Tex and Chance allowed everyone else to enter while they stood guard. Martinez started the car and slammed on the gas, speeding away from the bar.
 
"What is this place?" asked Tex.
 
"That old woman was dressed like she was going to a PTA meeting," said Pickett. 
 
"Let's avoid that bar," said Martinez, "do we have any access to GPS?"
 
"No," said Kelsey McNally, "and these roads are nothing like the maps we studied."
 
As if on cue, the SUV rolled over the curb of a sidewalk.
 
"Elm Street," said McNally, "I tried to memorize the whole town, but this was not the section I was supposed to memorize specifically. This Elm Street is not like the one that I studied.  Do you know how much time it would take to develop new curves in the street?"
 
"And there is no sign of any construction. No signs. Nothing," said Books.
 
"Those maps that I found were only a year old," said Kelsey. "In a year, the town has changed so much that we cannot recognize it.  Our map reconnaissance is worthless!"
 
"This town is different in another way too," said Aldridge. "There are no churches.  That is pretty weird for Oklahoma, would you not agree?"
 
"That is not true," said Preacher, "look over there."
 
Preacher raised his hand and pointed his finger and it began to shake noticeably.
 
"That doesn't look like a church to me," said Chance.
 
"That is what the sign says. The church of Ragnog" said Preacher. "Aldridge, what do you think about the architecture?"
 
"It is not typical evangelical Christian architecture," said Aldridge.
 
"That looks like the type of church your pagan ancestors would have worshipped in. Viking," said Pickett to Chance.
 
"I did not see that church on any satellite images," said Kelsey McNally, "this building would have been talked about by anyone that dared come into this town."
 
"Then that means this church is new," said Aldridge.
 
"It doesn't look new. It seems like something from a Lovecraftian world reached out and grabbed this town," said Chance.
 
"What do we do now?" asked Martinez.
 
"Well, I don't want to go into that bar again," said Chance, "the word culture stems from the word 'cult'; if we know what people think, we know how they will act.  If we know what is in their heart, then we know everything.  I think, instead of bars, we should have been looking someplace else."
 
"That church?" asked Martinez, "you want to send us into that church?"
 
Chance nodded. 
 
"I agree with the Viking," said Frank. "I think our answers to Ragnog all go back to that church."
 
"We can't all go in there," said Chance.  "We'll send some back to the hotel.  They can pull security and get some sleep. Aldridge and Preacher will go to the church because they know philosophy, law, and language, then they’ll tell us more about the town’s culture. And then myself and Tex."
 
"Why us two?" asked Tex. "I am not a superstitious person, but I do not want to go anywhere near that building."
 
"Neither do I," said Chance, "but if something bad happens, you can blow us a hole in that church."
 
“We aren’t armed heavily enough,” said Martinez.
 
“Martinez, we have the munitions of an infantry squad," said Tex.
 
"Yeah, in the army we were trained to fight in three to one odds.  Those numbers change with the number of munitions and a capable rate of fire, but it was never a good idea for a squad to take on an entire town,” said Martinez
 
***
 
The next morning, four members of the team were selected to go to church and they dressed up to go. 
 
"But there's no way they know about us, right?  At the end of the day, how do they know we don't belong in Ragnog?” asked Tex.
 
They stopped in front of the Ragnog church, and Frank got into the SUV.
 
"Well, Preacher, how was the church?" asked Chance.
 
"It was an experience," said Frank, his voice ringing with an accent the squad was unaccustomed to.
 
"Did you run into your family?" asked Martinez. "Because you just dropped back into a hick-accent that none of us has ever heard you speak in."
 
“Sorry, I must be...must be excited,” said Preacher.
 
“Excited?  Some girl in there get your blood pressure up?” asked Chance.
 
“Yeah, I guess you could say that.  That’s the first time I’ve ever seen stained glass windows in a Baptist church building before,” said Compton.
 
“It’s that weird?” asked Chance.
 
“The stained glass windows themselves?  No, not really. The pictures, yeah,” said Preacher.
 
“The pictures?” asked Aldridge.
 
"Look. Baptists are Pre-Millenialists.  Pre-Millennialists love to talk about the 1,000-year reign, and all of that good end-of-the-world stuff, but they had some sort of dragon on ‘em ‘er walls.”
 
“What?” asked Aldridge.
 
"I'm sorry, I'm just a little spooked, maybe gettin' a little riled up. My accent starts getting strong," said Compton.
 
“They had a dragon on their stained glass windows?” asked Aldridge.
 
"Yeah, but that wasn't as bad as other things," said Preacher.
 
“Dude, you have a minor in linguistics, why are you talking like that?” Aldridge asked.
 
"Funny, you should mention that. I got to use some of my linguistics training today -"
 
“Were they speaking in tongues?” asked Tex.
 
"You could say that," he said, shaking his head.
 
Martinez noticed that Frank's hands were visibly shaking.
 
"They were speaking in some language I had never heard before.  It was rough and ugly, but the whole congregation was speaking and singing in it."
 
"Frank, we've been driving around all morning, and we have seen no one out. Was everyone at church?" asked Tex.
 
"Don't mock the name of churches everywhere by calling that building that.  That's some sort of cult.  This whole town, the town of Ragnog, is some sort of cult!" said Preacher.
 
Martinez, Tex, and Chance looked at each other, not sure what to say. They did not want to offend Frank by remaining silent, and they also did not want to contradict him in his present state of fear.
 
“You don’t believe me?” asked Frank.
 
"No," said Aldridge.
 
"The whole town was in there! It was so crowded I could only see up to the front. They were all wearing dark robes and speaking in that language.  I don't care anymore; we need out of Ragnog! That woman was right."
 
“Get a hold of yourself, Frank.  You sound like that woman, and that’s not good,” said Aldridge.
 
"Our ancestors did not come to the New World to be swayed by mysticism," said Martinez.
 
"Guys, we ain’t dealin' with no run of the mill drug cartels," Frank said, his accent growing with his fear. "We're dealing with a cult."
 
“The whole town?” asked Tex.
 
“Yes, the whole darn town," said Preacher.
 
"You're unreasonable. You're being emotional,” said Tex.
 
"Like the girl who pleaded with her life that this town was ‘un ciudad de muerte’?  They had a board with pictures of all the members, every single member of the city council was listed there.  I had memorized their names, and every one of them was on the board," said Frank 
 
“Well, where does that put us, Frank?” asked Chance.
 
"Wait," Frank spoke with eyes bulging from his head and sweat beaded on his face. "Where is everyone else?  Where is the rest of the squad?"
 
"Back at the hotel," said Martinez.
 
"Go back and get them!  We never leave our buddies behind," started Preacher.
 
"Relax, bro. They're sleeping," started Chance.
 
"I’m scared it might be the sleep they ain’t ever gonna wake up from."
 
Frank unbuckled his seatbelt and went to the giant bag. He grabbed a semi-automatic 12-gauge shotgun.
 
"We got to go back and get our buddies before it's too late."
 
"Alright, I'll give them a call," said Chance.
 
"There's no signal, ain't been one since we got here,” said Frank.
 
He was right, and they all knew it.  Now the four in the SUV hoped he wasn't right about everything. 
 
They picked up speed as they began their drive back to the hotel. They spun through town and got caught at the red light. There, on the street corner as a man wearing a baker’s white apron. Chance looked over at him, and he smiled and waved.
 
"Yes, I saw that man there too!" shouted Frank.
 
"We believe you."
 
"Well, you won't believe what I see now," said Frank.
 
Chance continued driving as the light turned green, but looked back in his rear-view mirror.
 
"Just a man on his cell phone," said Chance.
 
“No that’s not, Hermano,” said Martinez.
 
“That’s a radio!  That guy is calling us in!  Now, go go go!”
 
Chance slammed his foot on the accelerator, and they sped towards the hotel.  They reached the hotel with the Sons’ leader still following them. He slammed on the brake in front of the hotel. Almost simultaneously, Martinez, Tex, and Frank leaped from their vehicle and sprinted towards the hotel. Martinez and Frank drew their weapons from their concealed positions.  Frank his tactical shotgun, and Martinez the pistol..  The three of them dashed into their hotel room. Chance remained in the vehicle for what felt like an eternity.
 
Four men emerged from the hotel room. Martinez and Frank carried an injured Pickett who had his arms around their necks. Meanwhile, Tex walked in front of them, keeping an eye out for any danger. 
 
Pickett moaned in pain as they hoisted him into the SUV. 
 
"Is he...are they?" asked Chance.
 
"Grab your weapon, Chance. Load up," said Martinez.
 
"What's in there?" said Chance.
 
"Dang it, Chance!" screamed Frank. "We've got to get out of here!”
 
"I don't understand."
 
"They're coming for us. We have to get out of here!"
 
"But we can't leave our friends in there!"
 
“We’re getting them!" screamed Preacher.
 
“Are they all...”
 
Frank looked at Chance with such intensity that Chance knew the answer to his question without needing to hear it.
 
"And the weapons, the money, was that all taken, too?"
 
"No. The money wasn’t touched."
 
"Stop!" screamed Tex, silencing all those in the vehicle. Tex rolled down the back seat window and raised his assault rifle.  He unleashed a grenade from his M203.  The round penetrated the window to the hotel room they were in.
 
BOOM!  The room immediately erupted in a fire.
 
"What are you doing?" screamed Chance.
 
"No!" cried Pickett. "Chance!  Tex is doing the right thing!"
 
"We never leave anyone behind!" cried Chance.
 
"They were gone," said Pickett, grimacing in agonizing pain. "Tex just prevented their bodies from being subject to demonic barbarism."
 
"What was in there?" cried Chance.
 
"It wasn't, it wasn't..." started Pickett.
 
"It wasn't what?" asked Martinez.
 
"It wasn't human," said Pickett.
 
The five survivors sat silently in the SUV as they drove out of the town. Martinez held up Book's cell phone. Chance continued driving but could see him going through the phone.  Martinez pressed the button, and they could hear the screams on the phone. They could hear the voices on the phone, the cries. The screams were not out of pain, as Chance interpreted, but fear. He could not make out most of the words but he did catch one. "Monster." Martinez closed the phone and sat in silence. Chance looked over at him, and he saw a single tear roll down his cheek.
 
"Chance, I don't know what we're messing with."
 
Another vehicle slammed into the back of their SUV.  The vehicle turned 270 degrees and rolled over onto its side.  Its windows shattered and giant flames erupted at the rear of the vehicle.
 
"Everybody gives me an up!" shouted Chance.
 
"I'm good!" yelled Martinez.
 
“I’m good,” said Frank, his words separated by breaths of pain, “but I’m pretty messed up.”
 
"Guys," said Martinez, "we've got company."
 
Martinez unbuckled himself from the vehicle. He grabbed his pistol and began to fire.  He unloaded an entire clip and then reloaded and continued to shoot.  Chance unbuckled himself too and started to climb out towards the back of the vehicle.  He raised his weapon to fire, but then he screamed.
 
“What’s wrong with him?” asked Chance, surprised at Martinez’ outburst.
 
“They’re monsters!” screamed Martinez, his accent thick, “Monsters!”
 
There in the middle of Ragnog was a horde of almost fifty orcs running towards them. They carried pitchforks, machetes, shovels, and an assortment of makeshift weapons.  Chance raised his assault rifle, and he tried to aim his gun, but his hands shook with fear. He lowered his AR-15, tightened the strap of his weapon, and then raised his rifle again and began to unload an entire magazine into the crowd of monsters.
 
The rounds impacted, but with little effect since this did not stop the creatures.  They continued to move forward, using the orcs in front of them as living shields.  
 
"Martinez, get Frank!  Get Frank, and we get out of here!"
 
"But..."
 
"I've got four magazines. Get him, and we get out of here!"
 
Martinez crawled through to get Frank, as Chance continued to shoot the oncoming horde. The orcs were moving towards Chance and his weapon.  He fired half of his magazine, and only two fell. He continued shooting, and they continued to draw closer.  Three or four jumped on to the vehicle.  Shrapnel exploded as Frank fired his semi-automatic shotgun through the roof and at the oncoming beasts.  The rounds of the 5.56 could not consistently stop them, but the impact of the shotgun did. 
 
The creatures fell back. At the sound of the gun, they initially cowered, but they were ultimately not deterred and kept moving forward. The gun sang out, blowing through the SUV, shooting glass and various items into the air. Chance ducked his head to take cover, and as he did the orcs sprinted towards him. Despite the shotgun, the monsters continued forward.  In an instant, they were on him.  He tried to raise his weapon to fire, but the creature’s hands clutched his barrel. He managed to draw his pistol from his side and fired into the beasts. Those he hit fell forward onto him, and he screamed in maddening claustrophobia as they piled onto him. 
 
BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM
 
As the creatures had gotten too close, and three were blown apart, as the shotgun hit them at point-blank rage. Immediately, Chance got to his knee and began firing at the orcs, but the sound of the shotgun went silent.  Chance looked at the SUV, and noticed some orcs inside it. He saw one standing with Frank's shirt, and his hands roughly searched through the kit that Frank had worn. Chance fired at the creature. It clutched its shoulder, and Chance tried to shoot again, but his weapon jammed. He called out the names of his friends, but there was no answer. The orcs continued forward but Chance knew he could not leave his buddies. He also knew that now his buddies wanted him to run.
 
He ran, his fists pounding the air as his legs carried him as far as he could.  He looked behind him, and there were two orcs still chasing him on foot. Chance took a knee and raised his weapon.
 
BOOM
 
He fired the first weapon, shooting the closest orc right between the eyes.
 
He aimed his assault rifle at the second orc. He fired. His piece jammed. Chance went into remedial action. He slammed the bottom of the magazine, pulled back the charging hand and released the misfed round. He hunkered down into his kneeling position, the second orc now within four feet of him. Carefully he raised his weapon.
 
BOOM
 
The second orc was killed instantly as the round went through the center of his skull.  The orc fell back. . Chance's eyes briefly scanned over the carcass of this mythological creature.  From his location in the town, he looked back at Ragnog. Flames had begun to rise high into the air, and he could see more trucks coming. These were not trucks that had been in the fight, but appeared to be a reactionary force coming to reinforce or finish the fight. 
 
Chance was tempted to shoot as many as he could, but he had to survive, and he did not want them coming in his general direction.
 
From the commotion, he could hear the voice of Tex.
 
“Tex!” screamed Chance, glad to see his friend was still alive.
 
Tex was almost textbook in his technical execution. Tex fired his rifle, engaging as the oncoming enemy approached, moving closer. He slung his weapon to his back, drew his pistol, and emptied every magazine. Finally, out of rounds, he pulled his Bowie knife.  The horde tackled him, and Chance screamed as orcs covered his buddy.
 
"Tex!" screamed Chance.
 
BOOM
 
Chance was blown back.  Looking up Chance saw his buddies.
 
There were Martinez and Pickett laying on the ground. 
 
“Oh, no, no, no!” cried out Chance. 
 
Dead. The Squad, except for Chance, were all dead.
 
"My friends!" Chance cried out in despair. As he did, he noticed the creatures in front of him. Before the orcs could notice Chance, he turned and ran. The oncoming black SUV came closer. The SUV was not driven by these orcish creatures, but by Ragnog men. The men had driven up the roads, and Chance realized he did not own the street. He would have to continue to evade them by staying in the more wooded area. As he turned away from the monsters and their fire, he heard one of them cry out - its voice like an animal. Chance ran from the town, leaving the municipality of Ragnog on foot.
 




CHAPTER 7: THE RED SLOUGH
Gavan - Mccurtain County, Ok
Adrenaline and fear combined to give Chance an unnatural supply of energy. Initially, he planned to follow Oklahoma state highway 87 and go west out of Ragnog, but the sight of the tactical vehicles pushed him further into the woods. Using his compass, he decided to go north. If he were going to die, he would die in Oklahoma and not the neighboring southern state. If he traveled north, in a few days, Chance believed he would be out of Ragnog's area of influence, and he could find shelter. He tried to think of his friends, but instead, the images of the orcs came into view.  The only image he could recall was the image of over forty half-naked goblins swarming their SUV, and then the creatures beating the vehicle with makeshift medieval weapons shoddily made using industrial and agricultural equipment.
 
Chance successfully evaded one enemy, but now there was a new threat he would face: terrain. McCurtain County had swamps and mountains and he was about to face both. The landscape was downright unforgiving.
 
One of the first things Masterson did after being elected, was to pull all funding for state parks in Oklahoma and use it to improve education. While this helped the teachers' salary, it left the state parks in total disarray.  The parks were still owned by the state so they could not be privatized. So when government organizations stepped away from the parks, and business entities and individuals were prevented from taking control of them, other organizations saw these abandoned areas as an opportunity, and filled the void left by the public and private sector. 
 
From the Frat Squad's intelligence, they had learned gangs, and other organized criminal entities used some of these state parks as bases of operations. The combination of enemy and terrain alone would not just be difficult; it would be dangerous.
 
In any other circumstance, before facing mountains and sloughs, Chance would have stopped and rested.  But in the past situations, blood-thirsty orcs had never been part of the equation. His existence was now entirely dependent on getting away from Ragnog.
 
He had grown up in Oklahoma and studied its geography. While he was knowledgeable of the Oklahoman landscape, he currently had no map and no smartphone to aid his navigation.  He knew the terrain was about to get worse. As he continued travelling, he felt the soil becoming weaker in consistency. The ground in Ragnog had been hard but had grown softer as he ran into the base of the Ouachita Mountains. Now, the soil was becoming wet. 
 
He was approaching the Red Slough of Southeastern Oklahoma; the treacherous swamp of Little Dixie.
 
Chance traveled all day, and now it was getting dark.
 
"Still got them," he said as he reached down into his kit and pulled out a pair of night vision goggles, and a piece of equipment affectionately nicknamed a "skull crusher."  The skull crusher had a circle that went around the head, and then two bars that extended five inches to the front of the head where the goggles connected right in front of the face. 
 
Chance winced as he put the awkward contraption on to his head, and then adjusted the device to his face.  He took a thin green string that was attached to the skull crusher and tied it down to his tactical vest.  He continued moving north.  
 
During his past training, Chance had found the swamp more physically draining than the mountains.  The mud stuck to his body, and he became claustrophobic.  He tried his hardest to remain quiet, but the swamp and surrounding wetlands of the Red Slough did not allow it.  Each step he took was painful.  His feet would land in the mud, and there would be a giant sucking sound as he pulled them up from the ground.  Chance fell into the mud multiple times. He tried to remain as patient and as tactical as possible, but grew more frustrated with each step.
 
Chance continued moving through the swamp for two hours, and then something caught his attention.
 
He gained his footing and then listened to what was behind him.  Through the green lenses of his goggles, he could see something moving through the swamp.  He heard a powerful sound, as something beat against the water, and then silence.  He stood perfectly still, as his mind tried to register the noise.  Chance was up to his waist in the middle of a cypress swamp, and he knew something was out there with him.
 
Something was near, and he could feel it. 
 
There behind him was a log.
 
A cypress tree stood up out of the mud; he planned to climb into that for safety. He looked behind. 
 
The log was gone.
 
He had been so dedicated to running away from newly introduced monsters that he forgot to think about the monsters that he knew. Most people did not believe this particular creature lived in Oklahoma. People would have been almost as skeptical of its presence here as they would have been of the goblins that lived in McCurtain County. But Chance knew what creatures were native to the Red Slough.  McCurtain County had swamps, mountains, and – the American alligator. Now, he found himself waist deep in the Red Slough, with no light, while a predator patrolled its habitat.  It was too physically awkward for him to look at his weapon, but he knew mud covered his assault rifle, making it inoperable.  He felt for his kit and reached for a secondary arm. 
 
Chance felt the butt of his bowie. How many stabs could he get before being taken under by an American alligator? He wasn't sure, but he was about to figure out. He continued moving towards the tall Cypress tree. Even with little illumination, he could see the spiral of clay that followed him through the muddy water. 
 
Chance knew it would be easy for the great American predator to find him. Fear did not allow him to stand still so he pressed forward. Suddenly the American alligator sprang up from the swamp, and Chance dodged out of the way. The reptilian behemoth latched onto his assault rifle and started its death roll. The muddy water swallowed Chance, as the beast began its cycle of death.  Chance tried to scream, but the murky water filled his mouth. While its snout was oriented elsewhere, it did not prevent the danger of the giant tail that followed. The tail was too close for full swing against Chance, but it did slam the base of its back foot and tail into Chance's head. As the alligator did its roll, the sling on the weapon got tighter. And from the revolutions, the tie down on his night vision goggles tightened around his throat.   The thin rope began to cut into his neck and cut off his circulation.
He had heard it called "seeing the wizard," flashes of light and colors began to cloud his eyesight as the equipment choked him. Now feeling weak, Chance still managed to use his free hand to pull the chords that strangled him. Gathering his thoughts, he pulled the Bowie knife from his sheath, then he stabbed the alligator with the bowie knife.  The gator continued its role and Chance continued to stick the knife into it.
His stabs grew weaker as less oxygen reached his head. He thrust down, onto to the top of the reptilian beast, but because of his weakness, he could not penetrate the monster's scales. He brought his fist close to his body, and uppercut into the alligator, with the bowie knife first. The blade penetrated the softer underbelly of the gator. He stabbed again.  While sticking, Chance cut the strap of his weapon, breaking him free.  Then, he thrust again. The gator broke loose and swam away with the assault rifle in its snout.  
"I'm alive, thank Providence, I am alive!" he screamed before plunging forward to the Cypress tree.  The mud that covered Chance’s entire body slowed his movements, but he knew he had to get out of the swamp and away from the creatures of the Red Slough. Chance saw the Cypress tree, and gathering the last bit of energy he had, he climbed into it, and almost immediately fell asleep.




CHAPTER 8: OKLAHOMA’S MOST WANTED
Gavan - Mccurtain County, Ok
“Sir, you ain’t poaching no gators, are ya?”
Slowly Chance rose from his sleep.  He sat up straight with his back against the Cypress tree.  There, in front of him, stood a man in some uniform, gun belt, boots, and a cowboy hat.  Behind this man was a motorboat that was parked against the base of the tree.
“Sir, you ain’t poaching no gators.  Are you?” the man asked again.
“No, I was pulling security.  We’re at thirty-three percent security%,” said Chance.
“What’s your name?” asked the man.
“Ranger Freeborne, reporting as ordered,” said Chance.  Chance held his mud-covered eyes so wide that the man laughed, at his attempt to gain consciousness.
“Son, where the heck do you think you are…. you ain’t trippin’ on meth, are ya?”
Chance tried to think of where he was.
Immediately his thoughts went to the orcs.  He yanked his bowie knife from its sheath and held it up.
"Whoa!" screamed the man, who immediately drew his service pistol, "there is no reason for alarm son. I’m a Fishing and Wildlife agent.”
“Where am I?” asked Chance, “I thought the state pulled all funding from you guys.”
“I am federal,” said the wildlife officer. “What’s the last thing you remember?”
“Ragnog."
“Ragnog? What do you know about Ragnog?" the man's voice went from cordial to intimidating at the utterance of the word. "You ain’t cookin’ up no zeta in these parts are ya?  You look like you just survived a lab explosion.”
“No, no.my men - my brothers - they're all..." Chance covered his face with his hands.
The game warden looked around him, unsure of the unraveling situation. "Son, why don't you give me that pig sticker. Come down and have a talk."
"I know what it looks like, but I-I- I have direct contact with Governor Masterson," said Chance.
The warden still had his weapon aimed at Chance. “Son, why don’t you lower that weapon?”
Chance could hear the faint hint of anger in the man’s voice.
“Believe me. I am not cooking up any synthetic drug, though I know I'm in the right area.  I was with an organization that served the Governor directly. Ragnog ambushed us. I was the only one to escape," he tried to convince the warden.
“What do you mean Ragnog ambushed you?'  Ragnog is pretty bad.  So bad federal agents don't even go in there," said the agent, "but it ain’t Mogadishu -”
"No - it's not Mogadishu. It's not something from this world...it's something worse," said Chance.
“Kid, if you’re really in law enforcement, you know this is a pretty tense situation.  Now I got a kid up in a tree, lookin’ like he’s stoned out of his mind, with a giant knife covered in blood.  How do you think it looks?  Give me the knife, let’s talk this over,” said the agent.
Chance grew more alert as the man spoke.  He nodded in agreement, and handed the man the knife, before climbing down from the Cypress tree. When Chance got down from the tree, the agent holstered his pistol.
“What’s your name, kid?” asked the agent.
“Chance Freeborne.  When can I get that knife back?”
The game warden stepped back from Chance and relayed Chance's information on his radio.
“Can I get that knife?” asked Chance.
“That’s the second time you asked me for it,” said the agent.
“Are you saying you’re not going to give it to me?” asked Chance.
"I'm asking you why I need to."
The agent's eyes lit up as a radio transmission came over his radio. "Did you say your name was Chance Tecumseh Freeborne?”
"Yes," said Chance.
“Go ahead and turn around,” said the agent.
"I work directly with the governor,” said Chance.
“Well, Mr. Masterson ain’t coming to your defense.  He is behind the push for your arrest."
Chance felt his skin burn hot as the information shocked him.
"C'mon kid, you're out in the middle of Red Slough, half-naked, and you think I believe you work for Cass Masterson? Give me a break.”
Chance looked at the man, trying to think of what to do next. Finally, he shook his head and whispered, “No.”
The game warden went for his pistol.  Chance tackled the warden. He threw his hands out, pinning down the warden's wrists. Both men went to the ground and Chance wrestled to get on top.  Chance gained a dominant body position.  The warden felt Chance’s hands grab at his gun.. The Smith and Wesson fell from both of them and then landed in the swamp, and submerged in the water.  Chance threw an elbow directly at the man's head which rolled back as the man lost consciousness. 
Now free, Chance grabbed his knife then ran to the warden's boat.  He ran to the back of the powerboat and attempted to prepare it. Chance had not trained with boats before, and as he messed with the engine, the agent had regained consciousness. Chance could hear him moaning and saw him go into the swamp on his hands and knees. Chance's body went hot as he realized what the federal agent was doing. Soon, the agent then pulled a mud-caked pistol from the swamp.  The warden aimed the pistol towards the boat and at just that moment Chance fired up the engine and sped away from the scene.
BOOM 
One round ripped past him. Chance swerved the boat as he tried to evade the bullets. The game warden fired again, but the mud covered the weapon, forcing it to malfunction. As Chance maneuvered through the swamp, he realized something new.  He had just gone from working for the Governor to being an outlaw. The Reserve Officer Training Corps leadership had been right about Masterson the whole time; he was a political animal and had left Chance out to die.  That federal agent had almost attempted to arrest Chance, which almost got him killed.  Both the agent and Chance could have been slain. Masterson did not even care.  He shook his head and beat his fist against his mud-caked thigh.
"I would hate to hear an ‘I told you so,' but at this point, I just want to be alive," said Chance to himself.
Pulling out his compass, he oriented the boat north.  He knew he would not be safe in towns, but was confident he could evade authorities in the woods.
“Stay in the woods. And stay alive."




CHAPTER 9: INTO THE OUACHITA MOUNTAINS
Gavan - Mccurtain County, Ok
Chance went north through the Red Slough from the marsh. He went into a wetter area that enabled him to better use the boat. The wind whipped through his hair and beard as he sped away.  From there, he leaped out of the boat and continued his movement on foot.
"I think this is Pleasant Hill," said Chance to himself. 
Dried mud stuck to his skin.  There was a psychological effect from the soil on the flesh, and it almost made him delirious.  That eerie feeling of being awake but so exhausted that you are falling asleep standing up and your vision is blurred by the chaotic combination of reality and dreams. On two occasions, Chance had found himself trying to put coins into trees thinking they were vending machines.
When his information got out, Chance believed people would be looking for a muscular, clean-shaven man, but by the time he would get into Haworth, he would be a scruffy, malnourished man.  Even now, just from the three days of running with little food, he knew he looked different.  The game warden had not stopped him because he recognized him, he stopped him because he had the physical appearance of a Zeta-addict.
Thoughts of food kept him awake, and if he had a pen, he would have written down items from his favorite restaurants.  But even stronger than his desire for nourishment was the morbid curiosity he now had for the creatures he had seen in Ragnog.  Immediately, he knew what they were; they were archetypal monsters that had hidden in our world forever.  Being a lifelong fan of Tolkien and Arrowstorm entertainment, Chance knew what he saw.
They were orcs.
Everyone who had seen the movies and read the books tended to forget something significant.  They interpreted the Dark Lord protagonists as the tyrants that they understood, like Saddam Hussein, Adolf Hitler, or Joseph Stalin. But that is not entirely how Tolkien created it.  The antagonist of his work was not content with only being a dictator.  It wanted something greater. The antagonist demanded to be seen and worshipped as a deity.  It made sense that if there were interactions with a new world, there would be a culture shock.  The church of Ragnog was Chance's culture shock. He realized that the dark leaders of this old world did not want hearts, minds, and territories as they did in his world. From Ragnog, he knew that the goddess they worshipped wished to own their souls.
"How did this old world come into contact with earth?" asked Chance. "How did this ancient evil end up in Oklahoma?"
“Had others come into contact with this evil?”
He would be all alone. Not only had he witnessed the incursion of another world into Oklahoma, but he was also now an outlaw. Chance realized he was a loose end. He was now a liability to the legislative and political empire that Masterson had created. He felt the heat in his face and the burning of acid in his stomach as he began to hate his former mentor. Chance Freeborne was now a wanted man. Masterson knew Ragnog was a threat, but he was too afraid of whoever had the power in Ragnog. 
Cass Masterson was dangerous, but a coward. Ragnog was the real enemy.
“Am I droning?” he asked as he rubbed his eyes in disbelief.
Beavers Bend State Park.
The park’s sign was faded from neglect and apathy.
Telling time had become hard but Chance believed he had marched for two and a half days. He must have gone northwest from Pleasant Hill and drifted towards the now deserted state park.
It was overgrown and looked abandoned.  Chance knew there was a chance it was a facility in use by Ragnog or some other criminal organization. But the potential for supplies outweighed the risk of death.  He walked around the area until he found a brown, decaying building.  He circled the facility, in the shape of a clover-leaf, and then stood still for ten minutes, trying to identify any smell, signs, or sounds of anyone in the building.  There were no signs of anyone in the area.
Finally, Chance looked over both shoulders and sprinted towards the building.  He looked in the windows and finally pushed in.  After turning on the lights, he nearly cried while stepping into the bathroom, indifferent to the smell. Overjoyed by the sight of clean water, he stripped down and washed the filth off his body. He knew he would be putting his soiled clothes back on, but for the moment he didn't care. He soaked his clothes first and then quickly washed the grime off his body. When he was done, he threw his clothes back on, shut off the light in the bathroom and stepped outside.
There was a black V8 truck, with cab and dark tinted windows.  Chance cursed himself for not hearing their approach. He ran back to the bathroom and drew his knife from the sheath in the center of the room where he had stowed it. As he did so, the door to the bathroom stall opened and two men immediately entered, followed by two more. In three seconds, four lasers were hovering on his chest.  A fifth man entered the room.  He was short and stocky and wore tactical clothing and equipment. He also had a baklava that covered his face.
“Chance Freeborne?” asked the man.
They had him dead to rights.
"If you think I am willingly going to let my body be sacrificed to the Witch, you got another thing coming," said Chance and he raised his knife in defiance.
"We're not with that group, Chance," said one of the men behind an assault rifle.
"So Masterson sent you to kill me?  Clean up all the loose ends?" asked Chance.
"Well, he did send some hitmen, but they came to quite an untimely end," said the stocky man.
"Let me guess, they went into Ragnog?" asked Chance.
"No, Chance. Unfortunately for them, they didn't. They ran into us," said the stocky figure.
"Yeah, and who are you?"
"People who have seen what you've seen," said the man.
"I find that pretty hard to believe," Chance screamed indignantly.
"You may be the sole survivor of Masterson's illegal group, but you are not a sole survivor of orc attacks, Chance," said the man.
Chance eyes lit up, and he lowered his knife. "I was right," said Chance, "that is what those things were."
"Yeah, Tolkien had it right.  And now somehow they are here."
"Are you some kinda law?" asked Chance.
The stocky, swarthy man laughed. "No, Chance. Like you, we are outlaws. Employers generally don't take too kindly to their workforce that has survived encounters with goblins. We are outcasts, we are not the law. You misunderstand our purpose. We fight against Ragnog." The man removed the black mask from his head. “My name is Asher Cries-For-War and we are the Nomads.  We are the only hope against Ragnog, and you are one of us now,” he continued.




CHAPTER 10: THE BIRTH OF JON TECUMSEH CHANCE
Gavan - Mccurtain County, Ok
“Why don’t you get cleaned up, and let’s talk,” said Asher.
"I don't think I have much of a choice."
"Well, we can chat with you the way you are, but I'd appreciate if you weren't naked."
For the first time in what felt like an eternity, Chance laughed.  His laughter seemed to crack the skin of his cheeks.  One of Asher's men threw a set of clothes to Chance, who excitedly put them on.  From there, they walked outside and Chance sat down against a tree with his feet bare, letting Asher stand.
"So what happened?  How did all this occur?" asked Chance.
"Something opened up their world to ours, but I am not sure how. For the time being, I think that HP Lovecraft and Tolkien were both right.  An ancient evil came into our world but the older gods of that world that came to this world were more like the ones from Tolkien's world.  Have you ever experienced culture shock before?" asked Asher Cries-For-War.
"Yeah, of course," said Chance.
"When we, as people from this planet, think of tyrants, we think of dictators," said Asher.
"This Witch-Queen?" asked Chance.
"No.  The Witch-Queen is just a foul prophetess or priestess, trying to seduce others into worship.  No, she worships the Dark Lord. The Dark Lord is not content with hearts and minds.  He wants to be worshipped as a deity.  Without sounding melodramatic, he wants her believers' souls," said Asher. “Likewise, this witch is not a goddess; she is a powerful creation, but not a god.  However, one of our more metaphysical nomads believes that somehow, she can channel the power from people's mind and their thoughts.  So in a way, her followers' ignorant prayers strengthen her, and in turn, we believe she strengthens the Dark Lord."
"That is some scary stuff. So, you are saying if the dark creatures from Tolkien's world came to ours they would want to be worshipped? And that's why the first encounter we had with them was at the church?"
"Exactly," said Asher. "Another point about religion, how did the worshippers respond to your crucifix?"
"Inside the church?  Inside the church, they shuddered and spat at the ground as if it made them sick.  The orcs, on the other hand simply charged at us like animals.  They paid absolutely no mind to the symbol.  Why is that?" asked Chance.
"That is exactly how I guessed they would act.  The human worshippers know about Christianity, and the goddess is intimidated by Christianity, a religion that would demand so much from its Deity.  I will put it this way, the word 'forgiveness' is not in the Witch-Queen's vocabulary," said Asher.
"And the orcs?  Are they mindless animals?" asked Chance.
"It would look that way, wouldn't it?  But I believe they are kept ignorant of both this world and the older world.  To call orcs' beliefs a religion would be giving it too much credence.  The orcs follow mysticism and superstition.  They obey the Witch-Queen because she commands it, and she has power over them.  She may demand to be a goddess, but to me, she is a tyrant," said Asher Cries-For-War.
"But I thought you said not to look at the Witch-Queen the same way you would look at Adolf Hitler or Stalin," said Chance.
"And that would be correct. The Witch-Queen is evil, but she is wise.  She has studied history.  A conventional threat does not stand a chance against an American front.  If orcs lined up and stood toe to toe with the American republic, a sense of patriotic and idealistic fervor would sweep over our nation. Men and women of all ages would enlist to fight against these otherworldly invaders.  What if the Witch-Queen were to grab us by the belt buckle, what would happen then?" asked Asher.
"Both literally and metaphorically, she would be too close for us to use our big guns," answered Chance.
"Yessssss," said Asher and he nodded his head slowly in agreement. "Town by town, she is strangling the heartland. While she is the most active lieutenant we know, it was actually The Dark Master himself, that beast from the Old World that first established a base in Ragnog in Oklahoma. Then, through his lieutenants, he began to develop logistical stations in the ghost towns. Now, the Queen seeks to conquer all the small populated areas in Oklahoma."
Chance sat in silence, as the weight of Asher's comments grew into reality. Chance was always a great speaker and loved to talk, but for one of the few times in his life, Chance was utterly speechless.  A few days ago, Chance would have rushed to stop the silence, but after the last few days, he did not feel the need to speak.
"Well, what do we do now?" asked Chance.
Asher tossed a square shaped package towards at Chance.  It hit his chest and instinctively, he caught it. He realized what it was and started to unwrap it.
"Burrito Supreme," said Chance.
Chance devoured the burrito within a few seconds.  Even after the shower, dirt and grime seemed stained to his hands. It was not until after he had finished the meal that he paid any attention to the dangerous man who stood in front of him.
"Alright, crazy, we have more burritos, and maybe some tacos too.  Is Tex-Mex the only thing that we have to provide to persuade you to work with the Nomads?" asked Asher.
"I never said I was joining," said Chance.
"I never said you had a choice, kid," said Asher.
"I'm not afraid of you. If you've seen what I've seen, you wouldn't be afraid to die," said Chance.
"Well, that's the thing Mr. Freeborne.  You are dead.  And I plan to keep you that way."
Chance backed up, trying to take a defensive posture.
"Wouldn't you rather be dead be free?  Or be alive, and be hunted by the law, gangsters, and orcs?"
Chance looked at Asher and then looked down at the ground. Asher could tell he acknowledged his argument and was in agreement.
"Take comfort in this, Chance. You are not the only human to survive an orc attack.  You have a new fraternity.  A fraternity of men who, just like you, have seen the orcs and have died to civilization.  These men suffered ridicule over their claims of seeing reen men, or in some cases, spoke against the power that was rising in Ragnog.  And now you have the opportunity to help them," said Asher.
"You want me to be a trigger-puller for your guys?" asked Chance.
"No, I got that covered, I had another job for you in mind," said Asher.




CHAPTER 11: THE FINANCIER
Gavan - Mccurtain County, Ok
"I was a line-dog," said Asher Cries-For-War. "I was mechanized infantry, I was airborne infantry, and I have been light infantry. While I understand guerrilla warfare, I am not great at it.  One concept I understand from being mechanized infantry is the importance of sustainment.  Do you understand?" asked Asher.
"You're saying you need a logistical package to support the Nomads?" asked Chance.
"We have a pretty decent package.  We can communicate, we have quite a few guns, but we need something else," said Asher.
"What is that?" asked Chance.
"From what I have been told, you have an excellent understanding of economics and are a natural salesman.  We have the supplies, but we need cash flow.  For the Nomads to maintain our logistical base, money has to be coming in.  That is not happening right now," said Asher.
"What? You mean you can't sell popcorn or cookies as a fundraiser?" asked Chance.
"No, we can't," said Asher. "But you can."
"That sounds boring," said Chance.
"From the limited time I have been around you, and as much as I know about your personality, I figured you would say that," said Asher. "But there is something else I need from you."
"Now, it is getting interesting," said Chance.
"We also need intelligence.  I am a conventional guy, but it is easy to see that money lends itself to secrets. We need you to raise funds and find out secrets," said Asher.
"So what specifically will I be doing?" asked Chance.
"There is a special town.  You will go to that town, and you will take the Series 66 and Series 7 exams.  You will then become a Financial Advisor, start funding us, and gathering intelligence about certain things in this certain town," said Asher.
"Ragnog?" asked Chance.
"No, you cannot go back into Ragnog.  The state of Oklahoma will eventually forget who you are, but that town never will. Ragnog is cruel, and it will always remember the damage you inflicted. They may have destroyed your squad, but your unit was the first who even dared to investigate them, let alone venture into the town.  There is another town you will venture to, a city called Henryetta."
"Henryetta?"
"Henryetta.  And there is a special assignment in Henryetta that lives up north in the Wilson community," said Asher Cries-For-War.
"Special assignment?" asked Chance.
"There is a woman.  Her name is Elena Elvinmeyer, but she is known as Elena Doolin."
"What is special about Elena Elvinmeyer?" asked Chance.
"Well, for starters, Elena is like you, Chance.  She is legally dead and has been hiding under the name Doolin for her whole life.  But Elena Elvinmeyer is unlike you because she does not know the story. This Elvinmeyer daughter is clueless about her history.  She is the last line of an influential family from the Old World. The Nomads watch over her, but from a distance. If you were to know where her money goes, you would know more about her than we would," said Asher.
"Is she an orc?" asked Chance.
"No, she is not an orc. It was not only evil creatures that came into this world.  Elena Elvinmeyer is something else; she is an elf."
"An elf?" asked Chance.
"Let me explain something that makes more sense on how the Nomads came into existence," said Asher. "Somehow, there was an opening into our world and the orcs, trolls, and the Dark Lord came to Oklahoma. When the Old World learned that the dark creatures had come to earth, they sent out warriors to this world to fight against them. The goblins may have been the ones to go over first, but soon dwarves, elves, and elder men began to venture into Oklahoma as well. 
To know Oklahoma is to love her, and then ancient world creatures and their families began to migrate here.  When the old families came to Oklahoma, the old world rivalries continued into the Oklahoma with goblins hunting and killing elves, dwarves, and men.  This ancient rivalry spilled over into Oklahoma, creating casualties of men like you and I.  But The Old World sent a mentor to us.  Her name is of an old language, but to us, she is called the Cat-Lady.  Someday you may see her; she is wise and has enabled us to combat the dark forces.  The Cat-Lady was more like a monarch, and she established her guidelines, but then a council, the Council of Ancient Races, was established out in Western Oklahoma.  While the Council wanted nothing to do with earth humans, the Cat-Lady established the Nomads.  Society cast out the men who had seen orcs and the Council viewed them with indifference, but the Old Woman had compassion. 
She saw pain, and then she gave us purpose.   She sent out a man of the older race, Seth Adams, and tasked him with training the Nomads.  He mentored me, he educated me in the ways of orc-fighting, and now I am in charge of preparing the Nomads.  The Council has its military unit, and the Cat-Lady has the Nomads.  She tasked the Nomads with defending Elena Elvinmeyer, and to honor the Cat-Lady, that is what we will do.  You will go into Henryetta, Oklahoma, and you will serve Elena Elvinmeyer."
"Oh, gather intelligence on a female," said Chance, "I think I can do this."
"Not with this girl you can't," said Asher, "this girl will put you in your place, Chance.  She is different."
Chance laughed. "Mr. Cries-For-War, that is one of my lines I say to girls."
"Well, this girl is different," said Asher. "You will have the entire Nomads watching you.  If you hurt Elena, the Nomads hurt you.  She is ours, and we would protect her with our lives."
"If she is of the older races, why does the Nomads defend her?" asked Chance. "Shouldn't it be the Council of Elder Races?"
"I am not sure why, but I know if the Cat-Lady demands, I listen.  I know blind-faith is a foreign concept, but I love the Cat-Lady, she has been good to the Nomads," said Asher.
"I will have to think about it," said Chance.
"Okay, then think about it, Chance," said Asher. "And think about this, where else do you have to go?"
Chance Tecumseh Freeborne became John Tecumseh Chance. 
The transition took over a year.  From the swamps he went into Henryetta, Oklahoma.  He found mentorship and then pursued a new career.  A career in finance.  
It was the name he had chosen in honor of his favorite John Wayne movie, Rio Bravo's protagonist, John T. Chance.  John T. openly served as Financial Advisor during the day, then made additional funds as an arms dealer. By night, he trained with the Nomads. 
Chance's experience with the Nomads was different from his involvement with the Death Squad. There had been a critical ingredient missing in the composition of the Death Squad, one that Nomads had. Asher Cries-For-War was what the Death Squad had needed. He was the crusty old man, the "Platoon Daddy" that took care of his Nomads.  He was the Clint Eastwood character from Heartbreak
Ridge. He was tough, but he loved his unit with all of his heart.  Asher knew Chance had talent and he was rough on him. During training, Chance would be frustrated by his constant harassing. But deep down inside, Chance knew he needed it.  He knew that his friends would still be alive if Asher had been in Ragnog.
Things had changed under Asher's mentorship. He was not the arrogant man he had been with his squad, but humility did not replace his arrogance. A newly found self-hate replaced Chance's pride.  While he no longer struggled with arrogance, this hatred kept him from the tactical prowess he once had. But the new challenge of finance interested him. Chance followed the lessons he learned from his business and economics classes. He developed a social network to get the job and then built trust with clients.  The Nomads' new financier successfully passed his exams and became established in his field in Henryetta. Chance enjoyed the new career but did not forget his duties to the Nomads.  Everything the Nomads did was strategic. Chance hired Theresa and Julie.  Theresa, the secretary, had a husband was in the highway patrol, and the Nomads needed to get as close to the state agency as possible. Julie was Elena's friend, which enabled Chance to discover Elena. The conditions were set, and now Chance would seek out Elena.
Asher Cries-For-War may have shaped Chance, but Elena changed him completely.




CHAPTER 12: THE NIGHTMARE CONTINUES
Elena - Creek County, Oklahoma
Elena Elvinmeyer sat in Chance's lap, his arms wrapped around her legs and waist. She had an arm wrapped around Chance's shoulders, and her other hand was playing with his hair and beard.  Chance pressed his face against her cheek.
 
It was clear to Elena something bothered Chance.  He had been open with her about his emotions, but there were things about Jon Chance which were still a mystery.  She had said that he was sincere, but not always honest. 
 
"I need you," said Chance.
 
"And you will always have me."
 
"I need you, so much."
 
"I understand."
 
Chance shook his head, "No, my love, you don’t understand."
 
Chance pressed his lips against her cheek.
 
"When I look back at my life, I divide it between before, and after I saw you; it is night and day.  I would be lying if I say it was love at first sight. But when I realized who and what you were, I knew I had to be with you. I remember being disgusted with myself, and then seeing your picture, and saying ‘maybe, that’s it, maybe she’s the key.’ Elena, I have studied economics since I was 19, there is the concept of the invisible hand.  The invisible hand is a man’s selfish need to better himself, and in doing so, he provides jobs to others and this improves the condition of those around him. 
 
I cannot say that I am not a selfish man, for when I saw you, I knew I wanted you for myself.  I have desired other women before, but none like you.  When I finally came to my senses and realized you were the one, there was nothing to stop me. I knew you would help me, and in turn, I would love you the rest of my life."
 
Chance then stood up and picked her up in his arms.
 
Elena woke up from her dream, her arms shivering in the cold.  She looked around her.  She was in the storm shelter of an abandoned building.  The room dimly lit for her benefit; the other two figures' eyes glowed in the dark.
 
It was the orcs that had kidnapped her from Henryetta, Oklahoma. 
 
“Did you sleep well, princess?” asked Gorgon Bartok.
 
Elena looked at the orc in horror. He still wore the burlap bag over his face, and the glow of his red eyes came through the rough-cut holes.
 
“Did you have a sweet dream about your special mister Chance, the financier?”  Bartok asked again, pointing a long dark olive finger at her as he teased.
 
She shook her head from left to right.
 
“You lie, pretty girl.  Well, let me keep you from misguided thoughts of hope; Jon T. is dead."
 
Elena stared at the orc. Her hatred was apparent in her facial expression.  She still feared the monster, but she was becoming more indifferent to her thoughts of him.
 
"You lie! You're an abomination!" she cried.
 
Gorgon Bartok drew a long, orc blade from his kit and held it up against her throat.  He did not press the blunt, dull knife against her skin but pushed his rough knuckles against her throat to the point she choked.
 
“If I am a monster, it’s because your people made me one.”
 
"I have never even been around elves," said Elena.  She reached her hand to her throat as he pulled back.
 
“I guess there’s a whole lot you don't know.  You don't even know Chance's name.  Funny, someone you love, and you don't know anything about him," said the orc, Gorgon Bartok.
 
Elena felt her body stop its shaking as hatred overcame her fear of the monster. Hot tears began to drip from her eyes as she glared at the orc.
 
“You don’t even know his name. Chance Freeborne.  He’s a criminal, wanted by your state.  We caught him, and do you know what happens to little boys that get caught by the goblins?”
 
She stared at him, refusing to answer.
 
"The same thing that happens to little girls," he said, and with that, he pulled the burlap bag revealing his mouth.  Elena shuddered she looked at his jagged, unkempt teeth, and he appeared to unhinge his jaw like a snake and bit down multiple times in a dramatic manner.
 
"Gorgon Bartok!" cried the third voice.
 
Light from above shone down on them, as the door to the storm cellar swung open.  A figure stood by the heavy door, holding it with just one hand. It was too dark for Elena to see his face, but she could see the outline of his body. She could see pointed ears, just like hers, the long hair kept neatly in a ponytail, and the pronounced, muscular frame. Before he had revealed himself to her, she had, in her mind, nicknamed him “no-neck,” because of his well-developed shoulder and trapeze muscles.  She laughed at herself, thinking how jealous Chance would have been that she acknowledged another male's muscles, whether he was a mythological creature or not.
 
It was Elden Orkenkind.
 
"Why do you laugh, elf-daughter?" asked Elden.
 
She still smiled at the thought of Chance, but her smile faded as she looked up at Elden's intimidating figure.
 
“Please enlighten us,” said Elden.
 
Gorgon Bartok raised his knife again towards her. “Do not refuse a goblin -”
 
“Bartok!” shouted Elden. “I am back. Go and rest.”
 
The fear returned to Elena.  Her body began to shake as the monster stepped into the light. While she was now distracted by her fear of this massive monster, she could still feel the tension between higher ranking Bartok and his subordinate, Elden Orkenkind.
 
“I was going to let you know, that Ziles and I had found a set of weights up in the building. But I know that information would fall on deaf ears so you may go sleep.”
 
Bartok pointed his knife at the imposing figure, “so I sat down with this disgusting elf-thing, while you went and pumped iron?"
 
"Yep!" said Elden.
 
“Don’t forget who you are talking to!” cried Gorgon Bartok.
 
Elden stepped closer to him. “Don’t worry, when the time comes, I am not going to forget about you.”
 
Elena looked away from the confrontation, but from the corner of her eye, she could see Bartok sheath his weapon, as if scared of Elden’s potential response. 
 
“I release you,” said Elden.
 
Bartok looked over him, trying to understand what he meant.  Elena Doolin was not accustomed to their training, but she could appreciate Elden's insubordination. Bartok went up the stairs and pushed open the door with both hands, groaning as he did. Then, he left the storm cellar.
 
Elena looked over at Elden. 
 
“You’re welcome by the way,” said Elden.
 
“For saving me from Gorgon Bartok?” she asked.
 
Elden briefly stared at her. Then as if he remembered what he was supposed to say, he shook his head in a distinct expression of indifference to her.
 
"No, you should be thanking me, because of the special part of history you shall witness. My people, the orcs, have made an epic journey through fire and ice, but have been slaves to elves and men. Now," he said pointing to her, "you have the privilege to watch history forever changed, as my people, the orcs, become the masters."
 




CHAPTER 13: ZILES
Elena – Creek County, Oklahoma
As terrifying as she found Elden, somehow she had been able to sleep.  Elena slept until rough hands grabbed her.  She screamed as she felt something touching her face.  She opened her eyes and saw another orc standing in front of her with its rubbing her forehead. The orc held a pair of scissors in the other hand.
Elena’s knuckles landed against the orc's temple, as she struck out in terror. Falling back on Chance's training, she threw a vicious round knee to the orc's mid-section. The creature stepped back from her strikes and kicked her away.  Elena was not a striking expert, but she could tell that the orc had held back as he struck her.
Both stood there looking at each other in the space the kick had just created.  The orc did not look like Bartok but looked more similar to Elden.  His muscles were not as large, but he appeared to be very strong.  He wore black tactical style-pants, a "wife-beater" muscle-shirt, long hair that was pulled back, that showed his long pointed ears, and the sharp teeth that came up from his mouth. He did not currently have his weapon or his tactical kit on him. He had it stowed on the floor away from her.  Elena noticed that he did not wear the black tactical gloves the way Elden did. He wore blue surgical gloves on his hands. There were blotches of blood, visible on the blue gloves.
"What have you done to me, freak?"
The creature stood still.  Elena could see the anger in the creature's face, but the longer she stared at him, she did not see animal-like animosity that Bartok possessed.  Elena could see a frustration on the orc's face.  He did not appear to want to kill her, but he had a grimace on his face. She understood he wanted to tell her something. 
She raised her hand and touched her head where she had fallen.  The area was now numb, and her fingers traced the wound like it was not her own.  She ran her fingers down her face to her lip where she had been cut as well. On both areas, she could feel stitches sewn into the wounds.  Driven by curiosity, she tapped both of the numb areas with her fingers.  The areas felt cold to her touch.
"I'm sorry," started Elena.
“No, I am sorry.  We orcs are not renowned for our bedside manner.  My name is Ziles.  I am a proud member of the Sons."
Elena curiously looked at Ziles.  The grimace disappeared and the orc smiled. His smile was more intimidating than his grimace because it exposed his predatory teeth, but she knew the creature's intent.
“May I finish, elf-daughter?”
Elena nodded, and the orc came forward. Ziles’ hand immediately touched her wounds, and he began to trim the stitches.
“We have changed the bandage, and the cuts are healing.  We would have treated your injuries earlier, but at the time, we could not stop.  We applied an old orcish remedy to your wounds, and I stitched up the cut.  My hands may be rough, but we were thorough.”
“How do you know all this?”
"Because I'm the medic."
"But, where did you get all this knowledge?  Bartok is wandering around looking like an 80s slasher monster, and you are tending to wounds.  How do you appear to know so much about medicine?"
“Because,” he said leaning forward, and looking side to side before speaking, “my training is a lot better than his.”
“How so?”
"Because my brother, Elden Orkenkind himself trained me."
Elena shivered at Elden's name.  For a split second, she thought to ask if he taught him to goose-step too. But, she trembled again in fear, as she contemplated making that statement.  Nervously she nodded in acknowledgment of what Ziles had said.
“He seems,” she paused and sighed as she grasped for the right word, “thorough.”
An awkward and terrifying laugh came from her captor.
“Yes, the big brother can at times be a little...intimidating.”
Elena tried to laugh, but her eyes bulged as she tried to force a smile.
“There is no reason to fear, elf-daughter, you shall be treated as if you were one of our own.”
"But, don't you eat your own?"
“You are right Elvinmeyer. Orcs are known for, among other things, their acts of cannibalism.  But we are not those orcs. We are the future.  We are the Sons."
"I had heard Elden say that name, the ‘Sons', when he was watching me and gave his…manifesto.  Who are the Sons?"
“Who are the Sons?” asked Ziles. He tapped his finger against his lips as he thought about the question. “The most important group in the history of my people.”




CHAPTER 14: ZILES’ DEPARTURE
Elena - Creek County, Oklahoma
Elena woke to Ziles’ hand pulling at the bandage on her face. His red eyes stared at her, and she was able to stop herself before she screamed. 
“Elf-daughter, I must change your bandage before we move," he said as applied a new clean bandage against Elena’s face. He pressed the gauze to her face, and then came in close, and placed both of his hands on her shoulders. His eyes came in close to hers.
“Elena, do not leave Elden’s side. Do not try to run away.”
“But I want to be free.”
Ziles looked at her smiling and nodded in agreement. He grabbed her bicep, softly, but she could feel the strength in his hands. Ziles looked left to right, and again his face moving in close to hers. 
“Elena, do not leave Elden’s side.”
“Speak of the devil,” whispered Elena softly.
She pulled back from Ziles grasp, in a semi-fetal position.  Her skin crawled, as the giant orc warrior stared at her.  The two orc warriors stared at each other.  Elden looked to his left and his right and then began to converse in a harsh, percussive language. They lowered their voices, but they could not hide the percussive sounds.  Then, the style of their words changed, into was a fluid and beautiful form.  Elena looked wistfully, as she thought she might understand what they said.
“Mind yourself, elf,” said Elden. “You are intimidated, and you have not even seen me angry yet.  Don’t test me, or the world will be short one tyrant.”
She was visibly shaking as she stood up.  Elden reached out and grabbed her arm.
“Do not test me,” he said. “Stay with me and you will survive,” he spoke in a hushed tone.
Elena pulled back from Elden and was curious if she had heard compassion in his voice.  Her eyes searched for compassion in the orc's face. Elden's face seemed soft, but as if he could read her thoughts, he became angry, and raised his hand and pointed towards the stairwell.  She nodded and then walked up the stairs. At the top, they looked out and saw the darkness of the night, illuminated only by the stars. Bartok was waiting for them.  He stood bent over and was rubbing his hands together as if deep in thought. He still wore the burlap bag, and his weapon was crudely strapped to his back.
Elena and the orcs moved out into the night.  She was surprised at how her eyes adjusted to the darkness without any assistance.  Maybe she was an elf after all?  Bartok lead, Ziles pulled rear security, and Elden stayed in the middle.  Elena had no tactical training, but she thought it was odd that Gorgon Bartok was in the front, when it was apparent that Elden knew the route. Had Elden manipulated the situation, so that he could keep his eye personally on Elena?
They continued walking in the darkness. She knew they had been walking for hours when she could feel the warmth of the sun rising. In her heart, she knew what was about to happen.  Even though she was new to rucking, she could feel all the individuals anxious for rest.  She was afraid she had fallen asleep standing up, but could not always be sure if she was awake.  Suddenly, she saw Elden walk toward Bartok who stopped walking and listened to the information that Elden told him.
Something pricked her ears.
“What is that?” she asked herself. An image came into Elena’s eyes, but she could barely believe. She rubbed her eyes, and then stared again. “Is that a Larry Bird jersey?” she asked herself.
Elena looked back at Elden, Bartok, and Ziles. Ziles continued to pull rear security and Bartok flapped his arms widely as he debated with Elden.
“No way,” she said to herself, and she looked again. Her mouth gaped open. There was a man sitting on top of a four-wheeler. He had blonde hair and red beard and was wearing blue Jnco-style jeans and a Larry Bird Jersey. Beside him, was a black man a wearing similar style of jeans, but with a flat-brimmed Houston Astros hat, and an Astros jersey.  The apparent Astros fan, had a machete, which he slung back and forth clearing out a path for the Celtics fan.
Now, was her opportunity. The cellist looked back at her enemies, and then slowly began to crawl away from her position.  Slowly at first, but excitement started to push her faster.  The orcs continued to argue. 
“Go, go, go, go!” she whispered to herself. Now, she sprinted. The two men almost jumped out of their skin when they saw her.  Their mouths gaped open, and they looked at one another.
“Why are you going this way?” asked the Astros fan.
“I’ve been kidnapped,” said Elena.
“Yes, I know, but why aren’t you going south?” asked the Astros fan.
“What?”
Something yanked Elena by her hair.  In an instant, she was pulled onto the four-wheeler.  The Astros fan pressed his machete up to her face. “Ssshhh,” he whispered as she screamed.
“Help me!” she cried out
.
“You’re coming with us!” screamed the Celtics fan.
She pushed the Celtics, fan, and he rolled off the four-wheeler.  As the gangster fell back, he yanked at Elena’s hair.  Elena could feel the pressure on her hair. Suddenly, the pressure was released even though the hand still remained in her hair. Elena reached behind her head and felt this hand.
There was a masculine scream behind her. She turned around. Gorgon Bartok stood over the Celtics fan with a machete in his hand.  The Boston fan was on his knees clutching one arm. 
“What is happening,” she said, and again, she reached her hand behind her head again. A severed hair fell from her head.
In a morbid obsession, she watched as the hand fell to the ground. Looking up, there was Ziles, who roughly grabbed her and threw her to the ground.
“Elf-daughter, I told you not to leave my side!” he whispered. “Now, you must learn what the Sons are capable of.”




CHAPTER 15: GREENOAK
Chance - Creek County, Oklahoma
Chance woke to the aggressive barking of a dog. He looked around him and realized he had walked until he fell asleep the night before. He felt an instant shock of shame for falling asleep on the job, then a sense of gratitude to his tracking dog, Butch, who continued to bark. Black fur stood erect on the back of the enormous beast's neck. 
 
After the incident with Julie, Chance had gone home, gathered Butch, and prepared to find Elena.  The stockbroker had taken great pride in his S10 Martin, but he abandoned his rigid rules for car care and threw the massive animal into the passenger side.  Chance had left this proud possession abandoned on a country road, before shooting off into the woods with his dog.
 
The Sons were wise. They had transported Elena from one vehicle to the other so that law enforcement would be searching for the wrong car.
 
Others had chased the multiple cars the Sons and their allies had traded out, but Butch had provided the upper hand.  The dog knew and loved Elena.  She had played with him the entire time Chance and Elena had been dating.  Others were frightened of Butch, but Elena had immediately befriended him. 
 
Butch was not an average dog.  He was massive and many who saw him thought he was a Rottweiler, but in reality, Butch was different.  He was a species of dog from the other world.  He had the black and red fur of a Rottweiler, but a massive head and frame that was described as "otherworldly."  Thinking about that description of his dog made Chance laugh because it was accurate. 
 
Butch's head faced up, into the trees.
 
Chance smiled and shook his head.  That was all the evidence he needed of who it was.  He pulled the backpack from his back and reached for a device.  He grabbed a smoke grenade.
“Where are they, Butch?
 
The primeval dog pointed his head at one specific blackjack, and Chance tossed the grenade immediately and ran for cover as he did.  It crashed into the ground, and an arrow shot past him and lodged into the tree he hid behind.  Instantly, he raised his Famas and fired in the direction of the smoke. 
 
“You know, you guys were never as smart as you thought you were!”
 
He could hear coughs, and a voice spat and then called back. "We have no intention of killing you, half-breed!"
 
Chance froze as he heard the words.  He shook his head, and then raised his gun and shot back, gritting his teeth and cursing as he did.  He stopped firing, slid back behind the tree, and reloaded his weapon. He pulled a grenade from his assault pack and, again, he drew smoke. Another arrow flew past him, and he threw his grenade. Another shaft almost hit him.  The smoke grenade hit the tree, and he could hear the coughing, followed by the crash of someone falling from a tree. His eyes finally caught the outline of a slim figure, clad in green, with long blonde hair fall to the ground. Instantly, Butch pounced on the character.
 
Instantly, Chance felt thin legs and arms wrap around his body in a rear naked choke. Instead of one hand choking him, he felt the pointed tip of a blade touching the back of his neck.
 
“Call that beast off, or you will face certain punitive measures for your actions.”
 
Despite the situation, Chance could not help laughing at the unseen opponent's language.
 
“You want me to do what?”
 
The shrouded figure pressed the tip further into his neck and made his voice more threatening.
 
"I tell you what I want?" shouted a third voice.
 
Chance's eyes went to the voice.  On top of the fallen figure was Asher Cries-For-War.  He had his AR-15 slammed into the stomach of the elf.
 
“What do you want?” yelled the voice from behind Chance.
 
“I want you to let go of my man, or I'm about to blow Brett Michael's head clean off."
 
Chance could hear the figure behind him mutter to himself.
 
“What’s that?” asked Asher. He moved the lever on his weapon from safe to fire.  "You must be a real big fan of modern art," said Asher, shaking his head in disapproval.  “Because I am about to create a rendition of Picasso's Melting Clocks with this dude's brains."
 
The pressure of the Brazilian jiu-jitsu hold against Chance was released, and the figure stepped back.
 
"Alright, Asher, you win this one."
 
“No, Mr. Glam-Rock, I always win.”
 
"That's just great."
 
"I fight in three-to-one odds," said Asher.
 
"You brought your gang with you, I see," said the figure.
 
With that, Cries-For-War broke into a false falsetto and went through a rendition of the song, “Sweet Child of Mine.”  Hidden voices began to laugh out.
 
"I'm sorry," said Asher, looking directly at the figure who had caught Chance. "I'm sorry, as in all I heard from you Welcome to the Jungle!"
 
“We are an ancient and proud people, Mr. Cries-For-War. I do not appreciate your comparison of our appearance to 80s glam rock." The figure stepped forward, knife in hand with fists clenched.
 
Finally, Chance turned around and looked at the figure who had caught him.  The person had blonde almost white hair, blue eyes, and the long pointed ears like Elena.  He had a longbow, which he wore around his shoulder, and another weapon, an assault rifle, strapped to his back.  He wore a tactical kit but his appearance was different from the Nomads.  He wore a long green cloak, which covered most of his body.  It was a juxtaposition of modern weapons and more medieval clothing.
 
"Are you done singing?" asked the figure.
 
"Yes, Greenoak.  I know you're dangerous, and I know this is your boy," said Asher. "But, we have some things we need to hash out."
 
“What is this half-breed doing with you?”
 
"I am so shocked that you be so insulting, I mean people from your world are known for their great humility and respect for this world's people."
 
"Yes," said the elder Greenoak. "But the Council is composed of the great races of the Old World."
 
"Well, bullying one of my men is not going to win me to your side."
 
"What's wrong with him?"
 
“I was hoping you could tell me,” said Asher.
 
Greenoak locked eyes with Chance. Chance grimaced and looked away, breaking contact with him. 
 
“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” said Greenoak, “but -”
 
“But it can only mean one thing.”
 
“Yes, exactly what we both know,” said Asher. “But the question is, why is this group going northwest?  Why not straight to Ragnog?  And why are they not using vehicles?  It's like we've gone back five hundred years.  Why are they staying off the roads?"
 
"Your actions make it difficult for me to share information with you, Orcslayer,” said Greenoak, looking at his son before gritting his teeth. “I can tell you this, though. I think we have a common enemy.”
 
“Yes, and who is that exactly?”
 
“We are not dealing with the dark forces of Ragnog. We are dealing with the Sons."




CHAPTER 16: THE SONS
Elena - Creek County, Oklahoma
Gorgon Bartok might have been full of hate, but his security measures were horrible; he had no military bearing, but was driven by hate.  Elden had guarded Elena for hours, and now it was Ziles’ turn to watch her. 
 
"So you are probably asking yourself, 'who are the Sons?'  I can tell you with great conviction that the Sons will forever shape the history of your Sooner State.  My question, Elf-daughter, how do you feel?  You are now with us. You are now banished from the world of light, you live in sewer drains and in the woods.  You make attempts to stay in the ghost towns of this beautiful state, but you are driven out.  Do you not now see our plight?  My people are hunted like animals.  My people have been kept blind by a dark religion.  We are in misery," said Ziles.
 
"If this is so horrible, why don’t you go back to the Old World?" asked Elena.
 
"Because as terrible as this existence is, it is still better than the Old World.  Have you not watched the read any high fantasy novels? 
 
Our souls cry out for a better life, and as of now it feels as though our cries have gone unanswered."
 
"But, don't, don't you eat people?" asked Elena.
 
"I see your confusion, Elvinmeyer," said Ziles. "And yes, that is true.  Many of my kind feast on the flesh of men, elves, dwarves, and even of our own kind.  But I do not think you understand the Sons' cause."
 
"What is it?  What do the Sons want?"
 
"It is not obvious?  Is it not self-evident?  We, like all peoples, demand freedom.  We want to shed this dark religion, we want to shed the tyranny and live in peace. Elden has saved us, and given us hope, do you not see this?"
 
"Elden?  He terrifies me."
 
"And that he should. But does not Seth Adams terrify you? Do you not tremble with a reverent fear for the Walking Man?  He is our enemy, and we long for his demise but we respect his tactical capabilities. You are wise to fear Elden, but do you not understand his indignation?  Do you not see the root of his anger?  It was he who brought us, poor and pitiful monsters, together. And from victims, he has turned us into conquerors.  Man, elves, and even Ragnog itself, fear us."
 
"Ragnog.  I have heard you mention that terrible town before. The Sons do not associate with Ragnog?"
 
"No, Elena.  We, the Sons do not eat of human flesh.  Cannibalism is not Son's practise.  But Ragnog," Ziles shook his head, "Ragnog is what horror novels and slasher films were based on.  Monsters crawling around the countryside, killing teenage campers, and offering human sacrifices to their Witch-Queen.  No, we do not associate with Ragnog.  We are disgusted by the cult of tyrant worship."
 
"But if you are so...humane, why stalk me? Why abduct me?  You put lives at risk."
 
"Our lives are always at risk.  We are not making any attempt to brainwash you, we want our story told, and we needed you...we needed you for a particular reason.  But mark my words, my friend, while you are under the care of Elden, not one hair on your head shall be hurt."
 
".....minus the tazer of course."
 
"....minus the tazer of course.  Stay close to us, and you will be safe."
 
His red eyes came closer to hers.  She nodded.
 
"You are beginning to understand our cause, Elf-daughter."
 
“Speak of the devil,” whispered Elena softly.
 
There stood Elden Orkenkind and Gorgon Bartok.
 
"Mind yourself, elf," said Elden, "your actions almost got you killed, and worse than it you put my orcs in jeopardy and our cause at risk."
 
The great orc warrior clinched his fist, as he stared at Elena.
 
“Bartok!” cried Ziles.
 
“What do you want?” asked Bartok.
 
“Stop!” cried Elden, then the great orc turned to his protégé, “I’ll tell him.”
 
Elden then turned to Bartok, and the two senior orcs held a heated conversation. “What do you mean he forgot!” screamed Gorgon, his ugly voice breaking the silence.
 
Elena knew she was awake, and while she feared Elden more, she was currently intimidated by Bartok’s rage.  Gorgon Bartok walked from his position to and thrust his finger into the middle of Ziles’ chest.  He cursed violently using both the rough language and English.
 
“Well-well, what do I do?” stuttered Ziles.
 
“Well,” said Gorgon Bartok, before looking back at Elden, who shrugged. “Well, go back and get it!  How can you forget a weapon?”
 
“Go back and get it?” asked Ziles.
 
“Yes!” screamed Bartok, his shrill voice piercing the night. “Go back and get it.”
 
Ziles nodded his head nervously.  Elena was not sure why, but she felt the sudden urge to look back at Elden. Elden stood with his hands on his hips. When Gorgon Bartok was done screaming, Elena saw Elden nod his head in agreement.  He nodded his head as if in some secret message that only he and Ziles understood.
 
“Go!” screamed Bartok.
 
Ziles left the formation and headed south, back to the place they had been.  Bartok cursed in the foreign language and glared at Elden as he walked to the front. Elden stared back at him but, instead of intimidating Gorgon Bartok as he had before, he winced as if he was threatened.  Bartok growled at him and then walked to the front.  He started walking and Elena glanced at Elden who briefly smiled as if he knew the answer to a riddle no one else knew.
 




CHAPTER 17: THE ORCSLAYER
Chance - Creek County, Oklahoma
“Well, what do you propose now, Cries-For-War?”
 
"The Council links up with the Nomads, and we get Elena back.  I do not believe they have seen you, so they will again keep their eyes on us.  We'll use our playbook.  The Sons will conduct reconnaissance against us, and then you can conduct counter-reconnaissance against them."
 
“What direction do you go now?” asked Greenoak.
 
Asher paused for a second.  He knew the Elves could help, but he felt extremely uncomfortable about providing information to an outside source.  The senior Nomad knew this mission meant killing orcs, and these representatives of the Older World would be motivated by that alone.  The Elves would work to gather intelligence against the Nomads. He was aware of that, but he also knew the Council could be trusted to kill orcs.
 
"I have to meet Seth. I had to drop back for some..." he paused and tried to not make it visible, but his eyes went to Chance, before finishing his sentence, "...personal reasons."
 
Chance looked up at Asher and then cast his face away.  His red eye swelling with emotion. 
 
The younger Greenoak looked at Chance, and while he attempted to be subtle, his words could still be heard, “what’s wrong with his face anyway?”
 
The young elf was silenced by the intensity of Asher's glare.  The way he had intimidated citizens in Henryetta came full force with the look he gave Greenoak.  Asher pulled back his jacket, and his hand reached inside and pulled back. He revealed a tactical tomahawk and tossed the weapon from one side to the other.
 
"I don't know kid, but if you don't learn to watch your tongue, they're going to be asking what's wrong with your face,” said Asher.
The elder Greenoak looked at Asher with a grimace on his face. He was angered by Asher's threat but he knew he was right. Asher was not going to make it easy.  Chance had been faced with his verbal backlash during training. Greenoak also knew what type of man Asher was. Asher was that tough breed of loyalty, where the mentor would train the student, and at times verbally berate him to make him see a point, but would never allow anyone else to say anything to any one of his students. Chance felt his heart grow warm as he saw his mentor defend him. He also felt an uneasiness in his stomach because he knew he had abandoned him and anytime soon, he would have to face Asher.
 
“Alright, Asher,” said Greenoak. He gritted his teeth as he tried to form the words he was about to speak. “You’re right. We will go with you. Follow you to Seth. We have a common enemy, and we would never want to see an elf-daughter hurt. We will follow you.”
 
They spread out, walking on the ground. Just as described in high fantasy, the elves were skilled at moving through the trees, but it would be too far to drive. Instead, they walked with Butch to the front, and Asher as the point behind it, Asher's dog went to the flanks. Asher and Chance, having previously worked together, formed a team to the front. And father and son team of Greenoak went to the rear. 
 
For someone without tactical training this might not make sense, but it was obvious that the Nomads and the Council went to great lengths to ensure security and safety as they walked through the woods.  From the Wildlife Refuge in Okmulgee, they continued north.  Asher knew that Seth was only about a day and a half's trek away, but he assumed the distance had grown since they had broken contact.  Seth had agreed to stay in pursuit of Elena, and Asher had consented to go back to check on Chance.  Asher's old world dog could lead him straight to Chance, and then back to Seth.
 
Despite Asher's educational background and training, he knew Seth's skills as a tracker far surpassed his.  The earth told a story to the old man, and there would not be any shaking of him from the trail.   Asher could feel the Council's contention with their movement; Chance looked back as the Council continued forward. He had seen a new world exposed to him in the last few years of his life, but there were still things that surprised him. As the Council walked, there was never any broken blade of grass and nothing that the casual eye could see. He looked up at Greenoak’s face. There was the sternness he had seen in the old world creature's visage, but there was also something else. Asher had forced them into an agreement, in which they felt like they had less influence, and to Chance, a man who had studied psychological warfare, he knew this was significant.  Asher had just successfully bullied a group of people who had remained untouched by humanity since the late 1800s. 
 
Chance heard Greenoak say something very soft and in a foreign language.  He looked back, and the elder elf-man was frozen, Chance did the same, and Asher followed suit.  There was no deliberate hand-and-arm signal, but these two teams had worked together so frequently, they could almost read each other's thoughts.  Asher went into a prone position with his weapon facing north, Chance went to the left, south of Asher, and Evan Greenoak went to opposite side and oriented his gun more to the south.  The elder elf lowered himself to the ground and crawled to Asher.
 
Asher knew Greenoak was coming in his direction but was still shocked when the old world citizen placed his hand on Asher's shoulder. There had been no sound of movement, and then the elf's hand was on his shoulder.  Asher tried to appear calm, but the surprise had made him want to jump out of his skin.
 
"I see Seth," said senior Greenoak. "I don't know if he sees us too, but I think he is prepared for you because he is not hidden.  I see him because he lets us see him."
 
Asher turned his radio back on and put the plug back into his ear.  There was the static fuzz, and then Asher heard Seth’s voice. 
 
"I will go alone, and then I will bring you guys back.  If you guys walk up on Seth, he might not respond in a way that you would...appreciate."
 
"Don't worry, Asher, we have nothing but respect for Seth.  He is not someone I would want against me," said the father elf.
 
Asher nodded in acknowledgment and then crept forward.  Chance saw Asher disappear into vegetation and he knew he had to pull security on his sector. He was curious to know what Asher was doing. Later, Asher reemerged from the woods, and approached Greenoak first before moving to Chance.
 
"Alright, Chance, we are about to link-up with Seth, I need you to be on the outside pulling security.  This whole area stinks to high heaven, and we need to get off of it, but we have to check out some things first.  I'll let you know what's going on, but first I need you and your men pulling security, while Seth and I go to work."
 
“What’s happened?” asked Chance.
 
“I wish I could tell you, but I’m a little confused myself.”
 
With that, Asher walked back to the front of the group, signaled them to stand up and to follow them.  As they came in the area, Chance instantly felt his stomach churn in disgust as an unknown fragrance hit his nose. Seth led him to where he needed to go, and Chance could see Seth emplaced security.  Chance overheard some back and forth banter, who were unaccustomed to taking orders, and Seth, being more diplomatic than Asher sold them the idea of pulling security. Greenoak nodded at the end of the conversation. His son took a position opposite of Chance, while Asher and Seth were in the center.
 
"Where is he?" asked Asher.
 
Seth Adams pointed to the poncho that was covered in foliage.  Asher went to it and uncovered it.  Underneath were two dead men.  One was a white man wearing a Boston Celtics jersey, and the other an African-American wearing a Houston Astros shirt.
 
“Have you searched him?” asked Asher.
 
“Not yet,” said Seth, “I put out that fire, and then I was waiting on you.”
 
“How big was the fire?” asked Asher.
 
“The fire?” asked Seth, “It wasn’t that big, but it was spooky. It was green.  I put it out, and there was so little left, I am not completely sure what it was.  I think it was a backpack.”
 
“Why would someone like us, a group that’s living on their feet, throw away something that convenient?” asked Asher.
 
Asher's hand searched the body, starting from the head and working his way down.  There, on the Irish Mob Gangster's chest was the word "Ragnog” crudely tattooed on his skin.  He opened his jacket. Inside was an envelope written in a language he did not understand.  The penmanship was immaculate, and it juxtaposed the rough appearance of the man.  He continued searching and felt a plastic bag which he pulled out. The ziplock bag was full of pills.
 
“Zeta,” said Asher. He tilted his head back and smelt the air. “Whoever killed him -”
 
"Burnt all of his stashes," answered Seth.
 
"Why wouldn't they take it and sell it elsewhere?" asked Asher, "Seth, did one of our own kill this guy and burn Zeta?"
 
"No, we are the furthest Nomads north.  Do you think it is one of the ones from the Older World?"
 
Seth looked over at Greenoak.  The Council's warriors would not have set a fire in the woods, and they were indifferent to Zeta.  They personally didn't consume it but did not appear to fight against it.  "They would have shot him through the heart.  It looks like it was blunt force trauma.  The Council's warriors are lethal, but they aren't known to kill like that.  Let me see the envelope."
 
“The letter was written in the language of the races of the elder men," said Seth.
 
“Who is the letter intended for?  Does that mean, men of the older races are searching too?” said Chance.
 
“No, it does not,” said Seth, his answer short, and the hostility confused Asher, “many of them serve Ragnog.  Let me read this, make sure Greenoak does not see me.  They want to help, but I think their end result is different than ours.”
 
Seth opened the envelope and read through it. 
 
“This cannot be!” said Seth, “This makes no sense.”
 
“What is it?”
 
"The author of this letter claims to be an orc..." Seth trailed off and shook his head.
 
"But what?" asked Asher.
 
"But it is the most polished writing I have seen in my life.  It also appears to tell us why they are not going towards Ragnog. They are the Sons.  He provided me with an eight-digit grid for a link-up."
 
"But don't the Sons worship darkness?"
 
"That is what I thought, but I don't know if that's true.  The orcs want to talk to the Council."
 
“The Sons?  They want to speak with the Council?  But they are orcs, that doesn't make any sense. Won't you have to contact the Cat-Lady for this?  You can't make this decision on your own, can you?" said Chance.
 
"The Cat-Lady is not here, she has entrusted me with the Nomads.  My decision is backed by her authority." Said Seth. 
 
Asher looked over at Greenoak and back at Seth.
 
“They would kill us if they knew what we were talking about.  An open dialogue with orcs?"
 
Ragnog would never send an orc to speak to a man.  If an orc is seeking to talk to men then it must not be of Ragnog."
 
“He gave us a location to meet him at."
 
“But how do we know it was directed at us?” asked Chance.
 
Seth smiled. "I know it was directed at me because he used my name."
 




CHAPTER 18: MYTHOLOGICAL DIPLOMACY
Chance – Creek County, Oklahoma
“Well what do you think we do, Seth?” asked Asher Cries-For-War.
“I think the answer is obvious, but it's so hard for me to comprehend,” said Seth. “Maybe the Sons aren’t exactly who we think they are.”
"They're dangerous."
“Yes they are, but so are we.  There are no orc lieutenants in Ragnog.  Men lead, and orcs follow.  We are dealing with a new kind of animal,” said Seth.
“A fascist animal. Orcs that think they are going to rule the world,” said Asher.
"Yes, fascist orcs, or mystic goblins, choose your poison," said Seth. "But now we have a option.  If we want to have a choice, I think we have to talk to them."
"Are you going to tell any of this to the elder races?  And who do we take with us?"
"I think that tribe may be a little too set in their ways," said Seth. "And who knows, maybe they contacted us because they wanted council against the elf warriors in Green Country."
"If the elves catch word of this they may kill us," said Asher.
"Then we keep them preoccupied," said Seth, "I've got nothing but respect for them. You just have to know how to handle them."
“What about Chance? Do you want him to go with us to the link-up point?”
"I think we do. The financier will be our ambassador," said Seth. "Keep Butch here while I go with Chance to the link-up point."
“Could orcs be trusted in diplomacy?” thought Seth.
Chance and Seth had made sure all magazines and clips were fully loaded and their weapons were lubricated before moving.  Chance and Asher found their location on the map and went towards it.  Seth looked like a cowboy, but he always reminded Chance of a jazz musician with a harsh face.  He reminded others of a jazz musician, because he could be hunting orcs, and remain calm when talking.  He remembered his time with Nomads, Seth coming back and calmly telling the group that there were some orcs in the neck of the woods.  But even with Seth's calm exterior, Chance could see the perspiration on the security guard's face.
“That’s far enough,” said Seth.
Chance froze in place and then raised his weapon.
"Keep your hands where we can see them, and nothing bad is going to happen," said Seth.
Chance eyes looked everywhere, he could not see the orc.
Then a green figure emerged from the woods and lifted his hands into the air.
"Who are you?" asked Chance.
"Get down on your belly," said Seth.
"My name is Ziles, and I am in full compliance.  I will perform any duty necessary to show I am not a potential threat."
Ziles mannerism and use of language displayed professionalism.  As Chance thought of this, his skin crawled at the thought of a well-trained orc army.  They weren't just dealing with a monster, they were dealing with a well-trained soldier, who had the physical strength and attributes of an orc.
Seth’s weapon was still raised as he approached the orc. 
“You send forth the champion to speak to me?  My master will be ashamed he did not make the trek himself,” said Ziles.
Seth’s hand visibly shook as he reached out and grabbed Ziles’ weapon and pulled back from him and set it on the ground.  Seth’s hand pulled back at black poncho Ziles was wearing, revealing a tactical kit, a vest containing plate carriers, and extremely muscled body underneath the body armor.  Each magazine in Ziles’ kit was identical to the other, faced in the same direction, with the magazines pointing down.  Chance came forward and raised his weapon towards Ziles, and Seth slung his assault rifle to search Ziles.
“Orcslayer, I have an ordinance on my body.  On my hip, you will find my secondary weapon system, a Colt .45 caliber pistol. Beneath my kit, I have a traditional orcish blade which you do not see.  In my pants and boots I carry no weapon, but for your peace of mind, I understand you still will search.  I recommend taking my kit, but I plead with you to pull an item, a gold ring from the pouch on the section left of my magazines.”
Seth removed the kit and pulled the orcish blade from behind the kit.  It was sheathed on a forty-five-degree angle across his chest, so that it remained concealed, but was rapidly deployable.
Filius was inscribed into the handle.
“Seth Adams, the Orc Slayer, a worthy adversary," said Ziles.
“How do you know my name?”
"Reconnaissance and intelligence gathering are not unique to your species."
“Don’t try anything stupid, Ziles,” said Seth.
"Of course not, Mr. Adams. I am fully confident in your lethal abilities I desire to only have a dialogue with the Nomads."
"What devilry is this?" a voice from the trees called out.
All three stared up at the voice.  There in the tree was Greenoak. The elf had his  bow pulled back with a noticeably thicker arrow pulled back. Seth recognized what it was.  It was a select arrow, benefits of mythological trade.  A dwarf-crafted arrow with an explosive shaft. Greenoak had a small piece of flint on his fingertip that would light a short fuse on the arrow as it left the bow.
"Greenoak, if you let that go, we will all die."
"Do my eyes deceive me, or do the Nomads conspire against the Council?"
"No, that is not the case, elf-friend," said Seth. "We are gathering information.  There is a chance for peace; it is too great to pass-by.  The reward is too great, please do not let that arrow fly."
"Two orcs with one shot?  I call that combat calculus pretty impressive."
"I am at your mercy, I wish only to speak to the Nomads and, yes, I wish to speak to the Elves," said Ziles.
"This is rich," said Greenoak. "My amusement at a talking monster has spared your life."  Greenoak put the combustible arrow back into his quiver and drew another arrow. The elf let the arrow fly, and as it did, a thin rope was released from inside its shaft.  Taking the line, he tied it to the tree branch he was standing on. Then using his bow, Greenoak slid down the line, landing within a few feet of the trio.
Greenoak stepped forward, pressing an elvish blade against Ziles’ throat.
“Looks like you got your wish, amigo,” said Seth.
"I get the fact that we are in the great orc/elf Oklahoma apocalypse," said Chance, "but I got to be honest.  That is the coolest thing that I have ever seen."
 
No one laughed. Seth stared as Greenoak stared at Ziles, and Ziles stared back. Ziles' respect for Seth was not shared for Greenoak. The goblin who had rehearsed the old language, and who appeared so disciplined, could barely contain his apparent hatred for his elvish adversary.
"I come only to speak," said Ziles.
"When do monsters speak to my tribe?"
"When we, as a people, grow tired of these forever wars."
Greenoak almost dropped his blade, from the shock of Ziles’ words.  Seth set his hand on his shoulder.
"Stay calm my friend," started Seth.
"Speak, orc!" said Greenoak interrupting Seth, "My judgment tells me your death is the clear answer, but for my amusement at this freak show, I will let you plead your case.  I find an orc with an impressive vocabulary to be quite humorous."
"I speak for the purpose of diplomacy. While from my training, I remain dangerous, I am unarmed. I do not wish violence.  I bare good news for the weary and the diligent souls who pursue Elena Elvinmeyer, and desire her freedom.”
“Orcslayer, let's end this debacle quickly, and with his death," said the elf, suddenly reverting to anger at the mention of Elena's name.
“Greenoak, have some compassion,” said Seth.
"I would, Seth, one fatal blow to the head, no suffering," said the Old World native.
“Greenoak,” said Ziles, “if you do not listen to my words, there is no hope for the Elvinmeyer line.  Please know she is protected.  And, yes, we seek to give her back to you -”
“But what, greenface?"
"We wish to speak to the Council of the Elder Races."
Greenoak laughed incredulously, and shook his head. “Your request is impossible!”
“Must I remind you that Elvinmeyer is with us?  This means we tracked her, defeated the Nomads' security, slipped past the elfish scouts, abducted her, and now," said Ziles, who suddenly slowed his speech making his more deliberate, "now we protect her better than you could."
Greenoak could barely contain his rage. He began to walk towards Ziles, but Seth stepped in front of him and whispered something in a fluid language. Seth stood with Greenoak for five minutes, though it felt like an eternity. Finally, Greenoak nodded and turned his attention back to the goblin.
“How strange this day is! An orc gives diplomacy, a man provides wisdom, and it is the child of the fair race who fails to keep his temper,” said Greenoak. “Orc, I do not trust you.  But if you are sincere, and I am in the wrong, please understand my situation.”
“Of course, sir,” said Ziles, "we are warriors, and warriors are the best diplomats.  My apologies if my orc-pride serves as an obstacle in my mission, but my plea is this: understand that our mission is peace."
“An orc that seeks the Council of the Elders is to request peace? That is impossible!” said Seth. “But I must admit, that is very appealing.”
“Yes, and it is appealing to my people as well,” said Ziles. “I am young, but I am weary, as is my Master, Elden Orkenkind -”
“Elden Orkenkind, the Missing Link?” asked Greenoak.
Ziles clenched his fist, at the perceived insult to Elden. "If I die defending my Master's name, then I die with honor."
“But then you would die, as would Elena, and as would your quest for peace,” said Seth. “I’m impressed.  You are not some mindless beast. I’m genuinely impressed you knew that was an insult.”
"Yes, I have studied your history and your culture," said Ziles, “and Mr. Greenoak, I have studied your ways as well.”
“And make no mistake, we have studied you as well.  Elden Orkenkind, though he is a beast, is wise.  As you said, a worthy adversary.  What is that old fox's request?" asked Greenoak.
“It is simple, we wish for the Sons to have a seat in the Council, and for the Elves and the Nomads to stop killing our people.”
“It is a total war between our people, there is no compromise,” said Greenoak.
"But there is a compromise.  We have demonstrated it, with our humane treatment of the Elvinmeyer’s last daughter.  We can show restraint. We do not want our people killed any longer. We want peace.”
"But I don't entirely believe that," said Seth. "For far too long, I have seen the cruelty that comes out of Ragnog, and the cruelty of your kind, whether or not you belong to that town.  If the Nomads weren’t killing you, you’d be killing your own.”
“My master said you were wise, Seth Adams, and know I experienced your wisdom for myself.  Your words are true, but the Sons will change this.  Please, come, we can end this now.  This conflict does not have to belong in this world.”
“What about this?” said Greenoak, “We kill you, and we take her anyways -”
“Do you think Elden would let that happen?" asked Ziles. "Mr. Greenoak, you said he was a worthy adversary.  I am dumbfounded by your praise for my Master, it is the first I have ever heard of the ‘fair race' praise of my people.  But think of this, Mr. Greenoak, if you praise him, how much more deadly is my master than you think?  Please, if I offend, if my arrogance hinders my message, forgive me, but our people could have peace.”
“But there will be war with your people,” said Seth Adams. “Whether or not we officially end this conflict, Ragnog will fight against you."
"And Ragnog will make war against you too,” said Ziles. "My Master begs you.  Read between the lines."
Seth stood with his gaped mouth as the young orc spoke. He looked at Greenoak who was also visibly shaken. 
“Mr. Greenoak, we are warriors. Skepticism is necessary for planning our actions.  If you doubt my words, please take this as a token of my sincerity.”
"And what of value can a goblin offer me?"
“Do you recognize this?” asked Ziles as he held up a ring. “Do you recognize the seal?”
Seth took the ring from Ziles, and held it up, “this is the Elvinmeyer crest.”
“Yes,” said Ziles. "Understand the Sons did not have any hand in killing that family. We have become knowledgeable in the history of the Elves, the Nomads, and the Council. Knowing their mission, we would not have been a threat to them. Listen to the wisdom of my Master,” said Ziles as he looked to the left and right. “Listen to what we are trying to offer,” he moved his head forward and whispered.
“Ten minutes ago, I would have called this ring a murder trophy. But the past few minutes have been enlightening," said Greenoak, who now held the ring in his hand.
Seth and Greenoak exchanged glances, giving mental cues to one another.  Chance saw these and was surprised to realize that Ziles noticed them as well.  Not only did Ziles read them, he understood to leave when their curiosity was the most peaked.  It was a technique Chance had used both with women and as a salesman: leave his audience asking for more.  Chance also knew that if Asher were here, he would point to Ziles and tell him that was the example of a lieutenant to imitate.
“We will escort you back,” said Seth.
“No!” exclaimed Ziles adamantly, "I must go alone. Orc lives depend on that. I am humbled to be in the presence of such potent warriors, but I must depart alone."
"Orc-son," said Greenoak, "tell your Master, tell Elden Orkenkind, we wish to have more dialogue.”
Seth's eyes bulged. Ziles smiled and stood up, and it was Greenoak who handed the orc his equipment.
“This news shall be carried swiftly to my Master,” said Ziles.
"Make haste.  Our hope is with you," said Greenoak.  He unbuckled his sheath, and the knife that he bore. "Take this to your Master. May it be a sign of things to come.”
With that the orc sprinted away from them and towards his Master.




CHAPTER 19: THE PLOT THICKENS
Elena - Creek County, Oklahoma
Gorgon Bartok gait grew ungraceful as he became more and more fatigued.  Fearing his violent mood, Elena moved closer to Elden as she walked. She was not sure of the response she would get from him.  She looked up at him and he stared back at her with his terrifying visage. He looked at Bartok, then looked at her and smiled.  This made Elena feel at peace. Ziles had smiled broad, baring his fangs, but Elden kept his lips closed to conceal the tusks that he bore.  
 
“Where is Ziles?” barked Bartok.
 
"You sent him back. He knows where we are stopping, he can find us at our stopping point."
 
Green County foliage covered the ground and Elena knew what part of the state they were still in.  She had seen Elden pull out a map on more than one occasion, but he refused to let her see it.  He wore a large watch on his wrist that she believed was a GPS. As the night grew into the morning, she knew they were about to stop, and Elden walked up towards Bartok and directed him on the path to take.
 
They had reached Kiefer, Oklahoma.
 
Finally, something Elena recognized.  Now, she knew where they were.
 
The Kiefer castle; the closing of the state parks, combined with state government's failed attempt to privatize them resulted in a complete drop in Oklahoma tourism. This drop in tourism had lef the Kiefer castle completely abandoned.  Bartok attempted to go straight into the castle, but Elden, silently but quickly, grabbed him by the shoulder and stopped him.  Elena could see the rage in Bartok’s eyes, but Elden spoke to him softly.  The orc nodded, and then walked towards Elena, while Elden circled the building in a clover-leaf shape. 
 
After Elden went around the house, he slung his rifle and drew a concealed pistol. He entered the house the way she had seen cops and soldiers go into homes in the movies. Elden was inside the house for what felt like twenty minutes. As Elena watched the house while he continued working through the inside, she realized that she and Bart were outside the castle all by themselves. Gorgon Bartok appeared to come to the same realization at the same time Elena did.  The orc leader turned his head and then moved towards the cellist.
 
Elena shrunk back as he came towards her.  The Gorgon Bartok said nothing but continued to stare at Elena.  She was afraid to speak, but she was more fearful of the silence.
 
“You look tired,” said Elena.
 
The intensity in Bartok’s eyes did not lessen. “No elf-daughter, I am not tired.”
 
"Oh."
 
"I'm...hungry."
 
At that same moment, Elden came back and placed his giant hand on Gorgon Bartok shoulder. With all his muscularity, Gorgon Bartok did not hear him coming and he jumped when Elden put his hand on his shoulder.  He turned to Elden who then pointed in the direction of the abandoned site. Elden spoke in the old language. Elena could tell he was giving explicit directions onto the entrance.  Bartok nodded and then began walking towards the structure.
 
When Bartok was out of sight, Elden turned to Elena.
 
“Are you alright?” he asked.
 
"Gorgon is not like you or Ziles.”
 
"You are observant.  Yes, Elvinmeyer, remember those differences when you are back to your people."
 
“When will that be?”
 
“When it is appropriate.  Remember the humane treatment you received from Ziles, and the compassion he demonstrated when he cared for your injuries."
 
“When will Ziles return?” asked Elena.
 
“I think…” he started to speak, and then deliberately changed the pace of his words, to better control the outcome. “No, he will back soon.  Soon.”
 
"I believe he will be back soon too."
 
"Then, for the first time, I think we agree,” said Elden.
 
“Yes, Ziles is a good man, er person…orc. You know what I mean."
 
“And a great lieutenant.  He will be back soon," said Elden. "Now, sleep is a weapon. You know you cannot escape. I need you rested for our next movement.  I know you are smart enough to know where we are. Do you think I didn't let you see that?  Sleep is a weapon, so for my sake, Elena, please go rest."
 
***
 
"Don't you ever sleep?" asked Elena as she rose from her mat, and went into the room with Elden. "Bartok sleeps, why don't you?"
 
"Security is the number one priority, and sleep is a far cry from that."
 
“Have you lived this way your whole life?”
 
"For as long as I can remember. Your people have been very resilient in their pursuit of the orcs."
 
“I do not know of my people, but you have my sympathy.  Whether or not I agree with your ways.”
 
“You speak like a daughter of Elvinmeyer.”
 
“Does that mean you hate me?”
 
Elden smiled, covering his teeth so as not to intimidate her.  He looked around, his eyes searching for Bartok. “No,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
You do not understand why the Elvinmeyer clan was hated.  Your abduction just means that my people have to make a statement, and we had to make a statement that would be heard.  Even from the grave, the voice of your parents will be heard."
 
“Ziles said that you trained him. How did you learn so much of humankind's ways?  How was he so good at healing my wounds?”
 
"We study your ways, and man's ways, because you must study your enemy to understand how they fight."
 
"But I don't believe that.  You are not that simple.  If you were only studying your enemy, you would study their tactics.  You know how they kill, but you," said Elena thinking about her words, "you study how your enemy lives.  Which, I think is, in my limited understanding of military training, graduate level type thinking. Still, I don't think that is the reason why you search."
 
"Then what am I searching for, daughter of Elvinmeyer?" asked Elden, his tone was peculiar, and she did not know what emotions were behind his voice. "Please enlighten me."
 
"I think...I think you are searching for…a way out. I think you are searching for truth."
 
Elena looked into Elden's face.  For a split second, she saw the same light that she had seen in her music students.  Music students had learned the cello, and had gotten into orchestra because they thought they wanted to play music, but in reality, they sought out the orchestra because they wished to have friends and a sense of community.  They sought out a musical instrument for the surface reason of wanting to play music, but on a deeper level, they wanted a purpose.  This light was the same light she had seen when musicians were playing, and they realized they were not just playing instruments because they loved music, but because they wanted to communicate beauty to a dark and chaotic world.  In an instant, this face was gone and Elden opened his mouth barring his fangs.
 
"You mistake my kindness for weakness," said Elden. "Elf-daughter, do not forget who is in control here."
 
Elena glanced away from Elden, and cast her eyes in the direction that Gorgon Bartok had been. "Don't worry Orkenkind. I know who is really in control and I am grateful."
 
Elden did not bare his fangs. He looked at her with his intense blue orbs, and nodded.  The orc looked as if he had more to say, then all of sudden a voice called out from the darkness.  It was a voice from the harsh, dark tongue she had heard before.  Bartok’s voice cred out and Elena assumed he had been asleep.  Elden rose to his feet, and adjusted the sling on his assault rifle, bringing it into a more accessible position.
 
Another orc came in from the rain.  Elden's voice, though still quiet, scorned the incoming creature which argued back in its native language. 
 
“You don’t understand,” said the other orc in English.
 
“It’s Ziles!” said the creature. “He has been killed.”
 




CHAPTER 20: SAM OTTO
Gavan - Henryetta, Oklahoma
Gavan sat in his office.  His desk remained cluttered with Bibles and high school yearbooks.  He sighed as the thought about the work he still had to finish.  Then suddenly he felt his phone vibrate, indicating he had just received a message.
It was a message from Lisa Otto:
Have you seen my son?  He has been gone for two days.  I am so worried about Samson.
Gavan responded: No!  That is horrible news!  I heard him talking to some of the guys, and I've seen him acting differently lately.  I think he is probably tied up with some girl.  A bad girl.
Gavan was about to type more, but then his phone buzzed again.  This time it was from another sender.  It was a text message from Sasha Ferrell:
Gavan, I have a student that is in your youth group.  His name is Samson Otto.  He has not been at school, and I am anxious.  You have been so helpful in previous searches, and I wanted to see if you could help me again. 
Gavan furrowed his brow as he thought about her message, and then replied:
How did you know he was in my youth group?  I rarely see him.  No, I don't hear anything about it.  I know he is tied up with some girl he shouldn't be hanging around. But that's it, that's all I know.
Ding!
Sasha Ferrell:
Your comments are noted.
Confused, Gavan sent back a brief note to Sasha:
What does that mean?
Sasha:
It means I will get to you soon.
***
Henryetta Herald
It sounds like something straight out of a movie.  
But we are sad to inform you, that it is not.  There have been complaints of an alleged motorcycle gang driving through the residential areas of Henryetta and Okmulgee.  Concerned citizens have made numerous calls to the police. Oklahoma Highway Patrol State Trooper, Henry Thomas IV was in the area and responded to the call.  
Upon finding the two riders, he pulled them over and was getting out of his car when he claims the first rider attempted to assault him with a barbed whip.
“The barbs splintered my windshield, and I immediately drew my weapon.  When I did that, the second rider drew his weapon and fired in my direction.  I fired at him, and then out of the corner I saw the first rider swing the whip at me, and I fired at him."
It was later revealed that Trooper Thomas had killed both riders instantly.  Upon further investigation, it was discovered that both suspects were armed with illegally purchased sub-machine guns.
Gavan Jenkins was a dying breed, a man who still read the physical newspaper.  His stomach churned as he read over the date and location.  The State Trooper had shot those two thugs just two streets from his house.  He had heard of motorcycle gangs with barbed whips, but submachine guns?  This was Oklahoma, one of the most heavily armed states in the Union, but submachine guns?
Who owned submachine guns?  Americans loved guns, but submachine guns were not part of American culture.  Conventional US military units didn't regularly train with submachine guns. Police units in the US rarely had these weapons either.  Whoever had purchased those weapons either had the purchasing power required to buy and smuggle such a dangerous tool or, he thought, as a chill ran up his spine, they could acquire these weapons by force.  Whoever these men were, they were dangerous.
Gavan pulled his eyes back from the newspaper.  He was outside in the park, in his car, where the OHP had outgunned the two predators.  Grabbing his keys, he locked his car door and then started walking towards his home.
His hand went to screen door and came to the instant realization that both the screen door and the main door were unsecured.  
Gavan never left his door unlocked. From his years in ministry, he knew he always needed to lock his house.  Because of his position, too many people had come to his home, uninvited, wanting to talk, when they really needed psychiatric help. When it wasn't disturbed people coming to his house, it was teenagers coming to vandalize his dwelling.  Adolescents were notorious for throwing toilet paper into his trees and breaking plastic cutlery into his yard. No, a good youth minister never left their house unlocked. He walked from his car to the front door. 
Slowly pushing the door open, so it did not squeak, Gavan stepped over the threshold of the door.  The theologian froze, allowing all his senses to absorb his surroundings.  Sight: his eyes looked over the room, he saw nothing out of the ordinary.  Sound: he heard nothing.  But smell: he could smell body odor covered in repugnant body spray that teenage boys seemed to gravitate towards.  If he hadn't been so scared, he would have laughed.
Gavan walked into the kitchen and drew a cutting knife. 
Someone was in his house. 
Something caught his eyes, as it moved laterally.
“Mr. Jenkins,” said the voice of the intruder.
The voice was fatigued. It was familiar but Gavan could not recognize the person speaking.
“I am willing to help you, but there are no drugs, or money in this house if that is what you are looking for," said Gavan.
“No, Mr. Jenkins. That is not why I’ve come.  Please, I am unarmed.”
The intruder stepped forward.
Samson Otto. 
He stood hunched over, his face looked distraught, and he looked at Gavan, and then away.
“Samson?”
“I've done something horrible."
“To sin is to be human, Samson."
“No, not like this.  I'm the reason," Samson stopped as he became emotional, and then finally whispered, "why Ms. Doolin was kidnapped."
“How could you have had anything to do with that?”
The tears rolled down his eyes, “I lied. I lied about what I saw.”
“Asher Cries-For-War killed that man.”
“Yes, but that man deserved it.  Asher was defending himself, the man was armed with a weapon.  He tried to pull it on the Walking Man, and he was too quick.  The Walking Man jumped on to him, then did some crazy judo move-like that super-hot MMA-chick Rousey, and threw the bum on that bench, killing him instantly.  That is what I really saw, Gavan, but I lied. I lied, and because of it, all the police went after him when they should have been looking elsewhere," Samson stopped and started to cry, catching himself between the sobs. "He wasn't just defending himself, he was defending her.”
“Samson, I know more about this than you realize.  I know about Asher, but why did you do it?  Why did you lie about Asher?”
“Because we were stalking her.  I helped discover the locations she went to, wrote stuff down about her, what routes she took, and then I lied so the police would go after Asher.  Then they went after Elena Doolin.  They kidnapped that beautiful woman, and I helped them."
“That is definitely bad, but it’s also incredibly intelligent and well-thought out. But why did you do this?”
“To impress the girl that I was obsessed with.”
“Sasha Ferrell. Is Sasha Ferrell the reason you did all of this?"
“Yes, and she sent them; she sent the bikers to kill you.  But I had no part of it. Please believe me."
“We have to take you to the police.”
“Yes, I know.  But she would send someone, some poor seduced fool, into the Henryetta county jail to kill me.  A man would freely go into the jail for her."
“I know about Chance Freeborne, I know about the Nomads, but this is the last piece I am missing, what role did Sasha Ferrell play?”
“Sasha Ferrell?” asked Samson, gaining strength in his voice as he talked to Gavan, “Sasha is the most important part of this story.”




CHAPTER 21: SAM OTTO
Gavan - Ponca City, Oklahoma
So this is where the Sons were taking Elena?  If they were here, then Asher Cries-For-War and the others were not far behind.  The Sons were extremely tactical but Bartok was not.  The rumor mill had spread, and even Gavan Jenkins had heard it.  The orc, the man said to be with the Sons was in Ponca City, and the Nomads were not far behind.
 
“How could someone deliver a message to a man who could appear and disappear at will?” Thought Gavan to himself.
 
“That is simple,” thought Gavan, “I know where his heart is.”
 
The whole world thought Asher was a criminal, and because this image blinded them, Gavan knew how to find him. Gavan was still very nervous.  He respected Asher Cries-For-War, but he also knew he was extremely dangerous. Gavan stood holding a manila envelope whose contents, he thought could help Asher find Elena.  He knew Asher could save her.               
 
Gavan stood at the tombstone of a classmate, who had died during high school.  It had been years since the accident, but there was always fresh flowers on the grave as if the accident had been recent.  Gavan knew very little about flowers, but he knew the flowers on the grave were not from a florist.  He knelt, picked the flowers up and inspected them.  They had been freshly picked from the prairie.
 
Gavan felt cold steel against his throat, and looking down he saw a black tactical tomahawk.  The blade faced away, but he knew that, in an instant, the person behind him could either choke him or pull it back and strike him with it.
 
“Those weren’t for you,” said a gruff voice.
 
“No, those flowers were put there by a very good man.” Slowly, Gavan reached for the flowers inside his jacket. They were from the florist and still wrapped in plastic. “I have flowers my friend’s tombstone.  And another gift, for the good man who brought those flowers here.”
 
Gavan held up the manila folder, as an offering to the dangerous man who stood behind him. The tomahawk remained in front of his throat, while the man's free hand took the envelope.  He pulled the tomahawk back for a short while before placing it back against Gavin’s throat. Soon, he removed the weapon from his throat. This time, for good.
 
“That’s a pretty wise gift, Gavan,” said the figure behind him.
 
“I thought you’d like it.”
 
"I don't like it, but I appreciate it."
 
“Does that answer your questions, Asher?” asked Gavan.
 
“That answers almost all of them.  Stand up, friend.”
 
Gavan rose and turned to face Asher.  There stood Asher, the man he thought was dead, the man he thought was a murderer, and now the man he knew was still in service to others. Suddenly, Asher smiled. It was a warm, friendly smile that took Gavan back twenty years, to the last time he had seen his friend. 
 
“Why didn’t you believe my press, Gavan?  You don’t think I’m dangerous?”
 
“Asher, you mistake me.  I think you’re very dangerous, but I still think you’re good.  I found Chance’s diary in his office. I think he left it for her to see it. You saved that kid and I knew you’d be out here.”
 
“You’re very wise Gavan, and you are a good friend.”
 
The nomads had found an abandoned house in Chiloco. They had gained security around the building and were taking turns being on guard. Chance had completed his shift and was in one of the backrooms sleeping. His body needed sleep, and he could feel it rebuilding as he had started into a deep sleep. He was awoken by a heavy hand pressing something against his chest. Sweat glazed the non-human portion of his face, and when he woke, it was before he could cover that portion.
 
"Hey, there, Fabio, I've got a present for you.  You're going to get a kick out of it."
 
"What is it?"
 
"It's a gift. Byron gave it to me, and then another gift that a Mr. Gavan Jenkins presented me." 
 
Asher's voice was only a whisper, but each syllable was like a knife, and Chance was intimidated.  With his green hand and long black nails, Chance picked up the envelope and reached into it.
 
Chance stood to his feet holding the pictures in his hand.  His mouth dropped open in shock, revealing the spread of green had taken his mouth, showing fanged deformities on his teeth.
 
"For the untrained eye, that is Sasha Ferrell right outside of the Real China Buffet, waiting for Deacon Andrews to leave the restaurant.  That is Sasha talking with what appears to be a dark elf, and finally, that is one coming from Samson Otto himself.  That is Bartok worshipping Sasha Ferrell as a deity."
 
"I didn't know -"
 
"I kept wondering to myself, how did the Sons seem to know so much about me?  How did it seem like they were one step ahead of us?  I kept thinking there was a traitor in our midst."
 
"I didn't know."
 
"But then I realized it wasn't a traitor.  But a piece of crap, who never should have been allowed to be a Nomad."
 
"She seduced me."
 
"You had an Elf-Princess, and you were seduced by a whore.  Elena was out of your weight class, and you abandoned her for a witch."
 
“I’m so sorry -”
 
“Sorry don’t feed the bulldog, Chance.  You almost got me killed, and now the whole state is looking for me.”
 
Chance, stupidly, looked around, and then not knowing what to do, he tried to hand the pictures back to Asher.  Asher stood motionless and then took the pictures back.  He threw the images into Chance's face and shoved the financial advisor back.
 
Chance paused for a second.  He had trained in Savate and striking sports, but he hadn't been shoved like that since he had played high school football.  Asher had a low center of gravity, and the press had been right against his sternum and had knocked Chance back a solid six inches. Chance remembered playing defensive line, and getting smashed, by a small pulling guard.  The remaining human flesh on Chance's face turned a visible red, and the un-human shade grew darker and more intimidating, and Asher postured accordingly.
 
"There's no reason for that," said Chance.
 
While Chance was talking, Chance simultaneously threw a solid Thai teep, or front kick, right into the middle of Asher’s chest, knocking him back six inches.
 
"Oh Sonny, I think there is," he said coming forward at Chance.
 
Since Asher's center of gravity was lower than Chance’s, Chance felt he would have to drop to be able to push him back. So, instead, he let Asher come in close then he stepped back and, with his closest leg, he landed a hard, powerful round kick into Asher's thigh.  From the years of training Savate and Muay Thai, Chance’s kick went up and out like a solid swing of an ax.  Asher winced in pain, at the immediate, and overwhelming pain that shot through his leg.  Chance prepared for another kick, his leg again, coming up, and down like an ax.  Asher threw up his knee, blocking Chance's leg.  Asher came in close, and threw Chance down in a fireman's carry takedown.  Chance feared to be on the ground with Asher, knowing the Walking Man who had an extensive background in wrestling and judo.  So, he threw a kick to at Asher.  The strike was weak but created space.  Leaping up, Chance kept backing away from the grappler.
 
"That's the problem," said Asher. "You always thought you were too cool for school.  Well, you ain’t and I’m about to teach you that.  I’m about to take you back to school, to the old school.”
 
In a split second, Asher landed on his knees right in front of Chance.  The Walking Man grabbed Chance's front leg ad lifted him high into the air. Asher attempted a tree-top takedown. Cries-For-War tried to throw his leg up in the air but Chance just jumped up, skipping on his one leg to stay off the ground. As he felt himself fly into the air, Chance saw the opportunity to throw a solid cross into Asher's brow.  Asher's eyes grew wild, as he desperately clung to consciousness. He dropped Chance's leg and stumbled back.
 
Chance did not want to get closer. Chance wanted to fight the way he had trained to fight and stick to a kickboxing style of fighting.  Chance threw a double jab and followed this with another round house kick to Asher's bruised leg.  Asher stumbled back, and Chance did a switch kick throwing a high kick at Asher's head. Asher stepped back and missed Chance's kick. Before Chance's foot even hit the ground, Asher barreled forward. He tried to tackle Chance but was too disoriented.  Realizing he couldn't do this, he threw Chance over his hip.  Chance went into the air and then slammed onto the ground.  Asher assumed a position on top of Chance and began dropping elbows into the side of Chance's face.   
 
It was now Chance’s turn to become disoriented.  He threw weak, ineffective punches with no success.  Asher jumped from side-control into the full mount. Both of his legs were on either side of Chance's torso.  Asher kept his head low and in perfect form. He moved his forearms up and began a text-book cross-collar choke.  
 
The choke was slow and deliberate.  The world began to spin, and bright colors began to block Chance's eyesight.  He could not breathe.  Instead of turning red, his whole face turned green.
 
With no other choice, Chance reached up and tapped on Asher's shoulder.  Asher kept the pressure on Chance's throat but stopped the choke.
 
“Are you tapping out?” asked Asher.
 
Chance attempted to nod his head.
 
“That’s where you’re wrong, Son,” he said as he released his grip. “This ain’t no game.”
 
Then from his position, Asher began slamming punches into Chance’s head until Chance’s world exploded into bright colors, and then his eyes slammed shut into involuntary darkness. Asher stood up and dusted himself off.  He flexed his face, trying to see if there was any damage to his jaw.  He may have won the fight, but he felt the damage Chance had inflicted.  He began to limp away from Chance, to get help, but the envelope caught his eye.  He reached down and picked it up. Inside it was another photograph, one that he had not seen.  It was hidden stuck to the back of one of the others so he pried it from the picture and held it up.
 
"We've been traveling all over Oklahoma, and it turns out she was under our nose the entire time," said Asher. "Sasha Ferrell. She is the real enemy."
 




Part III
 
The Witch-Queen
 
“…in my dust I leave heartache”
 
Don’t call me an outlaw - Evan Michaels
 




CHAPTER 1: THE PONCA CITY LIBRARY
Gavan/Chance - Ponca City, Ok
Both Sam and Gavan sat in Gavan's vehicle.  They parked the car outside of the Ponca City library, their skin glowing with nervous perspiration.  Both men knew they were dealing with very dangerous men, one in particular. Asher Cries-For-War.
 
"Alright, let's do this," Gavan’s voice wavered.
 
They got out of their vehicle and walked up the stairs to the Ponca City library. Fear and panic grew all across the state, but the library appeared unchanged.  The world inside the library still felt slow- unaffected by the outside world.  Inside the library, people worked, furiously, but silently.  A woman passed by them, and while the City was known for its compassion, this woman gave the pair a look as if to say, "oh no, not another vagrant."
 
The two looked down at themselves, suddenly conscious of their appearance.  They both looked like vagrants, and they knew the woman had smelled their sweaty clothes as she walked past.  Gavan and Sam had assumed the best way to approach a Nomad was to wear clothing in their style of dress.
 
"Body odor is not inconspicuous," said Gavan to himself.
 
"I can't do this. That man broke my arm," said Sam. He looked as if he was going to leave the library.
 
Gavan suddenly grabbed his arm. "You're not going anywhere."
 
"I don't like this -" whispered Sam.
 
"You know what I don't like?" asked an unfamiliar voice.
 
The pair turned around, and there stood a library technician in front of them.  The man had round, brown glasses, and brown and balding hair which formed a distinctive widow's peak.  He also had a full brown beard speckled with a gray that women found themselves attracted to and men were envious of. While the world was growing more obese every day, this man wearing black converse shoes was notably thin. He wore corduroy pants that were particularly tight and were held in place by a brown leather belt buckle that had "NPR" on the front of it. He wore a tie and a blue shirt with the emblem of the Oklahoma Historical Society on it.  In the way only an intellectual could, he condescendingly drank from a coffee mug.
 
"I don't like it when people speak in the library," said the hipster.
 
"We're sorry, we were just leaving -" started Sam.
 
"No you weren't," said the library technician. "You are one of them -"
 
"No, we're homeless -"
 
"Never interrupt a librarian in the library!" said the technician. "You smell like rancid milk, and you look like vagabonds."
 
"Vagabonds?  Who speaks like that?" asked Sam. "And, you know, you can't always judge a book by its cover."
 
"What is that supposed to mean?" asked the technician. "You think I don't do my research...Sam?"
 
The hipster pulled out a laminated picture from his wallet and held it up. It was Sam's senior picture. He turned it to the other side, and there was a candid picture of Sam standing beside his car. The technician pulled out another photo, this one of Gavan.
 
"You're right about judgement on false pretenses, Sam.  But not why you think you are."
 
"Who are you?" asked Gavan.
 
"You're right, Sam, you can't always judge a book by its cover," the technician continued. He pulled his glasses down and looked over them. "You know, not all the Nomads are trigger-pullers, some of us actually in support. Maybe next time you could dress up.  You smell like someone vomited after drinking blood and consuming raw fish."
 
Sam and Gavan looked at each other with a dumbfounded expression and then back at the technician.  He smiled and turned his head to the side, showing what appeared to be a hearing aid behind the lobe of his ear.  Next, he took a thick pen, which upon closer look was more massive than an average writing utensil. 
 
"Yeah, these two douche-clowns are up here...yeah, they stand out like sore thumbs," he spoke as he pressed down the top of the pen with his thumb.
 
After ending the radio transmission, the technician looked at Sam and Gavan before bending his head forward, as if to convey a private message.
 
"My name is Sean. I am in personnel operations and assist in developing communication systems for the Nomads. Welcome to the team. Gavan, I want you to walk to my right, and down the stairs. In the references section, you will find a book titled Oklahombres by Evert Nix. Wait there. Sam, you are going to wait a total of ten minutes, then you go down the stairs to my left. You will then be escorted by another member of the Historical Society to the references section.  Welcome to the team, and this is the last I am I going to speak to you while you are in town."
 
Gavan nodded his head in acknowledgment, then went downstairs as instructed.  Sam looked back at Sean who coldly stared at the teenager, who was looking around them, ensuring there were no wandering eyes that caught them together. Sam wandered around the library. He looked at his watch and, seeing the time, went down to the library just as instructed.  He stood in the corner, waiting to be greeted by another Nomad.
 
"What's going on, newbie?" said an unfamiliar voice.
 
Sam turned to see the voice.  There stood a man, approximately five and a half feet tall, with jet black hair, tied back, neatly and tightly, into a ponytail.  This man also wore round glasses, pressed khaki pants and a light purple collared shirt with an emblem of the Oklahoma Historical Society. Sam scrunched as he tried to recall the man he saw before this one. Feelings of déjà vu hit him like punch in the genitals.
 
"The Walking Man," whispered Sam.
 
"Yes, newbie, the Walking Man. Now, let's go and figure out our next move," said Asher.
 
The two convened in an office on the bottom floor of the library that was next to the references section. Asher also wore a visible hearing aid which Gavan and Samson assumed was a two-way radio.  There was another person in the room, an old, black man who looked like he had come straight from the Old West. This old man wore contemporary clothes, but his face and eyes looked aged and wise, and tucked away in the corner was man wearing a black hood over his head.
 
"Mr. Adams?" said Sam squinting as he stared at the old man. "Our janitor?"
 
Mr. Adams smiled and raised his finger to his head as if to tip an imaginary cowboy hat.
 
”Then,” said Samson squinting again, staring at another figure in the corner, “who is that?”
 
"That?" asked Asher "That is the man you have been jealous of, Jon Tecumseh Chance aka Chance Tecumseh Freeborne."
 
"The most wanted man in the Panhandle State," said Gavan, who was surprised at himself for saying his thoughts aloud.
 
"But not the most dangerous in Oklahoma," Asher responded.
 
"And who would that be?" asked Sam.
 
"Who is the most dangerous man in Oklahoma?" asked Asher, with a broad grin. "You're looking at him."
 
They laughed and took their seats, and Sam noticed that Chance remained silent and hidden behind his black hood.
 
"Alright, enough with the nonsense. Let's get done to brass tacks," said Asher. "There is one person who has tied this whole thing together. That person has been like a regular Jim Henson, pulling strings on us all while directing the Son’s movements and telling Gorgon Bartok what the Dark Lord wants.  We believe that we have been falsely targeting the Sons."
 
"But if the Sons aren't the enemy," said Seth Adams. "In the end, we're going to wish they were."
 
"Sasha Ferrell," said Asher had a slight sneer in his eyes as he spoke with a slow and deliberate articulation. “I believe she actually can destroy the soul," said Asher.
 
"Well, she can do some damage," said the voice behind the black hood.
 
Chance pulled back the hood that covered his face.  Chance still had his blonde hair and red beard, but there was no humanity left in his face.  The most alarming feature was the red nocturnal eyes that had replaced his blue eyes.  The pointed tips of his teeth were visible over his green lips. 
 
"We know nothing about her," said Asher. "Does anyone know anything about her?"
 
"I know I wanted her more than anything I've ever wanted before.  Even more than football," said Sam.
 
"That's hard to do,” said Asher, man I loved football.”
 
"That's saying a whole lot," said Seth. "There's something about her."
 
"She wasn't the hottest teacher, but you know, just something about her.  It's like an addiction," said Sam.
 
Asher looked over at Seth and their concerned eyes locked.
 
“Are you thinking about Kenton, Oklahoma?  Are you thinking what the Council of the Elder Races would think about this?” asked Asher.
 
“Yes,” said Seth.
 
“I meant, what are you thinking about doing with Kenton,” said Asher.
 
“I am thinking,” Seth paused. “I hate doing this, especially right now. But, I think I need to go out there and do some planning with the Council of Elder Races.  And with Sam here, we know something now. We need to dedicate people to find information about her.  But we can't afford to leave the mission now.  When we have our hands on the Son’s throat, we can't let go of our chokehold to stop and try to and throw haymakers."
 
Sam and Gavan looked at each other and silently nodded.  They turned their heads to Asher, and Gavan was about to answer.
 
"Alright," said Asher. “We get it.  In the army, this is called being ‘volun-told.'  We knew you were up for the challenge, that's why we brought you here.  But the question is, where do we look?  Our signal guys have been on the internet, and there is almost nothing."
 
"She is a very secretive person," said Chance. "And, if it were a normal situation, it would have been extremely alarming. But this is not a normal situation.  She got away with everything.  In her home, she had no pictures of friends or family.  Her house was almost empty.  I believe that the house was set up to leave."
 
"I've seen a class ring which she only wore once.  She wore it around her neck. I remember it because it said the name ‘gorillas' on it."
 
"Gorillas?" asked Gavan.
 
"But I'm not sure if it was a class ring. It was huge and it had the year 1985 on it," said Sam.
 
"I know that town. Picher Oklahoma gorillas," said Asher.
 
"Picher, Oklahoma?" asked Gavan.
 
"Yes," said Asher before looking at Seth and back to Gavan, "Picher, Oklahoma."
 
"The Chernobyl of Oklahoma?" asked Gavan.
 
"Not just Oklahoma.  It’s the Chernobyl of the Western Hemisphere," said Asher. "The most toxic place in North America."
 
"Picher. Yes, I believe I have heard her mention that town before," said Sam.
 
"So are you saying we should send people to Picher to research her?" asked Asher.
 
Seth nodded in agreement and then turned to look directly at Asher.
 
"You know, you're going to need some help," he said.
 
Asher started to speak, but paused.  The irritation in his face visible, before slowly turning to Seth. "Help?"
 
"Chat and zinc mines -"
 
"I don't like this where this is going," said Asher.
 
"We can't pull fighters away to go investigate Sasha Ferrell’s ties to Picher, we need someone with tactical knowledge -"
 
"They weren't trained by me -"
 
"They have survived this long haven't they?"
 
"I don't know how -"
 
"You really think that's a good idea?"
 
"I think that's what we got," said Seth, his words respectfully articulated, as he could see Gavan and Sam hanging on to his words.
 
"Don't worry boys, he's right. Those guys have enough guns to make a Swiss armory jealous," said Asher. "Don't worry, we would not have voluntold you if we didn't trust you.  You guys are going to have to go just south of Stillwater, to the town Ingalls. You've heard of the town, right?"
 
"Of course I have heard of Ingalls. I'm an Okie.  Battle of Ingalls: Bat Masterson' brother, Jim and Bill Doolin," said Samson.
 
"You will be met by the twins in Ingalls before you head to Picher," said Asher. "It is a dangerous town. Even with the addition of heat-packin-mythological creatures gunnin' for you, stick to what the twins tell you."
 
"The twins?" asked Gavan, "who are they?"
 
“You guys are in for an interesting chapter,” said Asher Cries-For-War.
 




CHAPTER 2: AN ODD PAIR OF COCONUTS
Gavan - Ingalls, Ok
"The Walking Man told us to stop here," said Sam looking at his smartphone.
 
"You know you can call him Asher.  The Walking Man has a name."
 
"He has a persona. I'm still scared of him," said Sam.
 
"Yeah, so am I. But, something tells me he is not the most unique person we are going to be working with," said Gavan.
 
"He seemed frustrated, not by what was mentioned at Picher, but something about Ingalls.  Did you notice that?"
 
"Just a little," laughed Gavan.
 
"He seemed so cool before.  Even when he was beating me up, he seemed calm. What could make a cold dude like that lose his cool?"
 
Sam stopped talking when Gavan lightly tapped his shoulder, his eyes bulging.  Sam looked out in the direction that his preacher stared into. There, stood a figure which was approximately five feet tall and wore a Victorian-era hat with a faded brass band.  Underneath the cap, was a bearded-face with eyes covered in thick black goggles. There appeared to be no plastics or petroleum material, and it reminded Sam of the turn-of-the-century objects in a museum. 
 
The figure's arms were exposed though he had leather wraps on his forearms.  He wore green denim tweed pants, and a holster that exposed a wooden handle of pistol that appeared to be a musket, but as they looked closer, the gun had brass chambers that looked like a revolver, and had three barrels, that touched forming the shape of a triangle.  On the other leg, it appeared to be another holster, but instead of another weapon, it held various wrenches and other tools.  Finally, the figure's boots were brown, but a darker shade than the leather frontier style jacket, and had at least six brass buckles that tightened the leather straps of the boot.  
 
Over his shoulders, he wore a thick, frontier-style jacket, and a beige leather strap ran across his chest. On the belt was a customized shotgun with large brass rings wrapped across the buttstock. The shotgun’s butt stock had another leather strap which attached to a black, brass ring on his shoulder. The shotgun was shortened to an illegal length; it was so short that even the untrained eye would recognize that it was an illegal length. Sam and Gavan figured that legal matters did not necessarily apply to mythological figures.  This figure’s brown beard ran all the way down to his chest. He had a pronounced brow ridge, a flat, broad nose, and when he opened his mouth, he revealed a clean and neat set of gaped teeth.  His hands and knuckles were abnormally large. They reminded Gavan of a primate's hands. 
 
"What the heck is that?" asked Sam.
 
"I think that is the headache Asher was warning us about," said Gavan.
 
The figure now looked at the two, and his hand rested on the shotgun which hung in the three-point sling against his chest.
 
The figure stood silently, staring at the two men as if to say "who the heck are you?"
 
"Cries-For-War sent us -" blurted Gavan.
 
Gavan abruptly stopped mid-sentence after Sam elbowed him. He looked back at the teenager who nodded with his head in the opposite direction of the Steampunk-stylized figure.
 
"There’s two of them?" asked Gavan. "You've got to be kidding."
 
“Nope, hahaha,” laughed an apparition of Asher Cries-For-War in Gavan's head.
 
The two men looked in the direction Sam pointed to. A tommy gun was pointed towards them. On the buttstock, it had the word "Psychobilly" carved into the wood. The carving was so large Sam could see it from where he stood. After their eyes settled on the submachine gun, they began taking in what they saw. The figure holding the Thompson submachine gun seemed to be the exact height as the other figure.
 
The two figures were identical and were only made distinguishable by their contrasting equipment and fashions. He had a tall standing mohawk, like psychobilly artists. He also had visible tattoos on his neck and hands. His ears were gauged with black gauges in the middle. The second brother wore a 1950s style, motorcycle leather jacket with a popped collar. Underneath this jacket was a white shirt with the arms cut out, tattoo had on it the name of band titled "Horrorpops". A band of rounds of sub-machine gun ammunition wrapped around his body, draped from his left shoulder and around his right hip.  His blue jeans were rolled up at the bottom, 1950s style.  
 
"And who in the heck are you?" asked the psychobilly figure.
 
"We know Cries-For-War-" said Gavan.
 
"What does that mean?" the creature responded.
 
"It means," said Sam, "you don't want to make us mad and get on his bad side."
 
"You think we can't handle Asher Cries-For-War?"
 
"No," said Sam. "Not without getting your pretty jacked up in the process."
 
The psychobilly figure stared at Sam, who stared back at him. Gavan, could see two stubborn people staring at each other, with no potential compromise being reached.
 
"Wait, wait, wait!" he screamed. "Let's not get anybody killed. Asher respects you. He sent us to you. We are here because of his respect for you."
 
"He said that?" said the figure.
 
"That's not all he said. But yeah, he said you guys had an arsenal that would make the Swiss green with envy."
 
"That doesn't sound like him," he furrowed his primordial-like brows and moved his thick finger from the lower-receiver into the trigger-well.
 
"He said you were a douche!" cried Sam.
 
The creature looked at Gavan, then took his finger off the trigger, lowered his weapon, and finally threw his stocky head back and laughed.
 
"I can accept that," he said and shrugged his broad shoulders. "I'm Zorin, and that's my brother Dorin."
 
"What the heck have we gotten ourselves into?" Sam asked loudly. "What are you guys, like short gnomes or something?"
 
Zorin started to raise his Thompson again, and Gavan waived his arms. “Stop! Stop!  Sam, have you never read Tolkien?"
 
"What does that have to do with this?"
 
"Everything. I think it's pretty obvious who these guys are," said Gavan.
 
"Well then," said Sam, "who are they?"
 
"I think it's pretty obvious. They’re gun tottin' dwarves."
 
***
 
The twin dwarves took Gavan and Sam into their garage.  The four discussed their plans and the events that had transpired.  Zorin and Dorin were not wholly uninformed of the Witch-Queen but understood the wickedness of Ragnog.  After their discussion in the garage, they walked to Sam's car.
 
"If there's a chance we're going to die, we aren't going to go out in that," said Zorin.
 
"This is my set of wheels, man," said Sam.
 
Zorin stood with his arms crossed and his Thompson pushed to his side. He looked up at Sam before looking at his car again. “That explains a lot, boy," he chuckled.
 
Sam clenched his fists and flexed his muscles as an act of intimidation. 
 
"Well, if you're going to hate on my buddy's ride, you better have an alternative," said Gavan.
 
"Don't worry, humans. We have a chariot," said Zorin.
 
He turned his back to them and walked away. Gavan and Sam looked at each other, both shrugging. Dorin brushed past them both, and then raised his hand and waved them forward. The two men obediently followed.
 
They walked from their location into a wooded area. Zorin pulled back brush and severed tree limbs to reveal the body of a vehicle hidden in a car cover. He crept forward underneath the vines and, with both hands, pulled the camo-net back. 
 
Their eyes lit up as they looked at the vehicle.  A smiling Zorin picturesquely stood to the side of the car, with his fists pressed against his hips.    
 
Instantly they could see the dwarf's pride, and immediately they knew it was justified.  Zorin's sweat and hard work had not been in vain.  It was a customized rat rod, small in size so a short creature could operate it. Ghost flames ran across the front of the dark, green truck which had a two-row cab and bed in it.
 
"Let's get in," said Zorin.
 
"We can't fit in there," said Gavan. "You have to pull it out."
 
Zorin looked at Gavan before casting a stare at Sam. "I forgot I'm dealing with humans," he sneered. 
 
The two dwarves crawled into the vehicle, pulled the rat-rod out and parked it in front of Gavan and Sam.
 
Sam looked at the truck and smiled. "As insulting as that Zorin dude is, you gotta hand it to him…that looks awesome." 
 
Dorin got out of his truck, and came and opened the door for them.  Soon, all four were squeezed into the rat-rod and headed down the road.
 




CHAPTER 3: I AM PICHER
Gavan - Picher, Ok
"Put these on," Zorin handed two black leather bags with faded brass buckles to Sam and Gavan. "You are gonna need these."
 
Gavan and Sam tore into the baggage and pulled out the items.
 
"Wait, what are you going to do to us?" asked Sam.
 
Sam held a leather mask, with rough silver goggles which came down to a cylinder in front of the face.
 
"This isn't what you think it is you, pervert," said Gavan. "It's a gas mask."
 
"Gas mask?"
 
"Yes, we're going into Picher."
 
Gavan took his mask out of the bag and slid it onto his face. He reached for the goggles and began adjusting the lenses.  The lenses focused in and out.
 
"This is awe -"
 
Gavan pressed a button and the light in the lens turned green.
 
"What is this?"
 
"Yes, it has night vision capabilities," said Zorin. "Go ahead and put those on. We're almost in town."
 
Sam obediently slid the leather masks on and began adjusting the lenses. 
 
"Hey," said Sam, in a muffled voice. "Where are your masks?"
 
Zorin and Dorin looked at each other and burst into laughter.
 
"We're dwarves.  A touch of mine-air doesn't intimidate us," said Zorin.   
 
"Look!" said Sam pointing. "I didn't know there were mountains like that in this part of the state."
 
They had now arrived in the ghost town of Picher.
 
"Those ain't mountains," said Zorin.
 
"They're mountains," said Sam.
 
"Not mountains. Chat," said Zorin.
 
Sam started to ask more questions but stopped. 
 
A river of blood ran in the drainage ditch, which was underneath the road.  Looking out the window, Sam saw orange soil on either side of the scarlet stagnate stream. 
 
"What is that?" cried Sam.
 
"It's not blood," said Zorin. "It looks like it, but that is Tar Creek."
 
Even Zorin and Dorin's mechanical genius could not stop the car from shaking as they drove down the abandoned and decrepit path. Grass stood tall in the middle of the cracks in the road.  Further north they drove. From the rural outskirts, they continued moving into the center using the giant water tower as their guide. They saw a giant gorilla statue outside of a park. Ivy covered the entirety of the light poles that were in the town. A tumbleweed rolled in the street. 
 
"Alright, we got you safely to Picher. We know the area and you know the enemy," said Zorin. "Now, what are we looking for?" asked Zorin.
 
"Anything tied to Sasha Ferrell," said Gavan. "Her existence, her childhood, anything. She has managed to stay untraceable, but we know she is from this place."
 
"Is anyone from Picher?" asked Sam. "This is a wasteland."
 
"Good people used to live here. Heck, back at the turn of the century, we'd come out here and worked in the mines," said Zorin. "But there was something in them in mines, and then a horrible tornado came into Picher and was the final nail in the coffin.  Then the feds forced all of the people out."
 
"So with all the things you have read and the experiences that you have had, do you believe that is the real reason for Picher's demise?" Gavan wanted to know.
 
"I don't know," said Zorin. "But I am sure we are about to find out."
 
"She was a Gorilla," said Sam. 
 
"What?"
 
"That's the mascots, the gorilla, the Picher Gorillas. Ms. Ferrell went to Picher, so she was a gorilla. A Picher Gorilla. Let's go to the school and see what we can dig up."
 
"Dorin and I will patrol outside while you go look inside the school.  Keep your ears tuned into your radios,” said Zorin.
 
The dwarf drove the customized Psychobilly themed rat-rod drove to the building. Gavan and Sam quickly jumped out of the vehicle and sprinted towards the school. Their chests heaved as they dashed into the building. Both men paused for a while to catch a breath. With both of them grabbing their knees, Gavan looked at Sam and said something unintelligible. 
 
"What?" asked Sam.
 
Gavan felt the muzzle near his mouth and twisted it.  He still could not feel fresh air, but he tried his voice anyways.
 
"Someone has been here," said Gavan. "And I mean recently. We need to be careful."
 
"How can you tell?" asked Sam.
 
The inside of the building was covered in dirt, dust, and debris.  Gavan pointed to an area in the hallway that was not covered in dust. Sam followed his finger before nodding his head. The two looked for the library using a map they found in the hallway. The light in the hall was dim and the two men had to fumble with their night vision goggles to see the map. Finally, Sam pulled out his cell phone and used it as a light. 
 
"There," he said, pointing to the library on the map. The two then moved down the hallway before they realized they were in the wrong spot. They went back to the map and readjusted the lenses on their goggles. With their vision now adjusted for the hallway, the two fumbled their way to the library.
 
Dust covered the entire room.  Fortunately, the library was on the outside of the building, so light came in making the room a little less dim.  The books were caked in dust, as if no living hands had ever touched them.
 
"Down there," Gavan pointed to the yearbooks, and the two walked towards them. Sam took the catalog and began looking for the year he had seen on the class ring. 
 
"It's trashed, "said Sam. Some pages have been ripped out."
 
"Look at this. All the other years are there except for four years. This whole room looks as if it hasn't been touched, except for these pages.” Said Gavan.
 
"Well, we know which years to look for," said Sam. "There has to be a copy somewhere in this town."
 
"There's also a good copy of cancer floating around this town too," said Gavan.
 
"It's not cancer that I am scared of.  There!" Sam pointed to the reference section. "We can use the references to find out what happened during those missing. Something thought it was important enough to hide, then I think it's important enough for us to look," said Sam.
 
Sam walked towards the references.  Juxtaposed to the deserted scene in the library was a chaotic scene in the references section. A rack of newspapers was thrown down. Some papers were torn apart and the newspaper stand had been destroyed. While the entire area was not burned, there were ash and a white particle around the cooked portion of the room. 
 
"There," said Sam. "That's her."
 
Sam held up a burned white particle. Inside the mask Gavan’s mouth gaped in shock.  That white particle was a page from a yearbook.  How did Sam recognize that is what is was a picture?  The theologian could not see any resemblance to Sasha. Taking a closer look, he still didn't understand how Sam could identify anything from the burnt papers.
 
"Trust me," Sam furiously scratched the picture to make it more transparent.
 
Gavan shuddered. He could hear heavy muffled breaths coming through Sam's gas mask. The youth minister knew Sam had returned to his addiction to the Witch-Queen. Sam got down on his hands and knees and crawled to the trash. Obsessively he started digging through the ash.
 
"Are you sure you can do this Sam?" asked Gavan.
 
"There," said Sam, emphatically shaking a picture. "That's her! I know it, I know that's her.
 
Gavan took the picture from Sam.  The girl in it has red hair and green eyes.
 
"But that doesn't look like her." started Gavan. Much to his shock, Sasha Ferrell’s name was inscribed on the picture.
 
Both men froze. Faint footsteps padded down the hall.  As these footsteps got louder, the two looked around the room as they planned an escape. Gavan and Sam sprinted towards the windows just as the door sprung open. A horrible cry rang out followed by gurgling sounds.  Both men spun around and behind them was an orc with an ax buried in his face. But the shaft was attached to the door frame.  It appeared to have swung around the frame and into the victim's face as if the library door was actually a trap door.
 
"I don't think we're in Kansas anymore, Toto," said Gavan.
 
"We never were -" Sam stopped mid-sentence and let out a loud scream.
 
Gavan jumped back and attempted to grab his pistol. A hand was on his arm before he could do this. The grip was strong. Slowly, the silent stranger raised his other hand and pressed his finger to his lips, a sign for Sam and Gavan to remain silent.  
 
A man wearing aviator style sunglasses, a makeshift bandana that covered his entire forehead, and a Picher letter jacket, stared at them. All three stood in silence for almost a minute. 
 
"Follow me."
 
With that, the stranger made his way to a back-closet in the library.  Sam followed him and Gavan did likewise. The man quickly climbed the ladder and the other two continued to follow him.
 
Above the door frame was what looked like a wooden pathway with ropes on either side that formed the shape "V."  The man went through the doorway, and then down another ladder that he had set up.  Now, back in the wall way, the trio ran down the hallway before going down to the basement.
 
"The basement?" cried Sam. "Haven't you ever seen...oh, I don't know, any freaking horror movie?"
 
The man turned back to them.  Sam and Gavan noticed he did not directly look at them. Instead, he turned his head as if to confront them with his ears. The man cupped his ear and remained motionless for about a minute.  Then dropping his hand, he continued, going downwards. 
 
Without warning, the man stopped running.  He went to a brick-covered wall and pulled out a concealed door.
 
Zorin and Dorin stood behind the closed door. 
 
"How did you know where they were?" asked Gavan.
 
"I know Picher,” said the man.
 
"Wait! You left your baby out there?" asked Sam.
 
"Don't worry we have a built-in dwarf alarm system," said Zorin.
 
Before Sam could let words out of his open mouth, Dorin placed his hand on his shoulder and shook his head as if to say "you don't want to know."
 
The room was dimly lit, and the two investigators relied on the night vision in the masks to see. 
 
"How did that trap not come down on us?" asked Gavan.
 
"I moved it," he said.
 
The stranger lifted his head back and sniffed through his nose.
 
"The mutants," said the man, "they're gone.”
 
“Those mutants,” said Sam, “we call them orcs-“
 
Gavan screamed. 
 
"That! What, what is that?"
 
Zorin, Dorin, and Sam turned to what Gavan was pointing at.
 
They had so concentrated on the man that they didn't look around the room. In the corner was a preserved orc skeleton. Next to it was a wall with an assortment of green body parts, sketches of the orcs’ bodies, and large goblets of water. More body parts were preserved on the wall while miscellaneous appendages floated in liquid-filled mason jars. Heads undergoing varying degrees of decay made for another gruesome sight.  
 
A sign hung above the wall. The words, "Picher Museum of Natural History" were inscribed on it.
 
"What is this place?" asked Gavan.
 
"I've been busy," said the man.
 
"Who are you?" asked Zorin.
 
The man cocked his head towards Zorin and did not say a thing. He seemed to chew on his words. The man furrowed his brow and judging by his facial expression, Gavan could not tell if he remembered something or if he was shocked by the question. 
 
"Are you alright?" asked Sam.
 
"The manners go by the wayside in the apocalypse," said the man.
 
"I know you.  I saw a special on you.  You were the dentist who refused to leave this place.  Weren't you like a single-action champion too?"
 
"Another lifetime."
 
"But that was you right?"
 
"Yes," he said as he lifted his head and gave another signature blank stare. "The darkness changed a lot."
 
"Darkness?" started Gavan who shot an inquisitive look at the man. "Terror from underneath the earth?"
 
"Yes," said the unnamed man, "I know them. But they seemed to respond differently to you."
 
"You know them?" asked Gavan.
 
"Mutants, orcs, whatever you want to call them. I know them better than I care to They are terrified of me.  Those freaks see me and whimper off like a whipped dog. They got pretty close today. Why?"
 
"Because we are not tied to them," said Zorin. "They saw strangers armed to the teeth and they knew we came out to here searching for answers."
 
"Searching?" asked the man
 
"For answers," said Gavan "Are you sure we are safe here?"
 
"You will be safer after you tell me what is exactly going on?"
 
"There's been a lot of strange things happen in Oklahoma.  I think it might have started with someone from here," said Gavan.
 
"Interesting," said the man.
 
"Do you know her?" asked Sam.
 
"What are you talking about?  Know who?"
 
"Know her. Do you know her?" asked Sam.
 
"Sorry, that is why we came.  The person we were looking for information on was Sasha Ferrell,” said Gavan.
 
"Ms. Ferrell, do you know her?" asked Sam.
 
The man remained motionless as if staring at them behind his dark sunglasses. Then a broad smile crossed the unnamed man’s face.
 
"The girl in the mine?" asked the stranger.
 
"Wait...that was her?" asked Gavan.
 
"She was a celeb. Governor came down to see her."
 
Gavan's mouth gaped. 
 
"And the picture?" said Sam. "It doesn't look like her, but somehow I know, I know it was her.  Is that her?"
 
The man smiled, exposing his teeth. "That was her." 
 
"How could anyone forget Sasha Ferrell?" asked Sam.
 
"That's the million dollar question," said Gavan.
 
"The whole world did," the stranger gritted his teeth and shook his head. "But I didn't."
 




CHAPTER 4: I AM PICHER, PART II
Gavan - Picher, Ok
"For starters, who are you?" asked the man.
 
The group all introduced themselves.
 
"Now for the million-dollar question, who are you?" asked Gavan. 
 
"My name is Richard Mathis.  People call me Dick Mathis. Manners go out the window after an apocalypse," said the man. "When this first started, I would have been jumping up and down to talk to another person."
 
Gavan looked around the room. The room sat in silence as the gravity of the situation hit them. 
 
"How has this man survived?" he thought to himself.
 
“What is in this room?” thought Sam to himself, “I’ve got a general idea, but what is in this mess?”
 
Sam adjusted his night-vision goggles and looked through the room in greater detail. Cobwebs covered the ceiling, with a few clear areas showing were the man had been. Dust settled all over the room. Inside of this post-apocalyptic catacomb was a miscellaneous assortment of things from before Picher's evacuation. There was a tuba with vines growing around the brass and a flower coming up from the brass bell. There was a mannequin wearing a band uniform with a Winchester rifle slung around its chest. It had a Western-style ammunition belt around its waist.  Gavan noted the head of a stuffed buck hung against the wall. Deformed antlers protruded its skull and swirled around its head like a seashell. There were various scientific instruments and vessels that Gavan had only seen in classic science fiction movies.  Finally, even further back there was a makeshift arms room with an odd assortment of weapons that had been left behind.  It did not have the impressive number of arms that he knew the Nomads must have but there was still quite a bit.
 
Closer to where Gavan stood, was a chess set laid out on a table. There was an open-mouthed skeleton on one end of the table dressed in 1700s style clothing, sporting a trifold hat. A gorilla statue stood behind the chess set wearing a maroon beret. Gavan imagined Mathis sitting at the table playing chess with the statue, engaging in incoherent dialogue necessary to keep the mind working.
 
"Why didn't he just leave?" he thought again.
 
"I wanted to see another person so bad," Dick said. "But I got distracted."
 
He took off his leather jacket revealing a vest covered in what looked like the mangy fur of a coyote. 
 
"I know why you're here," Dick continued. "But let me start at the beginning."
 
He walked past the skeleton and grabbed a glass of water from the table. The man drank it and rubbed his throat.
 
"Excuse me," Dick carried on after quenching his thirst and rubbing his throat. "It's been a while since I've talked this much."
 
"That's like a medical training dummy skeleton thing, right?" asked Sam.
 
"I'm happy to see people," Dick said and looked over the two twins. "Whether they are human or not.  But I have forgotten what happiness feels like.  There was a reason I stayed back here. There was a reason..." he trailed off.
 
"What was the reason?" asked Gavan.
 
"I loved Picher. I loved the people. Good god-fearing folk who worked hard.  The mines were rich in minerals such as zinc, cadmium and platinum. They brought the people in and boosted our economy which helped the town. But we didn't know how to dispose of the zinc and chat. Science did not yet understand what the mineral was or how horrible it was.
 
"But below Picher, there was something else," said Dick, and then turned to the group. "I knew you were coming."
 
"How did you know?" asked Sam.
 
"You're the reason I stayed back,” said Dick, “I knew there was a supernatural element to Picher, and I knew some day…someone would come to investigate.”
 
"How did you know we'd come?  How did you know we weren't bad guys?"
 
"You don't stink like the other men.  You can smell it on them a mile away.  Some sort of drug."
 
"They call it Zeta," said Gavan.
 
"Well, they used to make it here.  Something big had happened.  I knew someday, the right people would come out here to investigate. Even after everyone left, I knew I had to stay. Oklahoma is a mix of a bunch of desperate people coming together. People tend to forget history even when they shouldn't.”
 
"Back in the age of explorers, the French and English went north while Portugal and Spain went south.  But don't forget Cornado and the Conquistadores came up here too. You've heard of buried Conquistador treasure in Oklahoma, right?"
 
"Yeah, I think we all have," said Gavan.
 
"Well something got buried but it wasn't treasured."
 
"The Conquistadores, they started this whole thing?" asked Gavan.
 
"The Conquistadores wouldn't have thought that. There was a sect of Conquistadores. Bizarre for their time, they were group Spaniards who hated Catholicism."
 
"You're saying they were Protestant?"
 
"Oh no," Dick shook his head as he responded, “they were not Catholic neither were they Protestant or Orthodox. They were something else.  Let’s just say, it was not the ‘pray for your enemies' type of religion."
 
"What religion was it?"
 
"An unnamed religion rumored to be some forgotten religion of the Vikings. Sailors and pirates were a very diverse group. Well, this group had a Scandinavian sailor who introduced them to the religion. The religion had come from Scandinavia, but it had been forbidden to discuss it.  Many feared that if there were any knowledge of it, the religion would come back into practice.  Both the Spanish and the Aztecs shunned it."  
 
"But if there were no records, how do you know all this?"
 
"I got it straight from the horse's mouth," Dick shuddered.
 
"What does that mean?" asked Gavan
 
"While this religion had no true deity, it was not without a supernatural element.  Let's just say that it found ways, even after being buried, to convey its message.”
 
"This band fell to the Quapaw Indians that were here in what is now Picher. It was thought that this cult had been destroyed.   The Quapaws tried to burn all the remnants of the evil, but the artifacts they brought could not be burnt.  So, they did the next best thing: they buried them.
 
"But in a world where the ground has been undone, things that were buried can rise to the surface.  Ideas deemed vulgar and pagan can be resurrected, and an old dark forgotten world once again has a voice."
 
Dick paused.  He stood motionless.
 
"I can hear your breaths and your heartbeats," Dick said. "Some nervous about their safety here.  Others, curious about my story. Again, you may still be asking yourself why I stayed. Why, after the tornado? Why, after the federal government tried to buy me out? Why stay here as an insane man living in a makeshift bunker. I told you I knew someday, someone would come searching for the truth, and I had to be here when that day came."
 
He stared at them again and choked on his words as if he was becoming emotional.
 
"I thought hope was lost. Do you want to know how I know so much about this religion?"
 
"I can positively say no," said Gavan. "But, I think we need to know."
 
"I had a friend, a Dutch guy named Van Sloan. He was a psychiatrist, among other things, with a whole string of letters behind his name.  This guy was a brilliant scientist who wanted to come out to Oklahoma because he grew up on John Wayne.  It's funny to think his movies brought him out to the Panhandle State, but they did.  Anyways, Van went missing.  With the exodus, certain things went by the wayside. The Picher Police Department was one of the best in the US.  It was made up of brave men and women, but during the disaster, they focused so much on the living, that they couldn't help my friend. The Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation wasn't coming to this wasteland and the feds sure as heck weren't either. I knew the case would go cold and my friend's memory forgotten. Dentistry ain't just teeth, it's about people, and it is also science.  And science is about the truth. It is man's primitive attempt at knowledge. I knew what I had to do. Dr. Van Sloan was missing, and while everyone left, my scientific mind told me to stay.
 
"When everyone had left, these green-skinned monsters made themselves known.  The mutants and the humans of the cult started to come, walking openly in the streets.  Among themselves, sacrifices were thrown into a pit. Living sacrifices. In Christianity, the Shepherd laid down his life for his followers, but in this faith, the followers laid down for their leader.  Symbolically with Communion, the Messiah's body is given to its adherents for consumption, but in this religion, it was the followers giving their body for its god's consumption, but-but I don't think it was symbolic.  The mutants knew I was still in town and they wanted my body for their sacrament.
 
"But my resilience was more significant than the will of brainwashed subjects, and I escaped.  And with monsters, I grew notoriety. My heart grew callous, and to the beasts, I became a monster.  Using my dental facilities, skills, and abilities, coupled with my desire for knowledge, I began catching mutants and experimenting on them. 
 
"Did you know that these beasts’ hearts are on the right side of their chest?  Did you also know .223 or 5.56 rounds do not have the immediate effect on these creatures? I found this from trial and error.  I was a good man once.  Now my heart is stained with dark blood.  I prayed for release, and now it is here."
 
"But what does this have to do with Sasha Ferrell?" asked Samson.
 
"With Ms. Sasha Ferrell?" asked Mattis. "Why everything.  She is a tool of the monster.  Time is running short; my mission I now give to you."
 
Dick got up and handed them a cardboard box.
 
"The mutants and the men, they have returned to Picher. They had gone south looking for something, but now they're back. The Quapaws had buried something, and now it was the mutants turn to bury something."
 
"What is it?" asked Gavan.
 
The man jabbed his finger at the box.
 
"It was mine; now it's yours. Save my state. The fate of Oklahoma lies with you."
 




CHAPTER 5: I AM PICHER, PART III
Gavan; Picher, Ok
"Your mask over there keeps on buzzing," said Dr. Mattis.
 
"Whoa, did you realize this thing had a radio?" asked Sam.
 
"Let me hear," said Zorin placing the mask to his ear. "We've got to go.  We've got to go now."
 
"But why?  That's Dorin.  Ragnog all over again. Orcs everywhere."
 
"But he didn't say anything."
 
"I know, that's Dorin. I know my brother. We gotta go!" And with that, the dwarf ran towards the door. He slid it open and bolted out. 
 
"Alright," said Gavan, his body visibly shaking. "Let's go get into a fight."
 
"Stop!" Dick cried, and at a surprising speed he had caught up to Gavan and Sam, grabbing both of them by their biceps.
 
"That was never your job," said Dick. "I'll give you time, you guys just get out of here!  I don’t want you fighting the mutant...orcs, you don’t fight.  This is my fight!"
 
"We will not leave you here," said Gavan.
 
"That ain't your choice to make." Dr. Mattis turned and pointed at the various, decaying orc corpses arrayed on the wall. "Look at my walls.  I can't go back to a normal life after that. But you can, now go!"
 
Then, in an instant, black smoke surrounded him. The smoke faded and the old man was gone.
 
Sam and Gavan choked and gagged as the smoke spread.
 
"Dentists," said Sam shaking his head as he coughed.
 
Gavan looked down at the box. "What do we do now?"
 
"I think we must do exactly what the old man said."
 
Gavan nodded his head but with an uneasiness in his eyes.
 
The two now ran down the hall. Their arms beat the air as they sprinted through the hallway. They sucked in the limited breath from the masks as they ran.  Finally, they reached the entrance to the school and burst outside.
 
THUM THUM THUM THUM
 
The two quickly ducked and covered their heads.
 
"What was that?"
 
THUM THUM THUM THUM
 
A loud, boisterous laugh echoed through the radio.
 
Sam and Gavan looked up and they saw him. They saw Dorin. 
 
"Is that a suit of armor?" asked Gavan.
 
"It's like a steam-punk super-hero suit," said Sam.
 
Dorin wore an exoskeleton composed of dull, yellow, unfinished metal. The feet of the vessel brought the dwarf up to the height of a man.  The exoskeleton did not look futuristic, but the bare bones of an Industrial age exoskeleton. The suit was complete with brass goggles, faded gray-colored metal, and gears that connected to Dorin's chest. To finish off the unique contraption was a Civil-War era Gatling gun which rested on the dwarf's armored shoulder.
 
Dorin stood behind the rat road.  The weapon remained pointed at the oncoming crowd, and with the aid of the stabilizing devices built into the suit, Dorin was able to move his hands freely and adjust his weapon and other parts of the suit. Gavan and Sam stood in awe of the dwarf's engineering accomplishment, as the miniature figure gracefully walked in the bulky frame.  While rough in appearance, Dorin's movement was silent and graceful.
 
They were in such awe of Dorin's suit that they did not see his psychobilly-themed brother wielding a Thompson sub-machine gun.  Without deliberately aiming, Zorin sprayed a blast from the weapon. 
 
BRRT BRRT BRRT BRRT BRRT
 
The weapon was dangerous, but due to lack of training, the wild burst did not have the same effects that it would have in the hands of the Asher, Chance, or Greenoak.  .45mm rounds from the weapon impacted goblins but killed none, and they continued forward.  This time Zorin lifted the gun to his shoulder and sprayed again.  Two or three went down.
 
THUM THUM THUM THUM
 
The sound of the Gatling was intimidating but even more intimidating was the gore, the spray of black goblin blood it produced.  Instantly three to five fell dead, but many continued forward.
 
Zorin threw his weapon inside his rat-rod.  Then he hopped into the vehicle and threw the floors open for Sam and Gavan to hop in. 
 
"We have to get out of here," cried Gavan pointing to the box. "We've got all we need, now let's go."
 
Dorin picked up his rate of machine-gun fire and Gavan and Sam ran into the vehicle.
 
"What is this?" asked Zorin pointing at the box.
 
"It's the reason we came," said Gavan.
 
"Where is Mattis?" asked Zorin.
 
"I don't know," said Gavan.
 
"We're just going to leave him?"
 
Gavan paused for a second. "The box.  If nothing else, we got to get the box!"
 
Dorin cried out in pain before the Gatling gun went silent. Three orcs slammed into his metal suit.  No one had seen where they were. These orcs had jumped down from the Picher high school roof and slammed into Dorin.
 
One goblin wrapped its wiry body around his armor.  Another stabbed down with a makeshift knife composed of glass and a paintbrush handle.  The dwarf screamed and jerked his head out of the way.  The glass blade came down an exposed area, piercing his left shoulder.  
 
An orc's arm snaked around his throat.  Then a third orc ran towards them, and slammed into Dorin and he fell backward.  The orc’s teeth sank into Dorin’s shoulder. 
 
THUMP
 
The orc's head smashed against the ground and the body lay limp.  Zorin screamed and jumped out of his customized truck. He sprinted to his brother to help.
 
THUMP
 
THUMP
 
The orc's grip loosened.  Its body became limp underneath Dorin's armor. Soon, its dead hand dropped from Dorin’s throat.
 
Zorin grabbed one of the orcs and its head fell back unnaturally. He looked up from the dead body he held in his hands.  Screams of the other orcs filled the air, and some began to run away. The man who had haunted the orcs' dream now stood in plain sight. 
 
Dr. Mattis had arrived. He sat bareback on top of a paint-colored horse.  An AR-15 equipped with a silencer was slung around his upper body. He still wore the letter jacket, bandana, sunglasses, acid wash jeans, and cowboy boots. But now, he also wore a tactical vest. A cigar hung from his lips.
 
"I told you, it's time for you to go," said the dentist.
 
"We can't leave without you -"
 
Gavan's argument stopped immediately, and he rushed towards the truck, crying "whoa- whoa- whoa!"
 
Dick Mattis took the lit cigar from his lips and brought it down to his vest.  Now Gavan realized what the vest was: the vest was a band of dynamite that wrapped all around him.
 
Dr. Mattis slapped the bottom of his magazine.  He pulled back the charging handle and looked in the chamber to make sure the bullet was seated correctly in the rifle's chamber.
 
"Now run, you douchebags."
 
Gavan and Zorin got into the cab, Sam pushed into the truck, and Dorin hooked his mechanical boot and gloves onto the outside of the vehicle.  The engine roared as they accelerated away. 
 
The dentist stuck the reins into his teeth, both hands on his assault rifle. He dug his boots into the side of the beast and in an instant, horse and rider rushed into the melee. The assault rifle fired.  Goblins fell beneath the hooves of the horse and the 5.56 rounds.
 
Goblin cries penetrated the sky, but above the commotion could be heard,
 
"For Mother Picher!"
 
BOOM 
 
The explosion was deafening. Dorin fell off of the outside and quickly rolled to his side to prevent any injury.  He threw his hands over his ears and shook his head as the whole world went silent save for the ringing in his ears. Zorin slammed on the breaks.  Sam had jumped into the bed of the truck. When Zorin slammed on his brakes, the speed threw Sam into the back of the cab of the vehicle. The teenager groaned and shook his head as he re-adjusted himself in the bed of the truck. From the bed of the car, he looked back at the school.
 
"We're not out of it yet.  Look!" cried Sam.
 
Trees and buildings began to fall while the streets cracked open. The crater began from the center before spreading out.  
 
"Get in!  Get in!" cried Zorin to his brother.
 
Dorin rolled over and stumbled to his feet.
 
The ground continued to open up.
 
Ungracefully, the dwarf hurled himself into the bed of the rat-rod.  Dorin breathed heavily. Blood continued to drain from his shoulder.
 
"Watch him, he's going to pass out!" screamed Zorin.
 
Sam looked back at the car and furrowed his eyebrows in disbelief. 
 
"How did you even see that?" asked Sam.
 
"I told you, he's my brother!  Now take care of him!"
 
Obeying the commands, Sam reached out to Dorin.  The football player ripped off his own shirt and stuffed the cloth into the wound.  Dorin nodded and then both individuals fell forward.  
 
"Hold on!" screamed Sam, who then tightened the cloth into a knot on top of the wound.
 
The engine roared again. The uneven terrain made the ride unbearable. Zorin slammed his foot on the gas. The vehicle over-accelerated and its rear swung forward in a vicious 180-degree cycle.  Zorin let go of the wheel, allowing the car to adjust itself, then he mashed his foot on the gas again. 
 
The crater continued forward. Underneath the truck, the soil began to shake. As they continued forward, a tree fell over. Sam and Dorin looked up. A giant shadow of the tree covered them. It was a few feet above them and was coming down hard and fast. Zorin yanked the wheel to the right. 
 
BAAM
 
The tree crashed to the ground. The bark and the limbs collided with the ground with so much force that the tree bounced off the earth before smashing into the ground again.  
 
"Go!  Go! Go!" Sam cried as if this would motivate the dwarf to move faster.   
 
Something jumped from the branches.  A goblin ran out on all fours like an ape. It catapulted off its back legs and landed into the bed of the truck. It acted more like a rabid animal than a sentient being.  Ignoring the teenager and the dwarf, it circled inside of the bed, before running over the top and jumping off.
 
Zorin jerked the wheel again, this time to avoid hitting the goblin.  He missed the monster, but now the crater caught up to them.  The back wheels of the rat-rod went down into the cavity.  This caught fell off the bed and then bounced over the tailgate. Sam jumped forward and threw his hand over the tailgate reached out and caught Dorin.
 
A pitiful cry rang out from the Dorin.
 
Sam looked down at his hand which was covered by Dorin's thick beard.  With both hands, Sam grabbed the beard and pulled back.  The teenager’s feet rested on the tailgate and used all the muscles in his back, arms, and finally his hips as he fell back against the bed.
 
Simultaneously, Zorin slammed his foot on the gas, and the customized truck sped out of the pit. Again, the acceleration caught Dorin, and it threw him in the air. Dorin landed in the bed of the truck, pancaking Sam with his industrial suit. 
 
"Ugh!" Sam groaned as he tried to move the dense dwarf off him.
 
"You alright?" screamed Gavan into the back.
 
Sam slowly raised his hand into the air and gave a thumbs up. Meanwhile, Dorin groaned as he rolled over and sat in the bed. Both Sam and Dorin looked back at Picher as they drove away.
 
The town was filled with sounds of broken glass, and groans of industrial equipment as they twisted and collapsed.  The screams of the remaining goblins filled the air.  In the center of town, buildings and signed crashed into one another, as the gaping hole expanded and the inside of the center of the city fell below the surface. Various animals that had inhabited the municipality when the populace left began to run. A deformed coyote ran out on his three functional legs from the city.  The chaotic sounds became more deafening as walls continued to fall, buildings collapsed and several animals and orcs vainly tried to flee
 
Suddenly, the symphony of chaos was no more save for the sound of gasses leaking out from broken hoses. In the back of the truck, Dorin and Sam looked at the scene while Zorin continued to speed away from the toxic town.
 
The town was gone.
 
The school and the buildings inside had vanished.  The giant gorilla statue looked like a concrete vegetable pulled from the ground, with the concrete looking like dirt attached to a root plucked from the soil. The center of Picher had collapsed, falling into an abandoned zinc mine.
 




CHAPTER 6: DR. NORWICH’S TAPES,
PART I
Sasha Ferrell - Picher, Ok
Dr. Norwich’s audio-recorded journal -
March 13, 20--
I've become somewhat of a celebrity.  I'm unsure of my thoughts on this new matter.  I have a celebrity client, and by default, I have become a celebrity.  My client is the girl who fell in the well. Her name is Sasha Ferrell.
She has become a state celebrity.  The Governor came when she was pulled out of the mine.  Everything seemed to be going fine- in fact, more than fine. Sasha's grades were excellent. She was getting letters from boys all over the state. She appeared to be well-liked. Surprisingly, her parents came to me asking for help. I assumed it was a traumatic affair, and she is having problems with her mind processing the events that transpired. 
I asked the parents what the situation was and, oddly enough, I don't think this has anything to do with the fall. They said that, even before the fall, Sasha has been experiencing horrible nightmares. As soon as I spoke to them, their faces were withdrawn, and their eyes swelled with moistures. 
"Nightmares?" I asked.
They silently nodded, as if the words were too powerful for them to repeat.  I could tell they no longer wished to speak of the matter.  I must be courteous, but I must be more forceful in our next encounter.
March 20--
Sasha, according to her parents, had started to change before the fall.  Her interests and her friends had changed. She had been a drama geek and a bit of a longer.  She had friends and she was close to them, but she had suddenly become conscious of her social standing with her group of peers.  She became very interested in politics and active in "improving her social standing." 
I am an educated man, I do not make unfounded statements, but many politicians, even student politics are slimy.  I say this only to state the change.  Sasha’s parents and friends had lost her to her new efforts.  She was always scribbling notes in her notebook, and at first, it appeared she was studying which was in line with her new-found ambition.  But her parents discovered she was not taking notes for class. She was taking notes on all of her peers.
April 20--
From my experience, to see this shift in mindset, I believed it was drugs. While most drugs make people indifferent, it was not unheard of for first-timers to become obsessed with work. Sasha’s parents did not go into detail, but they mentioned there had not only been a gradual personality change, but also a physical change in her.  They could barely utter the words they were telling me, and the mother was wringing her hands with each word she whispered.  I found it very odd, she would whisper this information to me when we were secluded in my room. 
"She has begun to lose weight," Sasha’s mother had tearfully whispered to me.
I remained sympathetic. I assumed she knew it was drugs but was too hurt to say. People hate the medical profession because, at times, we come across as very cold.  It is not unheard of for doctors to be distant from their clients and demonstrate a refusal to listen.  I fought with myself not to make a suggestion until I heard more.
"She has bleached her hair," the mother continued while sobbing. She covered her face in her hands sobbed, "To this unnatural blonde, almost white color."
"Mrs. Ferrell, I am so sorry. That sounds very painful. May you explain why the hair color upsets you?" I asked as I handed her tissues.
"It's because," she said, wiping tears from her face, "she's changing. I don't even know where she dyes her hair at.  We used to talk, and now she dyes her hair, and I don't even know where"
Mrs. Ferrell stopped sobbing, both hands in her face. Her long hair hung over her hands, while her husband rubbed her back. He felt pain for his daughter. I could also see he was in pain because his wife was in pain. Mr. Ferrell was older and wiser. He did not rush to solve problems for his wife. Instead, he wanted to hear her concerns first. Mr. Ferrell did not even say anything, not even "it's okay" or "it will get better." He simply ran his hand across her back like a windshield wiper.
"It's like," she said between whimpers, "it's like sucking the life out of her"
Again, Mrs. Ferrell stopped, but this time she cried in silence.  She placed her wet hand on her husband’s knee. Mr. Ferrell directed his attention from his wife to me, and despite the years of psychiatric work I've done, I could barely take the look he gave me. Sasha’s father was a strong man but his eyes were glossed with so much pain I felt weak.  Tears ran from his eyes into his handle-bar mustache, as he gathered his thoughts.
"We just want our baby back."
I sat in silence as I watched the couple grieve.  Through the years, I have become more hardened which has helped me react in more professional ways. But the Ferrell’s sadness struck through my heart like an arrow. Their sorrow caught me unaware and my silence was not for them, but for me.
"What if," I proposed, "before I start my sessions with Sasha, we do a drug test."
The two nodded their heads. I was surprised by their response, and I felt crummy for making the suggestion in the first place.  I have learned over the years not to interject myself into the sessions, or suggest solutions until the end, but I knew the time was appropriate to ask.
"Do you think, do you think this behavior change may be from drugs?"
Mrs. Ferrell began to cry some more. Each audible gasp was another arrow through my heart. Her husband continued to soothingly rub her back. I looked at him, and I could see the tears dripping from his mustache.  As his face reddened with sorrow, he managed to gather his words.
"Mister, I wish it were drugs."




CHAPTER 7: DR. NORWICH’S TAPES,
PART II
Sasha Ferrell - Picher, Ok
Dr. Norwich’s audio-recorded journal
 
March 20, 20-- First session with Sasha Ferrell
 
Our session went great.
 
I puffed my chest for the rest of the day and felt confident. But after reflecting, I realized it was a complete disaster.
 
Sasha opened up to me, without me setting the conditions, without me prying. She showed emotion. She stated she was frustrated with her parents and that she had a new boyfriend at school whom they did not like.
 
She stated she was using drugs. I sat nodding as she spoke, but when she mentioned her drug use, I congratulated myself for being the smartest guy in the room.
 
"I have been in a relationship, and I'm afraid to talk to my parents about this. I have been using drugs to cope with my frustration of not being able to speak to my parents."
 
That is what she said, word for word. Hers was a textbook problem with textbook solutions. I spat out rehearsed rhetoric which I had been trained to say. She nodded back to me in agreement.
 
"I want to get better, I want to fix this," she said.
 
I smiled and nodded my head as I took notes.
 
"Don't worry, we'll get through this," I said.
 
Case closed.
 
That was easy.
 
I left the office immediately after my session to attend to other matters. I told my receptionist to call me if there were any new scheduled appointments, and as I was leaving, she handed me an envelope.  After attending to the farm, I went back to my study and reviewed the notes from my day.  As I opened the notebook, I saw the envelope.  Just looking at it, I knew who it was from.
 
I smiled to myself and opened it, already knowing what the contents said.
 
The test was negative. Sasha was not using drugs. I used a magnifying glass and looked on to the page at the small type.  They listed the amount of time it took for each product to get out of the system. None of it made sense. Undoubtedly, this was a false positive. Why would a person lie about using drugs?  She had said to me she had been abusing narcotics routinely.
 
I pounded my fist on the desk, as I realized what a fool I was.  Everything had been so easy, and it was now clear Sasha had manipulated me.
 
April 20-
 
Sasha is a strong-minded individual who is wise and understanding beyond her age. Despite her youth, it is evident she knows how to play people.  While I am appalled by her manipulation of me, I must respect her planning abilities.  I knew her intelligence would make an unbearable aviatress in which I am unable to circumvent. 
 
I had decided I must pursue hypnotherapy, as a course of action, in hopes to neutralize her dishonest efforts towards me.
 




CHAPTER 8: DR. NORWICH’S TAPES, PART III
Sasha Ferrel - Picher, Ok
Dr. Norwich’s audio-recorded journal -
 
April 7, 20-
 
With a great struggle, I bring my thoughts to paper. I struggle to record the events that unfolded. Here is my paradox, I would be insane if I did not question my sanity.  As Rene Descartes stated, "I think therefore I am," but I am afraid, I think that I am losing my mind.  I am a man of science, I must pen these words, despite the consequences on my career.  My passions lie with theology and with science, and I must press on to discover the truth, though my life may be made forfeit.  Men of my academic desires do not pursue science for certificates, they seek these professions in their quest for the truth. Even if these truths cost them their very lives.
 
I have spent my whole life feeling like I was the smartest man in the room.  At Oklahoma Christian University, I earned a Bachelor in Biblical studies. Then, I went to Oklahoma State's Veterinarian School, before heading to the University of Tulsa where I graduated with a PhD in Psychiatry. My confidence has bordered on arrogance, but now I question myself.  These words I type tell a story that will forever shape not only me but all of Picher, Oklahoma.  If this story is leaked, my career is jeopardized.
 
Though my academic passions were a pursuit of truth, I am now afraid as I begin to discover the truth about Sasha Ferrell. She may be young and understanding, but she is dangerous. 
 
Because of her deception, I decided hypnotherapy was the only suitable course of action.  This girl showed no fear and no concern.  When I suggested the idea, she agreed to it, with no issues. 
 
"It will be nice to be able to sleep, if only for a moment," she said. 
 
I began the process of taking her from being alert and bringing her into unconsciousness. While I could tell she wanted to resist my efforts of hypnotism, I could also see she knew she needed sleep, and did not put much of a fight.
 
Finally, our session began.
 
"Ms. Ferrell, where are you?
 
"I am in Picher, Oklahoma."
 
"Ms. Ferrell, recently your parents have complained that your character has undergone a massive transition.  Can you describe in your words how this transition occurred?" 
 
Sasha Ferrell began to laugh at the question.  A loud, almost masculine laugh, which upon hearing, covered my skin with goose pimples.
 
"Ms. Ferrell -"
 
"I heard the call."
 
"The call?"
 
"The call?"
 
"Can you describe to me, the manner in which you heard this 'call?'"
 
"I know what the call was. But I cannot describe when I first heard it.  I know I woke up one morning, and I felt…different.  That morning, I could not describe it, but I felt something.  I ate my meal with my parents, and in many ways, it would be the last meal I ever ate with them…."
 
The girl paused, and for the first time since I have worked with her, she seemed to be showing genuine emotion. I peered at her with unbelieving eyes, as she paused, bewildered by her words and actions. 
 
"My mother asked me if I was okay. And my dad thought I was ‘distant’.  I was. I am not one to let my mind wander, and even then, I did not.  I was not daydreaming, I was still focused.  But I was focused on something-something that no one else seemed to notice.  I have heard people with ADD say that for the sake of their sanity, they have to come to the realization that they are right and the rest of the world is wrong, and that is the way I felt at that moment. There was something in my mind.  There was something odd, a feeling in my mind that was so foreign, I could not say what it was.  I finished my breakfast and drove to school.
 
I went to class, and while I left with plenty of time, but, still I arrived late.  My teacher said something to me, and I was indifferent towards her. I am not outwardly rude, but that today, I just didn't care.  I was scolded for being late, and I couldn't hold back my lack of respect for the teacher. I cannot remember what I said, but she wasn’t happy.
 
"I went through the day, with this feeling, my mind becoming more absorbed, and my body growing numb," Sasha paused and breathed slowly before smiling. "Finally, finally, the feeling grew into something different.  It morphed into a sound."
 
"A sound?"
 
"Yes, a soft hum. And while it was faint, I knew that sound would change my life forever.  I carried on for the next few hours, feeling like a zombie in classes.  I wish I knew how to describe it at the time, but I can only describe it as a hum, although this is not entirely accurate.  But then, the hum grew into a buzz.  I continued going to my classes. As I went through the hallway, the buzz grew louder. I was supposed to go to class, but now I could no longer focus on anything other than the call.
 
Even before my transformation, I had taken notes on people.  My fifth-period instructor had been having a relationship with a student, and I had deliberately picked her class so that I could leave whenever I wanted.  She knew that if I did not get the grade that I wanted, I could threaten her anytime I wanted.  I enjoyed the freedom this gave me, and even before the call, I had learned to appreciate this.
 
I went out into the parking lot, got into my car and drove away from the school.  Picher was dying or at least it felt that way. I was openly breaking truancy laws, and a few years earlier, I probably would have gotten some furrowed and disappointed brows, but now nobody cared.  Tumbleweeds literally crossed the road.  As I drove, the buzz kept getting louder.  
 
And that's how I knew where to go.  I just followed the sound.
 
I felt my skin crawl, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.”
 
Sasha started to cry, as she ran her hand through her hair. She smiled while the tears streamed down her face.
 
"I knew everything would change when I followed the sound.  It now sounded like a scream and it took me through the chat covered streets until I reached Old Disciples’ Church. 
 
The church had been abandoned for years. Pitch-colored crows covered the broken crucifix of the old, white building.  Ravens croaked as the scream grew louder as if telling me to follow it, and with eager obedience, I did. I continued forward.  As I entered that old white building, fear flooded my entire body. The inside of the building showed signs of years of abandonment.  Stale air stung my nostrils and burned my throat. 
 
I froze when I realized where I was, and just in time. I looked down, and beneath my feet was a drop, into a darkened chasm.  The screams had led me to this.  And then…she talked to me…”
 
My palms moistened and I could feel the sweat growing thick in my hair and forehead.  I sat in silence, anticipating Sasha’s next words, and trying to gather mine.  I knew the question I had to ask, but I was too afraid to. She sat in ecstasy, her body moving in micro-tremors while she ran her hands over her face, and into her hair.
 
"Wh…who spoke to you?"
 
She hesitated before she spoke.
 
It was at this moment that I began to question my own sanity.  
 
I am a theologian and a scientist.  I seek the truth, and I must write what I saw, but it disturbs my very soul.
 
Sasha’s voice seemed to change. It maintained its feminine quality, but it grew deep, like a heavy bow grating the strings of a cello. It sounded like two voices were coming from her mouth, almost the same way that a bagpipe has multiple horns sounding off.
 
Her voice, her original voice:
 
“My Dark Lord; my Master!” she was speaking in her voice.
 
"My Queen; My Witch-Queen.”Her voice had changed.
 
I shuddered back in fear, as I heard his words.
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May 20
 
I am afraid I am going insane.  Sasha's family requested I conduct this session at their house.  It all feels like a nightmare.
 
The Ferrell house looks like something out of a gothic film.  The family knows that the federal government will purchase the home, so there is no incentive to upkeep the building. Sasha's nightmare all started when she fell into an earthed mind.  This sounds melodramatic, but I feel like I am going into a cave every time I go into that house.  The house is covered in boxes, so the only place we have been able to do our sessions is down in the basement.  My face has been caught in cobwebs as I have gone down the stairs. The house is rotting from the inside.  It looks like Dali's Melting Watch, with brown panels falling off the outside, off-white shudders covering the windows like ghostly eyelids, and the warped door like a mouth to this cursed house.  Picher is a small town, so yes, I had seen the house before, and even before I knew it was Sasha's house, my skin would crawl as I looked at the house.  Now, not only do I go into that house, I actually go into the basement.
 
Still, I have to put away my apprehension for the house and focus on our session.  I am duty-bound to serve the people of Pitcher, and I am professionally bound to help my client.  To avoid redundancy, I will not start the tape until I have put my client back into her trance.  These are the last words that I scribe before my confrontation with Sasha.
 
[Tape begins]
 
Dr. Norwich: Ms. Ferrell, may you please describe your experience in the mine?
 
Sasha: I went back to hear the Voice. Except, I used a different route. I went to the mine which was just outside the church. I could listen to the Voice all day.  I knew he had plans, and I knew preparations had to be made. But, I needed more guidance.
 
So I went back and I listened.
 
I would close my eyes and listen.  I would open my eyes up and realize I had been standing there for hours.  I moved closer to the sound, but this time, the failing terrain collapsed.
 
[Sasha's breathing increases as she becomes more emotional.]
 
I am drawn from my trance and realize I am in mortal peril.  My feet are not injured from the fall because I have landed on my side.  I lay here.  Soggy in the mud.  I stay, frozen and reach across my body, pinching my skin to make sure I am still alive. I rise, and now I see it! I see...I see!
 
Dr.: See what?
 
Sasha: I have fallen into a mine!  There it is. 
 
There is no buzzing, there is no voice in my head.  What is that?
 
[Sasha screams]
 
Master!  Master!  You are no longer a dream I hear your voice!  Please, let me look at you!
 
[Her breathing is rushed and excited]
 
I am moving towards the Master. I am fearful but overcome with passion for seeing the one I serve.
 
[Sasha pauses, whimpers]
 
What are your wishes, my Lord?
 
Third voice: I want the heart.
 
[It sounds like a distorted, feminine voice and a deep one are speaking in unison]
 
Sasha: That I may I serve you!
 
[Third voice remains silent, but the buzzing sound grows fiercer. The Dr. and Sasha's voices scream into the radio.]
 
Sasha: I don't know, I don't know if I can.
 
Dr.: Sasha, stay with me!  Sasha!
 
Sasha: I am sorry, I am too weak.
 
Third voice: You must.  The mission depends on you!
 
 [The buzzing sounds again, this time even louder. There are screams again, only this time the  masculine cries of the psychiatrist can be heard.]
 
Sasha: I must serve my master, the Dark Lord.
 
Dr.: Sasha look at me!  Sasha, at the count of three you are going to wake up -
 
Third voice: Who interrupts this séance?
 
[Inaudible voices]
 
Third voice: Who is this man?
 
Sasha, whispering: Please leave him alone.
 
Third voice: That is not an option.  What is his name?
 
Sasha: Dr. Norwich.
 
Dr. Norwich.:  The whole world will see you, and they will fight against you.  Stay away from her!  Stay away from her!
 
[Third voice laughs uncontrollably]
 
Dr. Norwich: What is so funny?
 
Third voice: You Okie trash.  You are so set in your ways. Your outdated views of chivalry, right-wrong, equality.  [Third voice laughs again, this time harder.]  You want so hard to believe she is not capable of this, that she is some sort of damsel in distress, but this is not true.
 
Dr. Norwich:  Fine!  That doesn't mean I cannot feel mercy for her.  What is it you want?  What could you possibly want here?
 
Third voice: I want the heart!
 
Dr. Norwich: Well, I will not give it to you.  My heart is hidden from you.
 
[The third voice’s laughs the tape becomes distorted and unclear]
 
Third voice: I know where your heart is.  I see the defiance, and where it comes from.
 
Dr. Norwich: And what is that?
 
Third voice: Your beloved Sooner State.  This is your heart.  This is the heartland.  Your defiance will not be forgotten.  If the Old World taught anything, it’s don’t move too far too fast.  History teaches us that empires spread themselves too thin, but now, now we have learned; save your cruelty for one place. Your defiance has made you my project!  You stiff-necked people will not be forgotten!
 
Dr. Norwich.: Sasha, wake up! Wake up!  Wake up!  Please help me!
 
Third voice: Try and help her, but she is already too far gone.  Your rebellion will be squelched.  I will overcome.  The Sooner State is mine!
 
[Dr. Norwich screams. The sound of something smashing against a hard surface is heard. A scream follows]
 
[Tape stops]




CHAPTER 10: A NEW FIGHT
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
"We're no longer fighting against the Sons," said Seth.
 
"No, it is Sasha Ferrell and Ragnog strengthened with Son's tactics," said Asher, "we will be fighting against the Witch-Queen. She will have the combined forces of orcs that rush like mad dogs and those that have studied Rommel. It is a lethal combination, it is as close to mythical combined arms as you can come.  The orcs under her influence will bum rush our position, and we will have to unload rounds as they continue forward. This will be combined with Elden's well-trained force.  They will stay back as the orc melee advances and take well-aimed shots at our positions.
 
"Their time is approaching.  These wretched creatures have hidden for so long. The Sons are no longer content with hiding and the Witch-Queen is ready to make her statement.  They have fought as guerrillas, taking over Oklahoma, town by town, but now they are going to move into conventional means to send a message."
 
"It is no coincidence they are in Ponca City," said Chance. "She has had dreams of this moment her entire life.  Horrible images of black and white."
 
Seth's face became more concerned as Chance's words were spoken.
 
"The enemy is here," said Seth.  "Elena should remember those images, and there is another image.  Of a man clad in black picking her up from the burnt rubble that used to be her house.  Chance, we did not just watch her because she was an elf. I watched over her because she was the last of the Elvinmeyer clan.  A wise clan, different from even the other elves.  The elves that migrated to this world tended to be brash, more warlike than those of the Old World.  The Elvinmeyer, just like Elden’s medic had now, had called for peace.  They did not want the endless bloodshed of orcs," Seth grew silent. "And in gratitude for their efforts, they were killed by the people who had worked to save them."
 
Seth crossed his arms and walked away with his eyes downward. 
 
"The Witch-Queen, she has found some way to possess this poor child's body -"
 
"I don't consider Sasha Ferrell a poor child," said Chance.
 
"Shut up, kid," said Seth. "If you were my age, you would see it that way. I'm not saying she's not dangerous. Sasha may have been a bad apple, but she is not the queen. She is the lieutenant.  She was under our nose the entire time," said Seth and slammed his fist against his quadriceps. 
 
"The Witch-Queen was - is - dangerous. She sent orc assassins to kill the Elvinmeyer clan to ensure the orcs were in constant war with men and elves.  She is strategic in her actions; she is able to be clandestine when she wishes. But, don't kid yourself, the Witch-Queen loves chaos. She enjoys pain, and now those two things have come together. Strategy and chaos. And she wishes to bring them here, to Ponca City, Oklahoma."
 




CHAPTER 11: RECONAISSANCE
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
"We need to start planning," said Chance.
 
"No, we need to get out there and see what is going on.  We need to do some recon," said Asher.
 
"How are we going to do recon?  I look…I," started Chance, "my appearance is not too pleasant, and you are Oklahoma's public enemy number one."
 
"We'll kick out the logisticians and comms guy," said Asher.
 
"But we need them doing their job.  Just like you taught me, loggies are just as important to the fight as we are.  If we take them away from support, then operations can't talk, eat, or shoot."
 
Gritting his teeth, Asher looked up at Chance and shook his head. "I hate having my own words used against me.  Alright, then how do we crack this nut?"
 
Dorin stood beside Asher and started emphatically tapping him on the shoulder.  Then he began to make signs with his hands.
 
"I don't have time for charades."
 
"Maybe you should stop running your suck and listen to him."
 
All three heads turned to the voice.  There was Zorin, arms crossed, looking at Asher.
 
"You guys know your tech, Zorin, I'll give ya that.  But what do you know about planning?" asked Asher.
 
"He said you can do both," said Zorin, his steel glaze at Asher not softening.
 
"Both what?" asked Chance.
 
"You can plan and do reconnaissance at the same time," said Zorin. "We may not know much about planning, but we know our job. We know our trade, and we know when to step in."
 
"So what are you saying?" asked Asher.
 
"About how you are going to hide your scouts," said Zorin, "we have a way of getting around without people taking notice.  And you can do your planning while you're driving around."
 
"People not taking notice of you?  You stick out like a sore thumb that's been severed and stuck in a hotdog."
 
"That's very specific," said Chance.
 
"Yeah, well, that movie hasn't been put in the public domain yet, so I can't say the name, lest we are sued," said Asher, "but how are we just going to drive around town without being seen?"
 
Dorin vigorously shook his head before staring at his brother. 
 
"Has dwarfish engineering ever let you down?"
 
Cries-For-War gritted his teeth. "Alright, we are going to do it your way, Zorin.  But please, tell me, how are you going to go around Ponca City under the radar?"
 
"Come with me," said Zorin.
 
***
 
"Do you really think this is going to go unnoticed?" asked Greenoak.
 
"Yes, it will, elf," said Zorin.
 
"This?" asked Evan Greenoak. "You don't think anyone isn't going to notice this?"
 
"You mean an up-armored trash truck?  Nah, I don't think it draws any attention," said Greenoak condescendingly.
 
From the outside, it looked like an ordinary trash truck.  It was a green, rear-loader trash truck.  But as they had stepped forward to observe it, Zorin had pressed a button.  The first hydraulic paddle opened. It exposed the back of the truck. There was no garbage, not even the faint smell of it. Instead, there was a bench with brass racks of brass colored metal, where fighters could store their weapons.  There was another bench, a leather-covered one with a safety belt. This one looked like it belonged on a 30s era truck.
 
"I have been bested -" started Asher, but he was interrupted.
 
Dorin poked his head out from the top of the body of the truck. There was a hatch towards the frame with a turret at the top. The silent dwarf hit another button. Steam rose from the truck.
 
"What the heck -" started Asher.
 
A Gatling gun rose from the steam.
 
"We drove this all over Payne County, and then all the way up here," said Zorin. "Yeah, Greenoak, we can go without being seen.  Invisibility is not unique to the elves."
 
A ramp of metal sheet shot out and then slammed against the garage floor.  At the top of the ramp was fabric attached which reduced the sound of the impact of the slope against the floor. 
 
"You ready to load up?" asked Zorin.
 
"Let's load up," said Asher, and the group began to walk up the ramp. 
 
Dorin went beneath the turret and then brought the Gailtin gun back down.
 
The silent dwarf grabbed a crank and began to roll it up.  As he worked on it, the ramp started to move back up and inside the vehicle.  Zorin pulled a brass lever, the back door slammed shut.
 
"Did you steal that off the US Cutter Harriet Lane?" asked Greenoak.
 
"You know, if you met up with our tech guys," said Chance, "we could put a flat screen right in the front where all those riding in the vehicle could watch the screen."
 
"You could do that?" asked Zorin.
 
"Without a doubt," said Chance.
 
"Dwarves and up-to-date technology," said Zorin. "That would be different, but I think it might actually be good."
 
"The benefits of trade," said Chance.
 
"There have only been a few times I've been bested," said Asher, "and dadgummit, Zorin, this is one of them!"
 
"If I am perfectly honest," said Zorin, "I know the technical stuff, but the fighting stuff, I don't know.  But I do know firepower.  But, what are we looking for now?" 
 
"Something that would provide cover for a big fight, but something recognizable that would make a statement," said Chance.
 
"Something recognizable?" asked Zorin.
 
"Recognizable, as in it will stand out in people’s minds," said Chance. "But I'm sure something physically recognizable makes sense too."
 
"That is the weirdest thing I have ever seen," said Sam.
 
"Why are you interrupting me kid?" asked Chance.
 
"No, I mean look at him,' said Sam.
 
Dorin stood in the open area.  The dwarf had both hands on the periscope and turned the device from left to right as he scanned Ponca City.
 
"Tell me Chance, what are we looking for?" asked Sam.
 
"Dorin, did you find something?" asked Chance.
 
Dorin was so focused on what he observed that he did not answer.  He pulled his head back from the vessel, his face lit up with animation and then put his eyes back into the scope.
 
"We are looking for something defendable," said Chance.
 
Through the scope, along a beautiful wall composed of limestone paralleled Monument Road.  "But in addition to being something they can fight from, it has to be something beautiful. A location that grabs someone by the heart, to illustrate their cause."
 
They continued on Monument Road. From the wall, they came up to beautiful, handcrafted walls that were wooden and blocked the entrance.
 
"Unconventional warfare and conventional warfare sometimes merge.  While this is a statement, this is also about Elden Orkenkind making his final stand.  We will see concertina wire, military obstacles set up to let the world know that he means business."
 
Dorin adjusted the site.  There on the wooden walls on the Marland Mansion was barb wire.
 
"Ah, and visibility. Orkenkind needs visibility for both the defenders and the outside world.  That is what that old fox needs."
 
Above the wooden walls were beautiful columns that overlooked the castle's guarded entrance.
 
The silent dwarf pulled his head back from the device and looked straight at Chance.
 
The orc stock-broker stared back at him, and his eyes lit up.
 
"Oh, no, no, no," said Chance.
 
"What's the matter?" asked Sam.
 
"He is smart.  He is wise," said Chance, "and they beat us to it."
 
"Beat us to what?  What did they beat us to?"
 
"The Mansion," said Chance.
 
"The Mansion?" asked Sam.
 
"The Marland Mansion?" asked Cries-For-War. "Not the mansion!"
 
"Yes, the mansion," said Chance. "The Marland Mansion.  They have it, and now we have an uphill battle against a solid object defended by an orc military genius."
 




CHAPTER 12: THE MARLAND MANSION
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
Chance crawled towards the Marland Mansion.  Before their fight, Asher had laughed and called it his "second puberty," and in many ways it was.  His body felt disjointed and awkward.  Feeling more disoriented when he stood up straight, Chance had begun to hunch over.  With great ease, he crawled like an animal towards the vast North American castle.  Tears welled in his eyes as he scampered ahead, with movements similar to those of a chimpanzee or gorilla.  The former stock-broker stopped crawling and looked down at his long, green fingers.  He touched his elongated, muscular forearms.  Despite the darkness, he could see around him and his arms as he inspected them.
 
"This disease grows more and more curious," he spoke to himself. "And it is not without its benefits.”
 
He approached the southern wall of the Marland Mansion and gripped it with his firm, lean fingers. He climbed over it and threw himself over the top before dropping down. He hit his feet, and then rolled to his side, ensuring his paratrooper skills in falling did not go to waste.
 
A soft but stern voice called out to him.
 
From Chance’s experience speaking with Ziles he understood some of the words, and he turned his head to the sound.
 
The voice whispered back, and Chance fought hard not to laugh.  It was an oxymoron, but that’s what it was, it was a yelling whisper.  A yelling whisper was something he had seen so many times while training; something someone did when they were frustrated or needed to convey a message desperately, but for tactical reasons could not increase the volume of their voice.
 
Now, an orc ran towards him and pulled from a load-bearing vest a sizeable black blade.
 
Chance started to reach for his weapon.
 
"Stop!" the orc cried in English. "Do not reach for that weapon."
 
"But "
 
"Shut up," said the orc, "I know what is going on here."
 
Chance green eyes bulged from his sockets.
 
"Ragnog has sent reinforcements. And in typical Ragnog fashion, it is a completely uncoordinated event, untrained and unrehearsed, and," the orc stepped forward inspecting Chance’s equipment, "not the brightest tool in the shed."
 
"At least," said Chance, pointing towards the AK47 that slung from his bareback, "at least I'm not fighting with tools."
 
The orc stopped his inspection and visibly relaxed his face muscles, as he looked at the assault rifle.  He brought his face forward and reached for the weapon. "I know what type of thieving Elden's band does," Chance pushed the orc back.
 
"Speak foul of my master again, and I shall surpass even Ragnog's barbarism"
 
"What?" asked Chance, shaking his head, "where did you learn to speak like that?"
 
"They are called books, Ragnog," said the orc. "Now get inside. The Sons will be on the wall and the Ragnog band will be inside."
 
Chance nodded his head, ensuring that his smile was not visible to the orc. Chance then turned and began to crawl towards the Marland Mansion.
 
"Stop!"
 
Chance turned around, and he could see the Son coming towards him.  If he had to fight Elden’s orc, he knew he could not reach his AK47, so he felt for the hidden blade in the back of his pants.
 
"I knew there was something particular about you," said the orc and he reached out and grabbed Chance's kit.
 
Freeborne's hand went behind him, and he grabbed the hilt of his knife.
 
"What is this?" asked the orc.
 
Looking down at his equipment, Chance saw it.  There conspicuously placed on his gear was a yellow, smiley face.
 
"You know, you might not be half bad.  My leader will appreciate this."
 
Chance nervously laughed.
 
Can’t wait to see him,” his voice was coarse.
 
The Son took one final inspection of Chance and then went back to the wall.  Chance cried out.
 
"You alright?" asked the Son.
 
"Yeah, my head.  Landed on it, back over there,” lied Chance, pointing to the wall he had just climbed over.
 
"Well, nice pin," said the orc. "Now go!"
 
Chance turned and quickly moved forward.  As he did, he touched his ear and winced.
 
"You know my ears are a lot more sensitive," whispered Chance.
 
A voice buzzed into the hearing aid that was shoved deep into his ear.
 
"Hahahaha!" screamed Byron in excitement as he watched the events unfold on the flat screen that had been put up in the garbage truck. "We are in!  Great job, baby!"
 
In addition to the hearing aid, Byron had placed a small camera behind the smiley-face pin. 
 
Asher screamed in excitement as well, and Chance yelped at the pain in his ear.  The retired First Sergeant slapped a loud high-five with Byron.
 
"There is no time wasted on recon!" exclaimed Asher.
 




CHAPTER 13: THE NORTH SALON
Novatorio - Ponca City, Ok
Reporter: How did it all start?
 
Marion Novatori: It's all a blur. I remember my quartet going to the Marland Mansion, like we had about eight times now. We had grown very comfortable with each other. We knew the music, same old stuff - Canon D, Jesu Joy of Man’s Desire, but it was when we came together as a group that is what made the performance fun. We have all been getting ready for college and grown up in the last year. You could see our maturity in the way we came together. We could take cues from each other. Our musicality as a group had really grown, and because of it, we had grown too. I felt more mature because of what we did. But then, our cello player reverted to middle school.
 
[Marion laughs]
 
Reporter: Reverted back to middle school?  What does that mean?
 
Marion: It's really not funny. I am laughing more out of nervousness, than at my friend's immaturity. I looked over at our cello player, and his tongue was hanging out of his mouth.  Literally hanging out.  I felt angered by his stupidity.  Instantly my mind snapped back to those old cartoons, where the guys go to see the singer, and they turn into wolves, and their hearts beat out of their chest.  He looked like a fool gawking.
 
Reporter: Why was he gawking?
 
Marion: He was gawking at her!
 
[Marion sniffles, cries heard on tape]
 
Reporter: Take your time.
 
Marion: Thank you.
[More sniffles] I am sorry. 
 
Marion: The woman who seemed to be in charge.  I saw her, and I felt...I am embarrassed to say…I thought I was smarter than this, but I felt a very caddy feeling. I felt hatred and jealousy.  And I felt that way because of how my friend acted.  Her hair was almost white, and she was so thin, almost anorexic.  The woman’s skin was almost white as her hairs. She was weird. She wore this long red overcoat, and it was warm inside the mansion.
 
Reporter: Woman in a long red overcoat?  Who was she?
 
Marion: I didn’t know at the time, but she was clearly calling the shots.  I was staring at her, and I felt so angry at her, that I didn’t notice what happened next.  That’s when they came in the room.
 
Reporter: I am sorry, I am a little confused.  After the white haired woman, who came in the room?
 
Marion: These large men, carrying an assortment of cases.  And they moved so fast, I didn’t even notice their faces until they were already in the room with us. 
 
Reporter: What do you mean by faces?
 
Marion: I don’t know how they got in so fast, but they were wearing ski masks, with round aviator sunglasses.
 
Reporter: So all wore ski masks? 
 
Marion: But, then, we heard loud footsteps, even over music.  When the large men came upstairs, we were scared and stopped playing, and then she took off her overcoat.  The first thing I noticed was that one of her arms was completely covered in tattoos.  I know this drove my friend even crazier, and she had weird jewelry on the hand that wasn't tattooed. 
 
She wore these pants that looked like leggings, but they were still cargo pants with zip-up pockets on the outside of her leg.  Then she had this, I don't know this…corset.  It wasn't a regular corset though, it was like a vest, a red, bulletproof vest.  I don't know what to call it, maybe a utility belt?  Anyways, this belt went all around her waist.  There were magazine pouches for a handgun, maybe, and then these little, um, I don't know, boxes.  She turned around, and then she pointed directly at us, into the center, right at the cello. And then she screamed. 
 
[Marion cries again, this time louder]
 
Reporter: Marion?
 
Marion: Yes?
 
Reporter: Marion, why did she scream?
 
Marion:  She looked at the cello, right at my friend and the screamed: ‘Get it!  Get the cello!'"
 




CHAPTER 14: THE OUTER LOUNGE
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
Cautiously, Chance entered the mansion.  One does not grow up in the Sooner State without gaining some knowledge of North America's most magnificent castle.  As a child growing up in Gene Autry, he had heard about the mansion. Once, while in his youth, his family vacationed for an entire weekend, so they could try and see everything in the marvelous building.  Images from the castle had filled his youthful mind with wonder.
 
Now, almost twenty years later, EW Marland's residence filled Chance with awe again. 
 
Marland Mansion Architecture was now joined with the creations of Elden Orkenkind.
 
"They have turned this whole thing into an abatis!" cried Chance to himself. Barbed-wire, trees, wood, were constructed into obstacles throughout the bottom portion of the Marland Mansion. 
 
"It was never like this," said Chance aloud. "The darkness has stayed hidden, but now, now the Sons are ready to take their evil into the light!"
 
"Hey you!" said a rough voice. 
 
Chance nervously started to reach for his weapon. He knew the speaker had heard his excited utterance. Freeborne turned to see the voice. Chance knew the orc from the Nomad’s intelligence reports.  It was the leader of the Sons.
 
It was Gorgon Bartok.
 
"I know you!" cried Bartok.
 
"I'm going to have to kill him," said Chance, just loud enough for Byron to hear.
 
"You’re an orc from Ragnog, aren’t you?” asked Bartok. 
 
Gorgon Bartok moved forward in his distorted movements. He leaned forward and extended his gnarled finger, and Chance gripped the pistol grip of his AR-15 and began to raise it towards the creature.
 
"Go help with that box!" cried Gorgon Bartok.
 
Chance released the grip of his weapon, and it fell flat against his body- attached by the sling.
 
"Wait…what box?" asked Chance.
 
Gorgon Bartok moved forward, and while his face was hidden in his garb, Freeborne could still sense the orc leader opening his mouth, and he felt his nerves tighten as he heard Gorgon Bartok's voice. "Go now."
 
"So toxic leadership is not unique to humans," said Chance under his breath. 
 
Chance was unsure of his new appearance, and, in some ways, he felt like he was going through puberty.  He felt stronger but was not entirely accustomed to his new body.  He had accidentally bared his fangs, and this was not lost to Gorgon Bartok.
 
"Are you threatening me?"
 
Chance gripped his fists and he could feel Gorgon Bartok’s gaze on him. He relaxed his grip.
 
"Where do I need to go?"
 
Gorgon Bartok pointed his finger and Chance's eyes followed.
 
There stood in the middle of the tile floor a black, massive tomb. 
 
"How did I not see that?" asked Chance.
 
He looked back at Gorgon Bartok, who was visibly shaking with what Chance guessing was a fearful reverence for the box.  Chance wanted to take advantage of the situation, but, in some strange way, felt pity for the creature.
 
"Was that here the entire time?"
 
Gorgon Bartok avoided eye contact. “Yes,” he abruptly nodded his head.
 
"But how -"
 
"Jus' move it!" cried Gorgon. He raised a crude machete in the air from a tattered scabbard which hung on the rough coveralls.
 
"I don't ask questions," said Gorgon Bartok. "You shouldn't either."
 




CHAPTER 15: THE NORTH SALON, PART II
Novatorio - Ponca City, Ok
Reporter: Did she take the cello?
 
Marion: Yes, they grabbed it out of my friend's hands before they pushed him to the ground. I could feel his humiliation, but that feeling was immediately replaced with a sense of anger.  My friend immediately got up from the floor and charged towards his hooded attackers.  And the clothed figure, I could now see his hand, reached its hand and slapped him across the face. Streak of blood spread across his face from the wild, uncontrolled strike. I was shocked by the immediate lacerations that were on Phil's face.  He stood still and gently dabbed the blood with his hand. I had been so conscious of the woman in red I didn't even look at the ensemble that had arrived with her.  These...people, looked different, they wore ski masks.  They appeared to be very, very strong, but the walked hunched over, as if they were twisted from drugs or something.
 
I thought they were wearing gloves, but when I looked further, I noticed that their hands seemed different.  They were green, and their fingernails black, thick, and sharp.  I knew they were different.  The one that struck Phil walked roughly towards us.
 
The woman looked at us, and, I swear, she smiled at the creature.  The woman looked at us, and told us that we would be going with him. She told us to be 'good little lambs' and we would be treated fairly.
 
Then, she looked back at this distorted figure.  The thing looked like something out of slasher film, its face covered, hunched over, wielding a machete.  The tattooed woman caressed the monster's mask. “Now, my pet, take them into the basement,” she spoke to it.
 




CHAPTER 16: LYDIE MARLAND’S BEDROOM
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
It looked like a Viking's interpretation of a sarcophagus, in the style of the Egyptian pharaohs.  Chance pondered the commands that Gorgon Bartok had directed at him.  He felt an immediate repulsion to the box.  The thought of moving towards the box, churned his stomach, but still, he kept moving forward. Each step was slow and deliberate. Finally, he was able to reach out and touch the object. His lungs tightened, as he gasped for air. His entire body was moist with sweat.
 
Suddenly he felt a pain, not just in his lungs, but in his feet and body as well.  His quadriceps burned.  The heat and the pain in his body, and he began to fear he would lose consciousness from heat exhaustion.
 
The pain was overwhelming, but he also had a curiosity about the box.  It was a curiosity that gave him an immediate connection to someone else.
 
This feeling was not new to Chance.
 
Sasha Ferrell.
 
His mind fought again. Images of Sasha swarmed his mind.
 
"They are connected," he said.  From his position on the side of the box, he reached out and put his hand on the handle.
 
It didn’t make any sense, but it was the box.  The box felt like it was draining the life out of him, and that the box’s strength was greater as he was closer to it.    
 
"Upstairs- to the EW Marland’s room!" shouted Gorgon.
 
Gorgon waived his machete. “Faster, faster," he kept screaming.
 
Every step inflamed malice in Chance's heart towards Gorgon Bartok.  The orc leader waived his machete and screamed at the four, who struggled under the weight.
 
"Don't worry, bra, you'll get yours," said Freeborne.
 
"What did you say?" asked Bartok.
 
"Is it near?  The room?" asked Chance.
 
"Ah," said Gorgon Bartok, glancing over at Chance who knew he was sizing him up. "Just turn that brain of yours off, I'll do the thinking!"
 
In his pain, Chance found humor in the situation.  The group had no clue how hard to push, or where they were going; their feet chipped ignorantly under the weight as they struggled forward under the influence of the box.
 
"No! No!" screamed Gorgon Bartok. "Not there!  There, there!"
 
They had passed the room, and now the crew had to perform an awkward turn to put the box in the new place.
 
The humor of Gorgon Bartok’s toxic leadership was gone as each step had become more painful than the last. Chance had been struck by a tazer before, an excoriating pain that vibrated through the entire muscle. He felt that intensity in his quadriceps as he continued forward.
 
"Here!" screamed Gorgon Bartok, but his voice cracked. Despite his obvious pleasure in cruelty, there was a faint sense of compassion for the pall-bearers. 
 
"Now! Get out of here!" screamed Gorgon Bartok.
 




CHAPTER 17: THE INNER LOUNGE
Marion - Ponca City, Ok
Marion: This…creature came towards to me.  As I had just said, you could tell something was wrong with him.  But, let me clarify, he did not look disabled or deformed.  His handicap was not inherited. His crookedness appeared to be unnatural- as if from addiction or self-harm; I can say this because he reminded me of someone who did meth or other drugs.  He brought his head out, and I was repulsed by the way his neck stretched forward while his head rotated. I could feel the hate in him.  I have felt men lustfully stare at me before, but this was different.  Somehow, I knew.  I just knew that lust was different.  It was a passion, an appetite for violence.
 
[Marion coughs, and tries to gather her emotions]
 
But I was more afraid of the next creature.  That one terrified me even more.
 
Reporter: Terrified you more?
 
Marion: Yes, the first creature was terrifying, but the second one was even worse.  While the first one was stood hunched over, this one was scary because it was gigantic. He stood well over six feet tall, was built like a football player - with no real space between his shoulder and neck.  While the first hid his green skin, the second monster, was more intimidating because of his evident pride.
 
Reporter: Pride in what?
 
Marion: I guess, in himself.  This monster revealed his green skin and yellow fangs.  It was this pride that scared me the most. He stared at me and said something in a foreign tongue. At first, I couldn’t make it out. But then, he repeated the words and that’s when I recognized the language. . 
 
I might be young, but there in Ponca City, we take pride in literature and writing, and we love learning other languages. I thought his words were Spanish, but while it was Romantic, I knew it was not Spanish.  The creature stared at me with an intensity that terrified me and he repeated those words.  I realized that it was not Spanish, it was Latin.  He looked at me, and then repeated the words, absit iniuria.
 




CHAPTER 18: EW MARLAND’S BATH
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
"I've got to take a leak," said Chance.
 
"Hurry up," said Gorgon Bartok.
 
Chance remembered the hallways from the map rehearsal.  Not wanting to draw attention to himself, he did not run but walked quickly to back to EW Marland's steam room.
 
"Tactical patience," he said to himself, he had understood the concept when he was going through training, but, it was Asher's mentorship that hit it home. 
 
"Tactics isn't wrestling. It's not football. It's jiu-jitsu. You get your hooks in, and then you start expanding from there," Asher had told him.
 
He deliberately pied the corner with his weapon system, ensuring there was no creature in the bathroom.  After entering the bathroom, he locked the door behind him.  He pulled the bag from his back, and from the pocket, he drew a gray device.
 
"Alright, Byron," Chance whispered, as he leaned his head toward the pin, "you're up bro."
 
Four rotary wings began to propel the device up, and it hovered above towards the ceiling. Chance dug into the bag and pulled out another drone. The drone's rotary wing spun. The device lifted off the ground. Then it stopped and dropped back to the floor.
 
Footsteps could be heard outside of the steam room.
 
Chance looked at the device. There was an indicator on the machine that did not light up.
 
"Pre-combat check, pre-combat inspections man, c'mon," said Chance to himself.
 
Furiously, Chance tore into the bag.
 
"Got 'em!" cried Chance grabbing the batteries. 
 
Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.
 
Quickly, he opened the container of the drone and pulled out the old batteries.
 
Loud, uncouth steps of a Ragnog orc grew louder in the hall.  He felt his fingers begin to shake as he fumbled the back portion of the device open, and then pushed the batteries in.  
 
THUM THUM THUM
 
The drone remained on the ground.
 
The footsteps grew louder.
 
"It's not on!" said Chance into his smiley-face pin, "go Byron, go, go!"
 
Grabbing the device, he turned it on and set it back on the ground.
 
The door slammed opened.
 
"Hey!" cried an orc's voice. You!"
 
The drone flew up at the same moment the door burst open.
 
Chance slung his assault pack on to his back, and slipped a hearing aid into his ear, as one of Elden Orkenkind's tall, muscled up orcs came into the sweat room.
 
The creature looked at him with curious eyes.  He felt an intensity on his hands and weapon, and he could feel the orc looking at the strap on his shoulder.
 
"Ragnog and its mysticism," said the orc, "I heard you in here mumbling to yourself."
 
Chance stared back. He knew he should snarl back in defiance.  Weakly, he widened his lips and bared his teeth.
 
"Oh what teeth to eat you with," said the Son. "Looks sharp enough for cannibalism."
 
"Chance," said Byron into his ear, "we got Gorgon Bartok up top, and Elden in the bottom. 
 
Let's see if we can get them together and make some sparks fly.  They're fighting together, so they aren't noticing Asher's grand entrance."
 
"Cannibalism?" asked Chance.
 
The orc stared back at him, puzzled by the comment.
 
"Did I stutter?  I am sick of you monsters giving our people a bad name," said the Son.
 
"You guys are always trying to undermine us," said Chance, unsure of his words, and hoping the orc didn't call his bluff. "Admit it, you're just trying to get us killed.  Elden is supposed to be some orcish Napoleon, and his defenses are hot garbage."
 
"What does the Witch-Queen know about defenses?  What do you know about anything other than killing unexpecting campers," the orc continued to speak.
 
"Close the deal," said Byron into his ear.
 
"Your real leader, Gorgon Bartok, is the only one that I trust.  We are of…similar persuasions," said Chance.
 
The Son clinched his fists and bared his fangs.
 
"What does that mean?" asked the Son.
 
"What do you think it means?" asked Chance.
 
Screams from the tech crew rang loud in Chance's ear.
 
"Good close, good close!" cried Byron.
 
Ever so slightly Chance winced at the screams in his ear.  The Son's rage was apparent, and Chance could see the orc's fist tightened around the pistol grip of his AR-15.  His mind jumped from problem to security as he saw the intensity of the creature's face.  He did not hear the tech crew scream into his ear for thirty seconds, and then he listened.
 
"A challenge, bait Elden into a fight against Gorgon Bartok.  In tribal tradition, the second-in-command can challenge the leader in a fight for the mantle of the chief.  That's where we have to get them to go."
 
Chance nodded in his head in acknowledgment, and it caught the eye of the Son.  The stockbroker realized the Son was watching him nod his head, so he began to exaggerate the motion as if to show it was an uncontrollable motion.
 
"All you Ragnog slobs are always tripping on Zeta."
 
"Are you saying that the Sons never mess with Zeta?"
 
The Son laughed at him.
 
"If you think that Elden can take Gorgon Bartok, then why doesn't he?"
 
The Son stopped and stared at him, to Chance it appeared he had more to say, but held back.  More information buzzed into Chance's earpiece.
 
"Well, Elden is downstairs," said Chance. "Why don't we settle this now?
 




CHAPTER 20: PORTE COCHERE
Asher Cries-For-War - Ponca City, Ok
“Alright!” screamed Asher into his radio, “let’s get these vehicles in the fight!”
 
“Dwarfish engineering ain’t gonna let you down, Walking-Man!” cried Zorin into the radio.
 
A convoy of three Nomad vehicles came up Monument road and towards the Marland Mansion.
 
The three vehicles spaced themselves out. One was a rat-rod type of car with different types it was hard to identify just one.  Another was a garbage truck with a Gaitlin gun attached to the top, and finally the last was a Volkswagen Beetle with a mini-gun attached running through the passenger side window.
 
On top of the rat rod, it had what looked like a Victorian-era crossbow. The bow held an industrial size projectile that was approximately four feet in circumference.  The vehicle had stopped about one hundred feet away from the gate.  Witnesses from the surrounding neighborhoods stated that they heard of what they called a "hot-ride-like engine," but no one mentioned the small, faint buzz of the drone that hovered over the gate.  The drone hung in the air until it recognized there were no friendly forces in the vicinity of the entrance, and then it flew off, back to the Mansion. 
 
As the drone flew from the gate, the steampunk-projectile flew over the gate, and landed inside the grass. Its sharp end penetrated the soft grass. 
 
BOOM!
 
The wire detonated and the redwood wall blew into smithereens.  Brown smoke filled the sky as debris went up and out. The trash turned circles as it came back down to the ground.
 
Instantly, the two smaller vehicles blew through the gate.
 
The Nomads were going into battle.
 
The two vehicles split and each drove on either side of the Marland Mansion. They locked down the western and southern walls, while the drone flew above the outside of the north and east. 
 
Below the drone, gunfire peppered the sides of the mansion.  Orcs in specific places raised their heads and fired back
 
Finally, the garbage truck entered.  The two vehicles had secured the site and now, the big boy was coming through.  Its back was partially opened and two elves, secured with carabineers, had climbed inside, one on either side of the truck. 
 
The elves fired at the orcs that had raised their weapons to shoot back at the rat-rods.  They shot the orcs with long-rifles and killed both of them instantly.  Two more elves burst from the truck and both were armed with bows and arrows.  The elf with the best visibility of the western wall drew back his bow and put an arrow to string.   The arrow looked odd, almost cartoonish.  Its shaft was thick, with padding around the center.  Both the bow and the arrow had been designed by Dorin.
 
The elf carried a compound bow that had dimensions large enough to shoot the cartoonish arrow.
 
It released the arrow which soared before penetrating the downstairs door of the mansion.
 
BOOM
 
The door exploded, blowing the debris from the explosion inside.
 
Eight assault-rifle-wielding Nomads emerged from the garbage truck, four on each side. 
 
The Nomads were taking the battle to the Sons.
 




CHAPTER 21: THE INNER LOUNGE, 
PART II
Marion - Ponca City, Ok
Marion: I know this will sound strange, the fact that a mythological creature kidnapped me, but when I was around Elden Orkenkind I felt...
 
Reporter: You felt what?
 
Marion: I felt... safe.
 
Reporter: Safe?
 
Marion: Yes, he made it known that no harm would come to us.  But whatever safety I felt in him, my stomach burned with hate at this new creature that came down to our location.  His name was Gorgon Bartok.  He came down to the bottom floor, that large area where we do the prom.
 
Reporter: Gorgon Bartok?
 
Marion: Yes, Gorgon Bartok. He wore a mask, a rough burlap bag, and I could not see his face, but I could see one yellow eye, and in that small portion I could feel the malice that came from his glare.
 
Gorgon Bartok stared at Elden, pointed his finger, and screamed that Elden was trying to undermine him.
 
Then, Elden told him to get out of his war room.  He was directing a battle.  While Gorgon was heated, Elden remained calm.
 
Then Gorgon Bartok screamed at him again.
 
Elden continued to speak through his microphone ignoring him. Finally, when he was finished speaking, Elden calmly looked at Bartok. "Are you talking to me?" he asked him.
 
Gorgon Bartok screamed and bellowed.  The monster terrified me, but in some ways, it seemed like he was throwing a hissy fit.  He yelled about Elden's insubordination and said that he did not recognize Elden's challenge.
 
And that's when it got interesting.
 
Reporter: Interesting?
 
Marion: Yes, Elden remained calmed and spoke.  He said he had the right to take Command. Then he talked about some process to take command and that it was one of the oldest traditions. Then I remember it, bright as day: "Yes, Gorgon Bartok, I will challenge you for the leadership. Right here, right now."
 




CHAPTER 22: EW MARLAND’S BATH, PART II
CHANCE - PONCA CITY, OK
"Alright, Chance, you're good," Chance could hear Byron through the headphones. "Now find her! Go get Elena, and get her out of there!"
 
Byron's words became muddled, and Chance ignored them.  There was something new that caught his attention.  It didn't just catch his attention it felt like a hand grabbing his heart.
 
He could hear a woman's voice. Her voice was soft but firm and he recognized it. It was Elena. Just a few minutes before, the box had drained him so hard he couldn't run but now, he sprinted to the sound. 
 
He felt his heart sink from his chest as he came close to the box. But then life jumped back into him. His eyes darted to the middle of the room. There she was in the middle of it. There was life, there was hope. Chance felt the energy come back into him.
 
He had seen Elena, but his eyes had not taken in the entire picture.  What he had seen was seated, and he saw her profile, but he did not identify the cello that rested against her chest.  Nor did he see the three Ragnog goblins that stood in front of her.  Unlike Gorgon Bartok, they stood with their faces exposed, unashamed of their presence.  They smiled at her as if taking an aroma.  Their excitement was not because of the beautiful elf that stood in the room. It appeared to be because of the particular energy she brought to them.
 
Elena brought her fingers to the neck and the bow of the beautiful instrument.  She put the weight of the bow against the strings and began to bring life into the violoncello.  She did no warm-up with arpeggios or scales but immediately started into the music she had memorized. 
 
Memories of Ragnog and other incursions rocked Chance's hippocampus.  It was his thoughts that hurt him the most.  But with Elena, he learned that all memories of the past were not bad.  For Freeborne, he had had to focus on keeping his mind out of his past nightmare, but now he felt he could go back into the past, with her. He wished he could go back in time and make himself stronger.   
 
How could he overcome the thoughts of Ragnog?
 
He could overcome the thoughts of Ragnog with his feelings for her.
 
Seeing this beautiful woman play this instrument brought him to the happy memories of the past.  Of visiting Elena.  Of holding her.  He could recall the taste of her lips.  He could recall the little things about her that no other human being knew.
 
And here she was again, breathing life to him.  Blood flowed through his veins.  His chest began to rise and fall as the energy ran into his lungs.  Chance looked at the orcs, mindless drones enslaved to Ragnog. Enthralled like he once was.  He began to laugh.  He knew he was free.
 
Then, the atmosphere changed.
 
Elena took the music and forced into a minor key.  It had taken an energetic piece of music and made it sound it displeasing.
 
Unnatural chords, unnatural half-steps were hit and Chance shivered as he could feel the pitches in his body.  Elena didn't make mistakes. She was doing something to the music. She was doing something dark and perverted to the music.
 
The goblins rolled back their heads in ecstasy, and Chance felt the way he had when had touched the box. The former stockbroker fought the urge to vomit.
 
His eyes scanned the room, and it seemed the box was growing.   When they were dating, Elena had introduced him to the cello.  He remembered being moved by the beauty of the instrument, but now, this instrument was communicating terror. And the message was received. 
 
A hum came from the box. As Elena played, this hum grew stronger. As it grew stronger, Chance grew weaker. He knew it was evil that fought against him, and the darkness was in that box.
 
It was the same evil that had transformed Sasha Ferrell from the misguided teenager into the agent of Ragnog. And it was that evil that had seduced him, and while he was responsible for the failure of his relationship with Elena, it was that evil that had provided the incentive.  He thought of his shortcomings, and he anger overtook him; he thought of his weakness.
 
But then, he turned his head and looked at Elena. She had been his inspiration. She had saved his life and brought new energy into it.
 
Chance screamed!  He would fight again!
 
His voice was all but mute, as no one else seemed to notice, overcome by the power of the box.  He shot his hand out, violently grabbing Elena's cello. The orcs woke from their trance.  They were Ragnog orcs and lacked the tactical understanding to create space and fire at Chance.  They may have been tactically inefficient, but that did not make them weak, and it did not make them any less dangerous. 
 
All three rushed at him. Chance tried to draw his weapon, but it was too late.
 
They were too close.  All six rough hands grabbed and tore into him. He violently shook his strong arm free and sunk of booted foot into one of the attackers. As the one orc fell back, Chance saw his opportunity.
 
He brought the cello up and down.  The instrument smashed into the head of the closest assailant.  The assailant slammed unconscious against the floor.  The wooden body of the cello exploded upon impact.  Pieces of the instrument littered the room.
 
Now in Chance's hands was the neck of the cello and the endpin, with long, loose strings, hanging around the destroyed bridge. Striking out like a fencer, Chance jabbed at the next orc.  The orc had never trained with a cello before, so he was taken aback by Chance's deadly creativity.  Before he could respond, the end penetrated his chest.  The creature's mouth gaped open in shock.  It looked down at the instrument.  The endpin stabbed in the thoracic cavity, through the rib cage, straight into the heart, and out through the orc's back.
 
The third orc ran towards Chance, screaming.
 
In one fluid motion, Chance kicked the closest orc back, ripping the end-pin from its heart.  Black blood flew from the goblin's mouth as its heart exploded. Clutching the wound in its chest, the orc fell to his knees. His mouth gaped as he tried to take in the fact that he had just been killed by a cello.  Finally, the orc fell prostrate in death.
 
It crashed into Chance and both fell to the ground. The goblin was on top, and Chance was on the ground.  Adrenaline had not worn off, and he still had a death grip on the neck bridge of the cello.  He landed hard on his back.  The orc had him pinned on the ground and began to ground and pound, throwing heavy, but uncoordinated strikes at Chance's face.
 
Asher's training took over.
 
Chance instinctively kicked his legs out, wrapping them around his waist.  Now controlling his attacker's weight, he began shifting to his side, and off of his back.  The orc threw clawed fists down at Chance.  Chance covered up his head with his hand.  Blood spilled from his forearms, as he felt the nails tear his skin. He was fully committed to the fight, but even then, his mind started to wonder, he thought of Elena, then he thought of Asher's training and his insistence on the fundamentals. 
 
"Stick with the basics, and then you can get creative," the ghost vision of Asher ran through his head.
 
He was in a good position, and now he could get creative.
 
Somehow in the melee, Chance had never let go of the cello.
 
"Get creative," he whispered to himself.
 
He pushed with his legs, and in response, the orc pushed forward.
 
Now was his opportunity.
 
From the ground, Chance threw his upper body up, towards his attacker.  It was an awkward motion because the goblin was still pushing against Chance's waist.  As Chance shot up, he wrapped the broken strings around the orc's neck.  He tightened his legs around the creature and, with a scream, pulled back. With all his remaining strength, he pushed with legs and pulled the strings tight around the assailant's throat.  The orc continued to strike, a hammer fist landed on his face, but Chance caught it on his forehead.  He bellowed out as he pulled back harder on the strings. 
 
Another wild hammer fist slammed into Chance's cheekbone and, for a second, he lost his grip. The orc struck again. Its hand landed on the crown of Chance's head. Again, it struck. Again, Chance continued to hold. The strikes grew weaker. One more time, Chance pulled on the strings.
 
The orc threw up another hammer fist and this one landed on Chance’s face. The fist didn't move. Chance felt the weight of the orc fall against him. Its dead body slumped forward.
 
Chance heaved and rolled to his side. He arched his back and vomited onto the floor. He panted as he tried to recover from the fight.  Finally, he got onto his knees and slowly stood up.
 
Elena, are you okay?" he cried out in a hoarse voice.
 
"I must say I'm impressed," said a feminine voice. "That was quite a show."
 
"I know that voice," said Chance, as he weakly turned his head around.
 
It was Sasha Ferrell.
 
Before she was Elena Doolin on her knees facing Chance with Sasha standing before her.
 
With Sasha untattooed, she grabbed a wad of Elena’s hair. With the other hand, she held a Desert Eagle to the side of Elena's skull.
 
"The Witch-Queen shall have her day!" cried Sasha. "The Dark Lord shall return!"
 




CHAPTER 23: THE INNER LOUNGE, 
PART III
Chance - Ponca City, Ok
Reporter: So there was an internal struggle with the Sons?
 
Marion: Yes, definitely.  It was huge, and apparent. Elden was the more competent one, and Gorgon Bartok sucked as a boss.
 
Reporter: And on that day it finally came to a head?
 
Marion: Yes.
 
Reporter: Can you tell us how this fight went down between Gorgon Bartok and Elden?
 
Marion: Yes. The smaller orc bull rushed forward swinging his arms wildly. The big orc did this weird thing, I am not really sure if I saw it, it happened so fast. Elden kicked out his front kind of like a jab, right on top of the creature's knee.  As soon as Gorgon Bartok began to fall forward, Elden kicked again, same foot but this time instead of straight on, it was like a round-house type kick.  Gorgon Bartok sensed the strike coming, and he covered his head with his arm. 
 
Gorgon Bartok may have blocked the kick to his head, but it didn't prevent the kick's power.  The boot jerked his upper body, and he fell to the ground.  There was an audible impact when Elden's leg landed against Bartok’s arm and another sound when he hit the ground.  For some reason, Elden kept his space. He did not rush forward to close the gap.  Ponca City is known for its grappling, and while I may not understand fighting, we do know wrestling around here, and I thought it was weird that he didn't make a
wrestling move on him.
 
Gorgon Bartok stumbled up and revealed a poorly kept blade from his waist and rushed forward.  As the improvised knife came down, Elden threw his elbow up to block the make-shift weapon from coming down. Elden cried out as the blade sank into his shoulder. Despite the pain, his eyes never left his nemesis. 
 
Gorgon Bartok yanked the knife and wanted to strike again. Before he could do that, Elden caught him with a vicious uppercut, straight in his armpit.  The immense pain forced the Bartok to drop the blade.  Elden then wrapped his hands around Bartok’s head, and then he simultaneously threw a vicious knee straight into his head-
 
And then this is the part that blows my mind-
 
Reporter: What did?
 
Marion: Elden Orkenkind.
 
I had observed this clip on the internet of a fighter from Thailand named Saenchai.  He does this bicycle kick thing, and that's what Elden did. He threw one hand to the ground, and did like a somersault in the air, and then boom!
 
He brought his heavy boot, square down on top of Gorgon Bartok’s head. But, that wasn't the only blow. He hit him and then Gorgon Bartok's head slammed into the linoleum floor.
 
Body lay there. Lifeless. The detective was dead.
 
Elden Orkenkind was the new leader.
 




CHAPTER 24: EW MARLAND’S BATH, PART II
Chance and Elena - Ponca City, Ok
"Chance Tecumseh Freeborne," said Sasha in a slow, sensual staccato.
 
"You were my friend!" screamed Elena. "You betrayed me!"
 
"You will understand, all in due time," said Sasha. "Chance, I gotta admit, I like the new look!"
 
"You did this to him, didn't you?" cried Elena. "Didn't you?"
 
Sasha gripped harder at Elena's hair. 
 
"Did you forget that I have a Desert Eagle?"
 
"That gimmick?  You always looked like a clown with that thing."
 
"Did you forget the Desert Eagle is pressed to your temple?" asked Sasha, and she forcefully pressed the weapon harder against her victim's head.
 
"I'm not scared of you!" cried Elena.
 
"Oh, Elena, honey, you should be."
 
BOOM 
 
Smoke rose of the Desert Eagle's barrel.
 
"No!" screamed Elena.
 
But then, Elena realized she had not been hit.  Elena looked at Chance.  He stood with his hand on his shoulder, looking at her with a sense of confusion.  His eyes darted left to right and then bellowed.  An overwhelming pain shot through his whole body.  Stumbling back, he fell against the wall.  Downward he slid against the wall.
 
Black blood stained the wall.
 
Elena ran to Chance.  Her hands went to the wound, trying to seal the hole.  Chance looked at Elena and then back at Sasha.
 
Sasha pointed the .50 caliber pistol straight at Chance's skull.
 
"I bet if you got the chance you wouldn't even hit me.  I bet your misguided redneck sense of chivalry you just couldn't bring yourself to hurt a woman.  Even me, the Witch-Queen," said Sasha, throwing her head back in laughter. "I bet your Okie-trash momma taught you to never hit a woman."
 
RATATATATA
 
RATATATATA
 
BOOM
 
Below them, the Nomads had begun their breach. 
 
The fight was coming towards them.  For a split second, Sasha looked out the window and noticed the formidable presence of the armored garbage truck.
 
"My momma didn't!" cried Elena.
 
The cellist grabbed Sasha's Desert Eagle with one hand, and with the other, she threw an elbow.  The elbow went up and down, straight into Sasha's eyebrow.  Blood began to pour from her forehead into her eyes.  The Witch-Queen cried out.  Viciously, Elena brought the elbow down from Sasha's forehead, straight into Sasha's eyeball.
 
Blood seeped into Sasha's eye.
 
Both women tore at each other, their hands going to each other's hair, then head-butting and kicking.
 
The Desert Eagle fell onto the floor.
 
Sasha shrieked out and fell back, as so did Elena. The two got back up to their feet with each holding her fists up ready for a fight. The Desert Eagle was on the floor between the two women.  
 
"You don't know what you're doing, Elena!" cried Sasha.
 
"That may be the case," said Elena. "But I know what I'm going to do now."
 
"Really," said Sasha spitting blood. "And what is that?"
 
"I'm planning to grab that Desert Eagle, and shoot you with it!" cried Elena.
 
"You wanna ride?" said Sasha. "Then let's roll."
 
Both women rushed towards the weapon, colliding into each other.
 




CHAPTER 25: PORT ECHERE, PART II
Chance And Elena - Ponca City, Ok
RATATATATATATA
 
Rang the Machine guns.
 
A symphony of machine gunfire riddled the outside of the Marland Mansion.  The echo of the automatic fire rang out.  The sounds would be forever in the hearts of the people of Ponca.  Expertly, the dwarves' machine-gun crews talked their crew-served weapons.  One machine gun would start, and pause, then another machine gun would pick up the rate of fire.  It was a chorus, with each individual voice unique, but all three keeping the pace.  The choir of the machine guns freed the Nomads as they dismounted the garbage truck.  As much as Zorin and Asher butted heads, their synchronization was flawless. As the machine gun fire chorus sang out, the Nomads breached the entrance.
 
BOOM
 
The elf's arrow had destroyed the door.  Sparks, embers, and flames shot out into the castle.  Burning splinters decorated the first floor.
 
Despite the heat, Asher's men continued forward.  A Nomad threw a grenade inside the Mansion as they entered. Instantly gray smoke went spread from the floor to the ceiling. The Nomads moved fast but controlled. First, they went right.  They entered into the administrative area. 
 
THUMP! THUMP!
 
A Ragnog orc wildly sprayed buckshot towards their direction.  Instantly they returned fire.  The orc stayed in the second room, while the Nomads were in the adjacent room.  Each group fired indiscriminate shots, keeping the other from entering.
 
"Hold up," cried the Nomad team leader.
 
"What's up?" cried Asher into the radio.
 
"We are in the first admin room," said the leader, "orc in the second room got us stuck."
 
"Alright -" started Asher.
 
"Don't worry," cried Zorin, "I got ya covered."
 
"Wait -" started Asher.
 
Before Asher could finish, the Volkswagen Beetle pushed forward.
 
THUM THUM THUM THUM
 
KRISH KRISH
 
Glass exploded into the second room, as the M60 unleashed on the shotgun-toting orc.  Pitiful screams rang out from the orc, then instantly his cries ceased. 
 
"How about that?" asked Zorin.
 
Slowly, the closest Nomad to the door walked towards it. He pied the corner looking in the room.
 
Black orcish blood spatter covered the room. 
 
The Nomad team leader looked further in.
 
"Yeah," said the leader. "I'd say Zorin solved that problem."
 
They pushed into the room and cleared it, and then all adjacent windows and rooms.
 
"Clear!" cried the leader to Asher over the radio. 
 
Another team sprinted from the truck into the dining room.
 
Despite the flames and the smoke, Asher's second team pushed through, blowing past the Lydie Marland's statue.  The second team of Nomads entered the Mansion. An orc saw the first Nomad come into the dining room, and it rushed forward. An arrow went straight through its skull, and four additional rounds shot through the orc’s chest as it fell to the ground. 
 
"Dining room clear,” said the Nomad team leader.
 
An additional four nomads entered.  The third team blew past the statue, and into the dining room.  They pushed past the dining room, towards the kitchen where two more orcs were in. 
 
THUM THUM THUM THUM
 
Nomads entered the kitchen.  Firepower overwhelmed the two orcs. 
 
"Kitchen clear."
 
They continued pushing forward, clearing the entire first floor.
 
"First floor cleared!" cried the second team leader.
 
"Alright," said Asher. "Looks like we are going downstairs
 




CHAPTER 26: EW MARLAND’S BATH, 
Part II
Both women dove at the Desert Eagle. 
 
The struggle looked like a rugby scrum as the two women violently pressed against each another, scraping for a dominant position. 
 
Both women now stood with their hands struggling for the Desert Eagle. 
 
BOOM  BOOM
 
CRASH
 
The Witch-Queen squeezed the trigger.  .50 caliber rounds shot through the room.  One round penetrating the glass window, the other cutting into the bed. Viciously, Elena threw a headbutt into Sasha’s cut eyebrow and her bright hair fell. Sasha's black cosmetics around her eyes smeared against her pale skin while blood ran from her eyes into her mouth. Despite the pain, she threw her head back and broke into loud, boisterous laughter. 
 
"You think you can stop the Witch-Queen from summoning the Dark Lord?" asked Sasha. "It has already started.  Your precious Panhandle state will fall."
 
"Not if I have anything to say about it!" cried Elena.
 
With that, Elena yanked the weapon.  A cry rang out from Sasha as she felt her ribs cracking under a mighty blow from Elena's knee.  Taking advantage of this, Elena spun out of Sasha's grasp. As she did this, she managed to yank the Dark Eagle out of Sasha's grip.
 
Knowing what Elena was attempting, Sasha reached out and grabbed her hair.  Maliciously, Sasha tore.  Sasha began to spin.  Elena could not stop Sasha's motion and fell back as the Witch-Queen yanked at her scalp and started to turn.  The Witch-Queen spun with such force it lifted Elena off the ground.  Elena flew through the air and then landed on the ground, spinning over on her side.
 
As she was launched through the air, the elf dropped the gun. Sasha and Elena looked at each other.  The orchestra director could physically feel the heat on her skin, as burning anger consumed her as she looked at Sasha. Knowing Elena's hate, Sasha returned a clown-like smile exposing her white, blood-stained teeth. 
 
"And we are right back where we started," said Sasha.
 
"Was this whole thing planned?" asked Elena. "Did you come to Henryetta just for me?"
 
"No," said the Witch-Queen, she raised her hand and started to point. "I came to serve him -"
 
Elena took advantage of Sasha's monologue.  The cellist somersaulted forward and grabbed the Desert Eagle. Sasha jumped forward and weakly grabbed the weapon again. Driving her feet like an offensive lineman, Elena pushed Sasha back. Sasha tumbled back but somehow stayed on her feet.
 
CRASH
 
The Witch-Queen slammed into the wall.  Grunting from the impact, she was still able to yank at the weapon.  The momentum added to the force of Sasha's hands.
 
"No!" screamed Chance
 
Only two hands now clutched the Desert Eagle.
 
Looking down at the weapon in her hands, with a broad eager smile was Sasha. Knowing she couldn't run fast enough to get away, Elena crashed into her enemy. Sasha with her tattooed arm, threw a punch that connected with Elena's face, knocking Elena back. Simultaneously as she struck Elena, her thumb slammed into the trigger.
 
BOOM
 
And twice more.
 
BOOM BOOM
 
Elena looked down at herself and quickly ran her hands over her body. Sasha may have clutched the weapon, but Elena's foot was pressed up against the side of the firearm, pinning the Desert Eagle against Sasha's body. The Desert Eagle's barrel pointed down into her exposed mid-drift.
 
"The Teep," said Elena.
 
Chance had trained Elena in the "teep" or the Muay Thai jab-kick.  Now she knew why.  He had been preparing her because he loved her; because he needed to protect her. Elena pulled her kick back and put her foot back on the ground. The Desert Eagle fell from Sasha's hand. The Israeli weapon smashed against the marble floor. Smoke rose from Sasha's clothes.
 
Silently Sasha stood, staring at the cellist. Anger contorted her face into a disgusting snarl. The blonde woman furrowed her brows and bared her teeth. But then, she blinked several times, and her eyes softened.
 
Something happened to Sasha's face. The intense hate began to transform into confusion. 
 
"Oh, no, no, no," said Sasha, and she ran her fingers, against her exposed pale stomach, tracing her fingers along the small portion of the red tactical corset, that did not cover her body.  She drew her hand back but did not see any blood.
 
"Check," said Chance, hoarse as whispered in pain. "Check the exit wound."
 
The thin woman ran her hand up underneath the back of her tactical corset. Scarlet liquid covered Sasha’s fingers. Slowly, she moved her eyes, she looked up and out.  She looked at the coffin. Taking one step towards the box, Sasha fell prostrate on the ground. On the ground, the Witch-Queen crawled, squirming like an animal.  The entire time, her eyes looked towards the box and she whispered in a percussive, foreign tongue.
 
Elena then looked down at the marble floor. She reached down and grabbed the Desert Eagle. Picking it up, and maintain proper form she aimed the pistol. On the other end of the sights was Sasha's dying form.
 
"Elena, no!  My love!  Please, don't do this!" screamed Freeborne.
 
BOOM
 
BOOM
 
BOOM
 
BOOM
 
Sasha screamed in a high-pitched agony.
 
SMASH
 
The sarcophagus fell from the table. It slammed against the floor. Three well-placed .50 calibers rounds riddled the casket. A giant sucking sound screamed from the coffin.  Sasha continued crawling, her exotic banter getting even louder.
 
Then, her body went limp; her head bouncing off the marble floor.
 




CHAPTER 27: THE INNER LOUNGE, PART IV
Marion - Ponca City, Ok
Marion:  While I said that Elden made me feel safe, he also scared me.  As soon as he took charge, he was like a whole different person.  He was laser-focused, and while Gorgon's corpse lay on the floor, Elden stood there directing his operations and his men.  What was weird was when I looked around, I did not see any of Elden's men.  They were elsewhere.  It was Gorgon's men I saw.  They were not as talented as the goblins that were Elden's men-goblins but there was one thing Gorgon's men could do that was impressive.
 
Reporter: And what was that?
 
Marion: They could climb. I could see them on the top of that gold ceiling.  I couldn't see everything, but I started to hear a lot of firing.
 
Reporter: There was a big commotion in the bottom stairs bathroom right?  Could you see over there?
 
Marion: I couldn't see what they were doing down there, but I could hear it.  I imagined they were on the ceilings in there too.  In what I thought was the bathroom, I heard goblin screams, and then I listened to a barrage of gunfire. 
 
Reporter: Was it louder than the original attack? 
 
Marion:  Well, I wouldn't say it was louder, because later I found out they had like old tanks outside, but they were definitely closer.  And then I saw him.
 
Reporter: Saw who?
 
Marion: Public enemy number one, Asher Cries-For-War.  There was this weird Orlando Bloom/Axel Rose lookin' dude who had...I know this sounds crazy... a bow and arrow.  But some of the arrows were not just arrows, they would shoot out these...they looked like pellets.  While those goblins may have been on the ceiling, those arrows took out more than one.  And then that's when he attacked.  That's when Asher Cries-For-War saved us.
 
Reporter: Saved you?  But I thought you felt safe with Elden.
 
Marion: I did, but when I looked around, Orkenkind was gone.  I still don't think he was a coward.  He must have had something, in another part of the Mansion that he had to take care of.  Gorgon's men may have not been smart, but they were bundled up so close if someone got close enough they could grab them and that would be the end of it.  It’s weird to think that modern-day weapons couldn't take on a human wave, but they didn't.  They started to rush, and I am sad to say it, but one or two of those pointed-ear people and some of the soldiers were killed.  They died right there in front of me.  Then, with no regard for his own safety, Cries-For-War pushed forward.  He yelled at everyone to get back and then he began to open up.
 
Reporter: Open up?
 
Marion: Yes, open up with an automatic weapon, but it wasn't just any type of weapon.  It was a shotgun.
 
Reporter: An automatic shotgun?
 
Marion: Yes, just like Terry Crews had in that one movie. Two men had fallen, and then the horde rushed towards him, coming from the ceiling and the ground. But, the weapon was the right answer. Boom-boom-boom-boom.  His weapon cried out, dropping goblins left and right.  But in their fanaticism, they kept pushing forward.
 
Reporter: Where any goblins still watching the hostages?
 
Marion: The people that had been detained?  Yes.  When Elden left, the remaining monsters started looking at us funny.  In fact, they started licking their lips.  They started getting closer to us, oblivious to the destruction that Asher was bringing to them.  One of the goblins had grabbed my viola player.  It pulled its mask off and opened its mouth.  I swear I saw it expand its jaws, just like a snake.  As he was drawing closer to my friend's face, an arrow suddenly appeared in its head. 
 
The arrow ran through its mouth and out the back of its head.
 
Reporter: Was it still alive?
 
Marion: Yes, and it pulled at the arrow, trying to pull it off.  Then I heard a voice cry out, 'get back!' We stepped back from the goblin, and then the arrow exploded, covering myself and all of the quartet in black goblin blood.
 
Reporter: Yuck!
 
Marion: Yes, it looked like something out of a Bruce Campbell-horror film.  I was completely covered in blood.  But then, I looked up, and all these Nomads were in the room.  From there I was better able to peak out.  Later I learned it was an AA-12.
 
Reporter: An AA-12?
 
Marion: Yes, that was the weapon, now I remember an automatic shotgun.  Well, Asher Cries-For-War blew through all of those monsters.  He looked like a 80s action hero.  Muscled up, crazy weapon, and red band bandana keeping his long Native hair pulled back.  As he fought off the remaining monsters, his soldiers came in and freed us.   They helped us.  Their team medic came and helped us.  They gave us water and tried to calm us down.  Then the guys with the pointy ears gave the wounded guys some special bread.  Then I heard one of the Soldiers scream out, 'Wildcat, Wildcat, Wildcat.'
 
Reporter: Wildcat?  What did that mean?
 
Marion: I don't know.  I am not sure what it meant, but I can tell you this, in an instant, I knew that something was over, that Asher's men had defeated the goblins and with Asher, I felt safe.
 
Reporter: You weren't afraid of Cries-For-War?
 
Marion: No, because in an instant I knew all the reporters about him were lies.  Instantly, I knew...I knew the truth.
 
Reporter: I knew Asher Cries-For-War was one of the good guys.  I knew the Nomads were here to help.
 




CHAPTER 28: THE HALL OF MERRIMENT, Part II
Chance And Elena - Ponca City, Ok
Marion:  While I said that Elden made me feel safe, he also scared me.  As soon as he took charge, he was like a whole different person.  He was laser-focused, and while Gorgon's corpse lay on the floor, Elden stood there directing his operations and his men.  What was weird was when I looked around, I did not see any of Elden's men.  They were elsewhere.  It was Gorgon's men I saw.  They were not as talented as the goblins that were Elden's men-goblins but there was one thing Gorgon's men could do that was impressive.
 
Reporter: And what was that?
 
Marion: They could climb. I could see them on the top of that gold ceiling.  I couldn't see everything, but I started to hear a lot of firing.
 
Reporter: There was a big commotion in the bottom stairs bathroom right?  Could you see over there?
 
Marion: I couldn't see what they were doing, but I could hear it.  In what I thought was the bathroom, I heard goblin screams, and then I listened to a barrage of gunfire. 
 
Reporter: Was it louder than the original attack? 
 
Marion:  Well, I wouldn't say it was louder, because later I found out they had like old tanks outside, but they were definitely closer.  And then I saw him.
 
Reporter: Saw who?
 
Marion: Public enemy number one, Asher Cries-For-War.  There was this weird Orlando Bloom/Axel Rose lookin' dude who had...I know this sounds crazy... a bow and arrow.  But some of the arrows were not just arrows, they would shoot out these...they looked like pellets.  While those goblins may have been on the ceiling, those arrows took out more than one.  And then that's when he attacked.  That's when Asher Cries-For-War saved us.
 
Reporter: Saved you?  But I thought you felt safe with Elden.
 
Marion: I did, but when I looked around, Orkenkind was gone.  I still don't think he was a coward.  He must have had something, in another part of the Mansion that he had to take care of.  Gorgon's men may have not been smart, but they were bundled up so close if someone got close enough they could grab them and that would be the end of it.  It’s weird to think that modern-day weapons couldn't take on a human wave, but they didn't.  They started to rush, and I am sad to say it, but one or two of those pointed-ear people and some of the soldiers were killed.  They died right there in front of me.  Then, with no regard for his own safety, Cries-For-War pushed forward.  He yelled at everyone to get back and then he began to open up.
 
Reporter: Open up?
 
Marion: Yes, open up with an automatic weapon, but it wasn't just any type of weapon.  It was a shotgun.
 
Reporter: An automatic shotgun?
 
Marion: Yes, just like Terry Crews had in that one movie. Two men had fallen, and then the horde rushed towards him, coming from the ceiling and the ground. But, the weapon was the right answer. Boom-boom-boom-boom.  His weapon cried out, dropping goblins left and right.  But in their fantasticism, they kept pushing forward.
 
Reporter: Where any of the goblins still with the hostages?
 
Marion: The people that had been detained?  Yes.  When Elden left, the remaining monsters started looking at us funny.  In fact, they started licking their lips.  They started getting closer to us, oblivious to the destruction that Asher was bringing to them.  One of the goblins had grabbed my viola player.  It pulled its mask off and opened its mouth.  I swear I saw it expand its jaws, just like a snake.  As he was drawing closer to my friend's face, an arrow suddenly appeared in its head. 
 
The arrow ran through its mouth and out the back of its head.
 
Reporter: Was it still alive?
 
Marion: Yes, and it pulled at the arrow, trying to pull it off.  Then I heard a voice cry out, 'get back!' We stepped back from the goblin, and then the arrow exploded, covering myself and all of the quartet in black goblin blood.
 
Reporter: Yuck!
 
Marion: Yes, it looked like something out of a Bruce Campbell-horror film.  I was completely covered in blood.  But then, I looked up, and all these Nomads were in the room.  From there I was better able to peak out.  Later I learned it was an AA-12.
 
Reporter: An AA-12?
 
Marion: Yes, that was the weapon, now I remember an automatic shotgun.  Well, Asher Cries-For-War blew through all of those monsters.  He looked like an 80s action hero.  Muscled up, crazy weapon, and red band bandana keeping his long Native hair pulled back.  As he fought off the remaining monsters, his soldiers came in and freed us.   They helped us.  Their team medic came and helped us.  They gave us water and tried to calm us down.  Then the guys with the pointy ears gave the wounded guys some special bread.  Then I heard one of the Soldiers scream out, 'Wildcat, Wildcat, Wildcat.'
 
Reporter: Wildcat?  What did that mean?
 
Marion: I don't know.  I am not sure what it meant, but I can tell you this, in an instant, I knew that something was over, that Asher's men had defeated the goblins and with Asher, I felt safe.
 
Reporter: You weren't afraid of Cries-For-War?
 
Marion: No, because in an instant I knew all the reporters about him were lies.  Instantly, I knew...I knew the truth.
 
Reporter: I knew Asher Cries-For-War was one of the good guys.  I knew the Nomads were here to help.




CHAPTER 29: EW MARLAND’S STUDY
Chance And Elena - Ponca City, Ok
"There, in my assault bag," whispered Chance. "Grab it."
 
He had already begun to stuff his wound with Old World herbs.  While the injury would have killed him in this world, the Old World medicines and the elf-herb compositions immediately started to address the problem.  There may have been immediate ease of pain, but the threat to life was still there.
 
"Is this what you wanted me to find?" asked Elena. "Your climbing gear?"
 
"Yes," Chance nodded his head.
 
"So, when you took us mountain climbing at the Winding Stair Mountain, you weren't just having fun? You were training me for something like this?"
 
Chance nodded again. "Yes. That, and I enjoyed the view."
 
"Of Winding Stair Mountain?"
 
"No," said Chance. "I meant of you."
 
The Marland Mansion was caught in the middle of an onslaught of mythological creatures, and there was Elena's ex-boyfriend trying to flirt with her.  She shook her head, her fair skin turning scarlet.
 
"Enough jokes," she said. "Let's get out of here."
 
Freeborne came forward. He pointed his weapon at the door, in preparation for any approaching enemies. While he locked down the door, Elena began working with the rappelling equipment.
 
"Get that dump truck right up next to the wall. We got a special delivery," said Chance in his radio.
 
"Say again?" came the voice over the radio.
 
"Wildcat! Wildcat! We are coming down the wall," said the Nomad Team Leader.
 
Elena tied used the rope available and tied herself into the harness. Once she was down, she could adjust the line before untying it. The garbage truck went in reverse and backed up against the wall. The rope went right into its back.
 
"Set," said a voice over the radio. 
 
Elena looked outside the garbage truck was pressed up against the wall.  She looked at Chance, who held up his weapon towards the doorway. 
 
The radio squawked and Chance could hear Asher's voice come through the radio.
 
"If you are on the top floor, an orc will be with Elena. DO NOT ENGAGE THAT ORC!  THAT IS THE STOCKBROKER!  I SAY AGAIN, DO NOT ENGAGE THAT ORC!"
 
"He's looking out for you," said Elena.
 
"Yeah, I guess he is," said Chance. "Now let's get you out of here.  Are you tied into the harness?"
 
"Yes-"
 
"Then start moving. I taught you how to self-rappel."
 
Elena nodded.
 
The cellist went out the window.  She started downwards. 
 
"Chance!" she screamed, "one of Gorgon's boys is down here!"
 
Elena partially blocked Chance's view.  He leaned to the left and saw an orc of Ragnog scaling the outside of the mansion.  It was naked and unashamed of its beast-like appearance. Its long evil fingers cleft to the rocks as its yellow eyes gleamed in anticipation.
 
While this was a war, a conflict between two or three different identities, it was apparent that this is not what the orc wanted it. 
 
This orc wanted the taste of elf-flesh. Its eyes sparkled the way a Ranger student stares at a piece of cake. It opened its mouth and traced its teeth with its long tongue. 
 
Freeborn wanted to raise his weapon but did not want to engage while Elena was in the middle.
 
"Get ready to jump one way or the other, and then I'll shoot," he cried out.
 
Elena secured the rope and then jumped. Chance raised his weapon.
 
"Don't worry, I got you covered!" cried a voice.
 
Chance looked down. There below was a Zorin. Dorin was next to him, in his exoskeleton.  A Victorian-looking harpoon gun was attached to his shoulder. Zorin shot wildly in the direction of the orc but hit nothing.
 
Chance yelled back at him, cursing him for his lack of control measures.
 
"No wait!" cried Chance.
 
Dorin fired his contraption. The missile went out.  It bounced off the wall, impaling the orc through its stomach.  With orc attached, it shot up wildly. The missile shot high, up into the Ponca City sky. As it moved higher, it continued to turn over and the attached orc did likewise.  Its screams could be heard throughout Ponca City.  Over the city sky, could be seen the impaled body of the orc flying up before finally coming down.
 
"In you go," said Chance to himself, as he watched Elena crawl into the back of the trash truck. "Go, my love, go!"
 
"WILDCAT! WILDCAT! WILDCAT!" sounded through the radio.
 
"Welp," said Chance weak, as he felt a sudden drop in energy. "The mission is complete!  We won!"
 
Chance voice was hoarse, just above a whisper.  Now the mission was over, his mind could focus on the injury.  He looked down at his tourniquet and then fell to the floor.




CHAPTER 30: HALL OF MERRIMENT, PART III
Chance and Elena - Ponca City, Ok
Marion: The orcs had all left us.  Asher had left us.  And now there was just their medic dudes, giving some of us water.  Then I saw one of those guys. 
 
Reporter: Which guys?
 
Marion: The pointy-ear fellow.  He took out an arrow, broke it with his hands before throwing it onto the ground.
 
Reporter: An arrow?
 
Marion: Yeah, but there was something special about it.  I have heard other people talk about those arrows.  They were kind of like a comic-book character's special arrows.  They had one for everything.  Someone told me they had arrows that they saw full of ball-bearing, others shot flames, and then this one was different.
 
Reporter: How was the arrow different?
 
Marion: When he split it, it started filling the room with smoke.  The smoke filled the room, but it didn't make anyone cough, it just continued to expand.  The gray cloud grew and grew.  And then, I don't know if this was planned or just coincidence, there was this annoying sound that went off.  It was so loud I could barely hear myself think.
 
Reporter: A sound?  Was it in the room?
 
Marion: No, it was down in the Hall of Merriment.  It was a loud grinding noise.  The sound was overbearing. But then the smoke began to die.
 
Reporter: Did the sound ever go off?
 
Marion: Yes, after the smoke vanished, the sound stopped too.  Unfortunately, I don't think the Hall of Merriment's name will exactly be the same after this because there were two to three of those monsters dead out on the rails.  I went with the quartet to the sound, and it was this boom-box radio looking thing.  At first, I thought it was a bomb, but the noise drove me so nuts, that I just picked it up and turned it off.
 
Reporter: You picked it up, are you crazy?
 
Marion: It was pretty loud.  I turned it off and you know what happened then?
 
Reporter: What?
 
Marion: Nothing.  The room went silent. The tank-looking hot-rodders-whatever-you-want-to-call-them were all gone.  You know what I am curious about?
 
Reporter: What's that?
 
Marion: If they turned on that radio so that we would hear that loud noise and we wouldn't hear the tanks as they pulled out. 
 
Reporter: Hmm, that would be clever.
 
Marion: Yes, it would, and that's why I think they did it.  It was all silent and then the sound of the sirens, EMSA, fire trucks, and the cops all came at once.  Then they came and tried to doctor us up, send in shrinks and chaplains to calm us down, but the thing is, that didn't work.
 
Reporter: Because you were too scared?
 
Marion: No, because we weren't exactly sure why we were all there.  It's like a dream.  If we had been abducted by aliens our minds would have a better grasp because there have been other reports of alien abductions. But something straight out of a fairy tale pointing a Desert Eagle at a professional cellist’s temple?  That's pretty unique, pretty original.  I've never heard of anything like that before.  It's hard to understand why we were there.
 
Reporter: You were there because you were kidnapped?
 
Marion: Yeah, but usually abductors keep their hostages. 
 
Reporter: Elden sounded like he was pretty scary and your Cries-For-War buddy is a criminal.
 
Marion: Did you not listen to anything I said?
 
Reporter: Have you heard of Stockholm syndrome?
 
Marion: Are you seriously insulting me while we are doing the investigation?  Elden Orkenkind seemed to be in charge and I don't believe any of the accusations against Asher Cries-For-War.
 
Reporter: Well, that maybe, but after Oklahoma state, municipal, and county officials have failed at detaining him, more powerful agencies and more capable individuals are going to chase him down and they are going to catch him. They will catch Asher Cries-For-War.  What do you have to say for them?
 
Marion: [laughter] I'd say, "Good luck."
 




CHAPTER 31: EW MARLAND’S STUDY, PART II
Asher And Chance - Ponca City, Ok
Chance is still up there!" cried Elena. "You can't leave! He is still up there!"
 
The extraction of Nomads had begun.  The two other fighting vehicles were preparing to leave and the Nomads, minus Asher, were jumping into the truck.
 
"What?" asked one of the elves inside of the garbage truck.
 
"Chance is still up there!" Elena cried out so loud her voice rang through to everyone on the network.
 
"What is his location?" asked Asher through the radio.
 
"He is in Lydie Marland's bedroom."
 
"Roger, en route to Lydie's room," said Asher. Within a few seconds of the call, he had "arrived at the scene."
 
Asher ran forward and slid on his knees, right next to Chance's unconscious body. Without wasting time, he started giving him first aid. He traced his fingers over Chance and pulled his hands back to check if there was any blood on his fingers. Asher checked his hands each time, so if there were drops of blood he would know precisely where the puncture was.
 
"There it is" cried Asher, "He had already wrapped it up with elf leaves.  Good kid, stuck to your trainin"
 
Something dropped from the ceiling.
 
"Elden Orkenkind!" cried out Cries-For-War.
 
The giant orc stood in front of Asher, grabbing Asher's equipment.
 
Cries-For-War couldn't tell what the orc was doing, but his fingers ran all over Asher’s shotgun.  There wasn't pressure as the orc grabbed at Asher's weapon. Elden almost looked like a saxophone player running his fingers over different keys.
 
Asher couldn't use the weapon, but he couldn't lose it because of the strap. Letting go of the gun, he grabbed his pistol. The Desert Storm Veteran started to raise his .357 Magnum. Elden grabbed him by the shoulders before hurling him. Asher flew through the air like a ragdoll, dropping his pistol as he did.
 
His AA-12 came apart. Individual pieces flew through the room. The tiny pieces of metal and steel scattered over the linoleum floor. Cries-For-War hit the ground and rolled out of the impact.
 
"Ugh," he groaned before slowly rising to his feet.
 
He shook his head and stared at Elden before drawing his knife from his equipment.
 
“I ain't dead yet," said Asher Cries-For-War holding the Bowie knife.
 
"No, not yet," said Elden. "But she is."
 
Unsure of Elden's words, Cries-For-War squinted at Elden and then looked around the room for any additional threat.
 
Why was Elden not approaching?
 
Elden dropped his hands and slid his weapon to his back. The orc walked over to the corpse that lay on the floor.
 
"Sasha," said Elden staring at her carcass.
 
"But you aren't," said Asher.
 
"The Witch is dead. The fight is over," said Elden. “You are a good leader, Asher. You watch over your people. Permit my orcs to leave, and we will bring no harm to you.  You killed the Witch and saved the girl.  You got what you wanted. Now let my remaining men go free."
 
"And if I don't?" asked Asher.
 
"You have two options, Cries-For-War. One, you let my people go or two, I kill you and we leave anyways," Elden responded without taking his eyes off Sasha.
 
Asher stared at Elden.  He shook his head, not in disagreement, but in frustration.
 
"I would feel a lot safer if you were dead," said Asher.
 
"A great compliment from a worthy adversary," said Elden.
 
Before Cries-For-War could respond, Elden ran away from Asher.  The great beast jumped against the wall and then ran upwards, in a freestyle running manner.  He jumped off the wall and towards the ceiling. As he traveled through the air, he shot his hands up like a swimmer and went straight through the opening from which he had dropped through.
 
Asher Cries-For-War stood silently his mouth open.
 
The giant monster was gone.
 




CHAPTER 32: REUNION
Chance And Elena - Kay County, Ok
Green eyelids spread open, revealing bright red eyes. Chance was awake.  He knew the feeling he was having. It was the feeling of having had a good, deep and needed sleep.  It was the feeling one had when they woke up with their body feeling recovered. Their muscles and tendons are buzzing.  It is an odd feeling; they are rested and feel good but their body feels sore because of the recovery process. While Chance’s body felt warm, he shivered as he felt a cold liquid ran into his arm. 
 
He looked down and noticed a needle attached to a clear tube that protruded from a bag of water.  Chance laughed to himself when he realized he was lying on a makeshift bed made from outdated materials.
 
"That's the best I have slept in years," said Chance aloud.
 
"It's the best that elfish medicine could do," said a feminine voice.
 
Chance turned his head in the direction of the voice.
 
"Elena?"
 
"Chance."
 
"Don't look at me!" he said.  Before they had been moving, but now there was time for Elena to inspect his transformation. 
 
Elena’s soft, but firm, hands reached out, and brought his arm down.  Chance avoided her gaze. He looked down towards his bed.
 
"No, it's still you," said Elena.
 
Slowly, Chance began to raise his eyes towards her. 
 
"How? How did you recognize me?" asked Chance.
 
Elena put her hand to his face and looked into his eyes.
 
Chance looked away, and then back at her.
 
"Well, it seems that I've come this far, just to be saved by you," said Chance.
 
Then the orc took his free arm and put it behind her head.  He pulled her face toward his.
 
The former stockbroker paused for just a second. Then, passionately, he pressed his face into hers.  Elvinmeyer jerked back as if surprised.  She paused and looked at Chance, her eyes scanning his eyes and face.
 
"I recognized you because I know you," she said, her voice almost a whisper. "And I know you because you are mine."
 
The elf then pressed her beautiful face against his lips.  Chance felt a new life growing inside him. He knew that when he was with her, he grew stronger.
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