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Chapter one

The Puesta De Sol came in with its lights out and its diesel throttled down to keep noise to a minimum, its skipper seeking stealth over speed. Tucked in a tiny inlet, the finger dock was invisible from the open water, and while Alfredo often bragged he could find the spot blindfolded, he was glad for the starlight to distinguish water from land. 
Twenty feet from the dock, he slipped the transmission into neutral and glided forward. As the bow came even with the first piling, he put it in reverse for a couple of seconds, slowing the vessel and allowing his crew to jump down and tie off.
The jungle was eerily quiet, but he knew they were there, watching and waiting. He barked an order for Ricardo and Alex to offload the heavy wooden crates. He knew they held weapons, but he never looked. Alfredo was paid for his discretion and his knowledge of the coast, and curiosity killed more than just cats.
“Dios mio,” grunted Alex as he set down his end of the box. “What do they have in here? Lead bars?”
“Do your job and keep quiet, or else you might find a different kind of lead,” Alfredo growled. A typical teenager, the boy whined all the time. He’d hoped some of Ricardo’s good work habits would rub off on the boy, but after six months, the only change was that he no longer threw up every time they put to sea. Were he not his sister’s son… but blood was blood.
After transferring half the twenty boxes to the pier, Alfredo heard footsteps on the forest trail. A second later, dark shapes appeared, rifles slung across their backs. With practiced precision, the soldiers grabbed the crates and carried them back into the jungle, never saying a word to Alfredo or his crew. 
As Ricardo and Alex offloaded the last crate from the small trawler, there was a commotion on the trail. Soldiers pushed into the trees to let someone pass. When Alfredo saw who it was, his eyes widened.
“Alfredo,” the big man said, stepping onto the dock and thrusting out a hand. “I hope you had a pleasant trip.” The voice boomed like a megaphone in the quiet jungle. The skipper winced and glanced around.
Cold, dark eyes, flanked by gold eagle insignias on the epaulets of camouflage fatigues, peered down at Alfredo. The man’s signature jet-black handlebar mustache, waxed in place, hovered above a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Only once before, during his first delivery, had Alfredo met the leader of the September 7th resistance group. He wondered if this would be the last.
Summoning what he hoped was a casual smile, the captain replied, “Good and uneventful, Colonel Mendoza.” 
“Good, good,” Mendoza said, slapping the skipper on the shoulder. “In our profession, uneventful is the best we can ask for.” 
Still smiling, the colonel reached inside his shirt.
This is it, Alfredo thought, tensing.
The man withdrew a thick envelope and held it out. Alfredo let out a breath and his shoulders slumped. He took the money, then bowed his head. “Thank you, comandante.”  
“No, thank you. It’s difficult finding dependable men who believe in the cause.”
They both smiled at the lie. Alfredo knew the cause meant power and money, but he nodded anyway, and said, “Until next time.”
The skipper was turning to his boat when he heard a commotion on the trail. A roar split the air. There were startled shouts that quickly turned to gunfire and screams as soldiers thundered down the path toward the water.
Wolf-like howls sliced through screams of pain and panic as uniformed figures burst from the trees. Eyes wide, Mendoza jerked his pistol from its holster. “What is the meaning of this!?” 
“Alex, Ricardo, untie the lines!” the skipper barked, jumping onto the boat and climbing onto the flybridge. He cranked the engine and panicked for a second as the big diesel spun but refused to catch. Finally, it coughed once, then rumbled to life.
The first mate tore at the stern line, but Alex stood near the bow, seemingly ignoring the order. His eyes were locked on the trail head… and the approaching calamity.
 “Alex, untie!” Alfredo shouted again, but the boy didn’t move. The captain followed his gaze, and his heart froze in terror as something burst from the trees. 
Massive, the size of a small bull, but much quicker, it moved like liquid muscle, mowing over the soldiers, slapping them aside with huge paws, biting limbs that came within reach.
“Shoot, Colonel, shoot!” Alfredo screamed, but the rebel leader stood frozen, his mouth open, eyes wide, his pistol barrel twitching as screams melded with the sound of cracking bones. The animal hit the edge of the dock. Mendoza dropped his pistol and ran for the boat. 
“Alex, run!” the skipper yelled, but it was too late. Without losing stride, the monster knocked the teen to the deck, clamped its jaws around his head, and bit down. The boy’s jaw collapsed inward, the pressure blowing his left eye from its socket.
“No!” Alfredo screamed in horror.
Jamming the transmission into reverse, he gave it full throttle. The trawler lurched backwards just as Mendoza stepped aboard. His feet flew out from under him and he pinwheeled his arms, slamming onto the dock on his back. Dazed, the colonel opened his eyes and looked into the creature’s face. He loosed a scream before the thing clamped onto his throat. 
Wham!
The boat and dock rocked as the bow line snapped tight, the prop churning furiously at the muddy water trying to pull the vessel free.
“Ricardo! Cut the rope!”
The first mate ripped his knife from its sheath and sprinted down the deck past the creature as it shook the lifeless colonel like a cat playing with a mouse. At the bow, the lean man hacked at the inch-thick hemp line tying them to the horrific scene.
“Watch out, Ricardo!”
As the last strands snapped, the thing slashed out. The old boat hand was quick, but not quick enough, and the claw caught the back of his right hand, slicing it open. The boat lurched backwards, and the creature sprinted down the dock in pursuit, roaring in anger. But it was too late, the Puesta De Sol had escaped.
Ricardo collapsed onto the deck, sucking in air and shouting Hail Mary’s.
“Ricardo, come up here. Let me look at your hand,” the skipper said after they got to open water.
The first mate came to him, holding his T-shirt against his wound. “Poor Alex. What was that thing?”
“El Diablo,” the captain said without a shred of irony. “At least it was quick for the boy.”
Ricardo grunted, then held out his hand. There were three slashes across the back, not deep, but already swelling. 
“Ah,” the man hissed when Alfredo patted at the wound with the T-shirt.
“You’ll live; you’ve had worse, and you’ll have three fresh scars to impress your girlfriend’s, though you’ll have to come up with a good story of how you got them, because no one will believe the truth.”
Ricardo shook his head. “I don’t believe what just happened.”
The captain narrowed his eyes. “You don’t look so good. Go get some water and sit down.”
“No, I’m fine,” the first mate said, waving him off. “I’ll just…” He collapsed onto the deck.
“Ricardo!” The skipper touched the man’s damp forehead. He was burning up with fever.
“Great,” he mumbled as he dragged his old friend to his berth and tied him in. It was going to be bad enough explaining how he let his nephew die, now this.
Then he felt the envelope of money in his pocket and smiled. His share was growing bigger and bigger.
He thumbed through the bills and noticed a spot of Ricardo’s blood on the back of his hand. He licked it wet, and rubbed it off on his pants, then set a course for home, not realizing he was already dead.




Chapter two

Jake Jessup cracked open his eyes and slapped for his cellphone on the shelf above his head. He pressed the button on the side and squinted at the fuzzy numbers.
“Shit,” he said, grabbing for his readers. The screen showed 4:37. He groaned.
Sliding the phone and glasses back on the shelf, he closed his eyes and chased the dream he’d just left. It was a good one. If he could just get back to sleep quickly enough… Then he heard it. The light drone of an outboard.
It was far too early for boats to be out on McKellar Lake. It wasn’t exactly a prime fishing spot, and even the most dedicated angler didn’t get on the water until six or six-thirty. There were some big ones in there, sure, but no one in their right mind would eat anything they caught there.
He peered thru the starboard window of his v-berth. Starlight reflected off the ripples from a passing boat; its wake had roused him. He popped open the window in time to hear the small outboard cut off. It came from the far end of the marina.
The sleepy side of his brain said “midnight cruise,” but the logical side thought “nefarious intentions.” The marina manager had recently sent out a notice about thefts and warned everyone to lock up their valuables. Water people were tight. They rarely stole from one another, but that didn’t mean outsiders wouldn’t.
Jessup threw on his jeans, T-shirt and flip-flops, doused himself with bug spray, then grabbed his headlamp. He crossed through the galley, paused for a big swig of water to kill the cottonmouth, then pulled his Glock 42 from a cabinet drawer. After checking the magazine, he climbed into his inflatable dingy. 
Choosing stealth over speed, he kept the motor off and rowed towards the other end of the marina. Tortuga, his boat, was moored on the north side of the facility. It was shallower there and out in the open, but it was cheap. Most of the boat owners preferred the southern end, with covered slips. They shared it with a dozen boathouses, basically tiny houses built on floating platforms.
The boathouses lined the west side. Most had a covered opening facing the water where the owner could tie up a small fishing boat, like a garage in a house.
When he reached the first house, Jessup stopped rowing and coasted. He caught a flicker of light near the fourth one. EZ’s place. Just then, he heard a clink and a grunt, followed by a howl and angry barking.
“Shit, man! Let’s get out of here!” came a shout.
Someone jerked an outboard motor cord once, twice. It roared to life on the third pull just as an exterior light flashed on and a voice boomed, “Hey, what you assholes doing with my motor?”
The engine screamed and a fourteen-foot johnboat flew from the enclosure, slewing from side to side. “Go, go, go, go!” shouted a man in the bow, clutching the gunnel with one hand and EZ’s outboard motor with the other.
Jessup scrambled to his motor, dropped the prop into the water, then started jerking on the starter cord.
“Shit!” he said after the fourth pull. He snatched up the primer bulb, squeezed frantically to get fuel pressure, yanked out the choke lever, jerked on the cord again, and the 9.9 horsepower Mercury finally screamed to life. Flipping the transmission lever into drive, he twisted the throttle and shot forward. 
The other boat had a hundred-yard lead and was running at full throttle along the east side of Treasure Island. The thieves could hit the Mississippi River, but more likely they would head to the old boat ramp at the south end of Presidents Island—which wasn’t actually an island, but a peninsula. It was just fifteen minutes away, so they’d probably have the boat on the trailer and be gone by the time he caught up. 
Jessup twisted the throttle to the stop and coaxed every RPM out of the little motor, causing the twelve-foot inflatable to skip across the surface. It had no draft, so it wouldn’t bottom out, but going this fast in the dark, he’d never see an obstacle in time to stop. 
There was a crack and he saw a flash ahead of him. The water next to him popped up in a burst.
“Those motherfuckers are shooting at me?” he yelled.
As if in reply, there came another crack and flash. This round hit close enough to splash him.
“Son of a bitch!” he growled.
He pulled the little .380 from his pocket. He wouldn’t shoot anyone over a stolen outboard motor, but he didn’t want to get shot over one either.
He aimed toward the boat, moved the sight over a few inches, and fired. The other boat swerved but continued speeding forward. Jessup imagined the skipper jerking his head around to see who the hell was shooting at them.
There was a third crack, and the round slammed into the port side oarlock, sending the paddle tumbling from the inflatable. 
This ain’t worth it, Jessup thought, but now he was pissed. He shifted his aim to the other side of the fishing boat and fired again. In the gloom, he saw it veer violently to the right, followed by a splash as someone hit the water.
“Holy shit,” Jessup said, his eyes going wide. “There’s no way I hit them.”
Suddenly, the surface of the lake erupted.
“What the hell? They have a machine gun?”
Something flew past his head and slammed into the side of his boat. Two more bursts exploded on the starboard side and three on the port. There was a smack as something hit the deck at his feet and thrashed wildly.
Jessup almost jumped out of his dingy. Zigzagging, he clutched the pistol and tiller with one hand and stabbed at his headlamp with the other. The light flared on. He looked down and laughed when he saw the Asian carp flopping around. He knew instantly what happened to the other boat, but his laugher was cut short as more carp exploded from the lake, the propeller vibrations driving them into a frenzy. 
One popped up in front of the boat and was at his face a split second later. He jerked his head to one side, and it brushed his hair as he flew past. Slamming into a five-pound fish at high speed was no joke. Many people had the scars and broken noses to prove it. 
Jessup throttled down, but the fish continued to fly. Several more landed in the boat, but he ignored them as he watched the commotion fifty yards ahead of him. The johnboat had stopped, and though he could barely see them, he knew from the kicking, splashing, and cursing that someone in the water was trying to get back into the boat.
“Pull me in Dwight, goddam it!” 
“I’m trying. Flip your leg over the edge.”
“I can’t,” a voice gasped, “my boots are too heavy. They’re pullin’ me down!”
“Well, do somethin’! They’re almost here,” came the frantic reply.
“I’ll… hang on… run me… crap, fuckin’ fish! Run me over to shore where I can stand up.”
“Damn it, Earl, they’re almost here!” Dwight cried.
“Just get me to—”
“Fuck, this, I’m gone.” The skipper gunned the engine and the bow lifted, with Earl hanging on for dear life. 
“Dwight! Stop, stop!” he sputtered as muddy water tried to peel him from the side. He made it ten feet before he fell off and sank below the surface. With the loss of drag, the little flat-bottom vessel surged forward and disappeared into the darkness.
Earl resurfaced ten feet in front of Jessup, sputtering and waving his arms. Jessup flipped his transmission into neutral and glided up as the sound of the old two-stroke faded into the distance. Like a literal drowning man, Earl latched onto the bow and Jessup edged it to the shore.
When his feet hit the bottom, Earl let go and surged forward, clawing his way to dry land. Jessup popped the boat out of gear and floated five feet from the bank, watching him. The thief was empty-handed, his waterlogged clothing lying flat against his skinny body. Jessup didn’t see the telltale bulge of a weapon, but he watched Earl closely, the Glock 42 ready in his free hand.
Earl looked from Jessup to his departing companion. 
“Dwight’s long gone, Earl.”
Earl spun towards Jessup, his eyes wide. Sucking in air, he turned and struggled up the loose, sandy bank, toward the tree line. 
“You do know this is an island, don’t you Earl?” Jessup asked. 
The man continued trudging forward.
“Moccasin Island. And not because of the Indians,” Jessup lied.
Earl slowed down. 
“Yeah, biologists say it’s one of the most snake-infested areas along the Mississippi River. Of course, it helps keep down the rat population.”
Earl stopped.
“A night like tonight, you can see hundreds of them swimming back and forth from the island to the meat packing plant. Rats, I mean, not the snakes. Live in the trees, the rats do. Yep, a flag can hang dead still on a pole, but you shine a spotlight on the trees, and you’ll see leaves fluttering.” 
Earl looked into the foliage.
“Well, good luck Earl,” Jessup said popping the motor into reverse.
Earl spun. “Wait, take me with you!”
Jessup’s headlight illuminated the man’s terrified face. “Why should I after you shot at me?”
“That wasn’t my idea,” the skinny man said. “Dwight told me to scare you off.”
“Well, I was pretty fuckin’ scared,” Jessup snarled. “You came close.”
“Please don’t leave me here.”
“Where’s the gun?”
“Dropped it when I fell in the water.” 
Jessup pointed his semi-auto at him. “Pull out your pockets and lift your shirt.”
He did. Satisfied Earl was unarmed, Jessup pulled the inflatable to shore and a grateful Earl got in. 
“What happened to your face?” Jessup said, pointing to a bright red welt across the man’s left eye and blood trickling from a nostril.
“Fuckin’ fish,” he mumbled. “Dwight yelled ‘watch out’ and I turned and got hit. Knocked me into the water.”
 “Karma’s a bitch,” Jessup said, grinning. “Now turn around and hang your legs over the bow.”
Earl wouldn’t be able to move easily from that position, so once the engine pirate settled in, Jessup made his way back to the marina. 




Chapter three

Blue lights flickered in the distance, but Jessup wasn’t too worried about Earl jumping overboard, it was obvious he couldn’t swim. They pulled up to the marina office where uniformed officers took Earl into custody. 
“You tune him up, Jake?” one cop asked, noticing the sodden man’s bruised face.
“No, that was a tuna tune-up,” he said, pointing at the dead carp inside his boat.
The cop’s eyes went wide. “No shit?”
“No shit,” said Stuart Jones, the marina’s owner and manager. He pointed at a cracked windshield on the cabin of his utility boat. “See that window? That’s safety glass. Ran into one of those worthless bastards going about forty coming back from the river.”
The officer whistled, then peered more closely at Earl’s face. “Now that you say that, I think I see some scale imprints.”
“Very funny,” Earl said, glancing over at Treasure Island.
“His buddy’s name is Dwight,” Jessup said. “Driving a johnboat. Probably used the boat ramp at the end of President’s Island.”
The officer pulled out a pad of paper and looked at it. “Dwight Brooder. They got him and his boat at the ramp. When the call when out, we sent cars over there. Figured that might be where they put in. Got the victim’s motor, too. The car’s going to drop it by on their way to the office.” 
“You find the gun?”
The cop looked up. “Gun?”
“Yeah, these assholes shot at me. Earl here said he dropped it when Flipper knocked him out of the boat.” 
The officer spoke into his microphone, then a few seconds later said, “No, no gun.”
Jessup grunted, then pointed to his busted oar lock. “One round hit there and knocked my oar into the water.”
The officer turned to Earl. “Damn, dude, you trying to kill somebody over an outboard motor?”
Earl, who was still looking at the island, mumbled, “I didn’t shoot shit. I don’t know what he’s talking about. He was shooting at me.”
Jessup smiled. “Very good, Earl. You’re not as stupid as you look.” 
“I’ll tell crime scene to come by and take a photo of the damage,” the cop said. “Did you shoot back?”
“I did, twice, off to the side, to get him to stop.”
He nodded and wrote it in his notebook. “Well, you know the drill. You want a ride to the precinct to give a statement, or will you drive yourself?”
“I’ll drive,” Jessup said.
The officer grabbed Earl’s arm to leave and caught him staring at the island again. “What the hell do you keep looking at?” 
Earl looked haunted. “You don’t see it?”
The cop squinted in that direction. “See what?”
“The trees, they’re alive.” Then Earl turned and practically dragged the officer to the patrol car, never taking his eyes from the foliage. 
The marina owner looked at Jessup. “Let me guess: Moccasin Island and the rats.” 
Jessup smiled. “Worked like a charm. I remember when you assholes told me that bullshit story. It was two months before I’d set foot on that island.” 
Jones laughed. “Everybody loves a good urban legend.” He turned serious. “Thanks for what you did. They’re probably the same ones who have been hitting us for the last few weeks.” 
“Ah, man, glad to help. I like ol’ EZ. Hate to see him get his stuff taken.”
“Well, I’m sure he and Stella are grateful.”
“Guess I better head downtown,” Jessup said. He pulled the Glock from his back pocket and held it out. “Do me a favor, Stu, lock that up somewhere until I get back.”
“You got it.”
Déjà vu hit hard when Jessup pulled into the precinct, and he almost pulled into the employee lot instead of the visitors’. He swigged the last of his coffee and pulled down the visor to look in the mirror. His hair didn’t look too bad, blow-dried from the boat ride, but his eyes were bloodshot, and he needed a shave. So, what else was new?
He grabbed a stick of gum from his center console, got out, and stared at the building. Dread filled his stomach. It had been nine months since he’d last been inside, the day he handed in his equipment and said goodbye to a sixteen-year career. 
“Well,” he mumbled, “you’re the one who woke up and chased that fuckin’ boat. Time to do your civic duty.”
He checked in at the front desk and didn’t have to wait long before a tall, thin black sergeant named Bishop escorted him to the squad room. Jessup didn’t recognize him and wondered if the young detective was the one who had taken his place.
He mentally kicked himself for getting involved as they neared the squad room door. The last thing he needed was another reminder of his past, another hit of scorn and ridicule, a refresher on all the mistakes he’d made. He glanced at the clock. It was a little after seven, so maybe there wouldn’t be too many people here yet. 
He felt the eyes on him as he entered the room, and his neck tightened.
“Jake!”
He looked across the room and saw his old friend, Steve Westerly.
“Hey, Steve,” Jessup said, with a small smile. “How’s it going?”
The man embraced him. “Long time, man. Good job this morning.”
“You heard about that, huh?” Jessup said with an embarrassed smile.
Bishop watched, amused, as heads popped up from cubicles and several officers shouted greetings. 
“Hey, asshole.” 
Jessup turned. A burly, skin-headed detective glared at him. 
“When you left Chang moved into your cubicle and has been smelling up the place with some green seaweed shit. You need to come back so we can evict that motherfucker.”
“Screw you, Cleves,” a tall Asian man said, entering the office. “When Jake comes back, we’re moving you across the hall. Got too many rednecks in this room as it is.” 
Cleves laughed and pulled Jessup into a bear hug. “You doin’ okay, man?”
“I’m good, I’m good,” Jessup said smiling, as an immense weight lifted from his shoulders. “Just missing it, you know…” 
“Yeah, well, nothing’s changed,” Steve said. “Case load’s still through the roof and the crime rate’s even worse now that we’re the enemy and the thugs are the victims.”
Jessup nodded sympathetically, though he’d give anything to be back in his cubical complaining about the workload.
“Some things haven’t changed,” Cleves said nodding toward the supervisor’s office along the back wall. The lights were on, but the room was empty. 
A flush of anger cut through Jessup. “I’m glad I got to see you guys. I’d better give Sergeant Bishop that statement.”
“Yeah, Bishop’s okay,” Cleves said, glancing up at the young detective. “Dresses a little too nice for my tastes.”
“Everyone dresses nicer than you, Cleves,” Chang called from his cubicle.
“Hey, don’t you have some monkey brains or something to fry up?” Cleves growled as he stalked back to his workspace.
Bishop led him to the last cubicle. “Have a seat, Mr. Jessup, and I’ll be right with you.”
Jessup held up a hand. “I’ll only talk to you if you call me Jake.”
The man smiled. “Okay, Jake.”
Bishop walked off and Jessup heard a noise.
“Pssst…pssst.”
He leaned forward and saw EZ sitting in the cubby across from him.
“Hey EZ.”
The man put a finger to his lips, shook his head, then he made a “come here” gesture with his hand.
Jessup walked over. “What’s up?”
Ebony Zeus Proctor, aka EZ, was a short, skinny, dark-skinned black man with long, gray, beaded dreadlocks, a full beard, and an accent straight from his birthplace of Montego Bay.
“Hey, mon, thanks for gettin’ my stuff back.” 
“Glad to help, brother.”
“Heads up, though. Their boss, he’s tryin’ to jam you up, mon. Tryin’ to say you shot at that guy for no reason,” he said in his heavy Jamaican accent.
“What?” Jessup said, his eyes going wide.
“Yeah, mon. That guy in the office back there, the big guy with the crew cut. Said he’s the lieutenant. Asked me what I hear and I tell him I heard a big gun shootin’ first, then a little gun shootin’. He tried to get me to change my story, but I tell him, no mon, definitely there were two guns shootin’. I think he wants to jam you up, say you shot at that guy for no reason. I set him straight, though.”
Jessup sucked in a breath, then nodded. “Okay, thanks for the heads-up, EZ.”
“You got it.”
“Hey, when you’re done, wait in the lobby and I’ll give you a ride back.”
“Thanks mon.”
Jessup looked toward the supervisor’s office as he retook his seat in the cubicle and saw the familiar face of Lieutenant Leon Forester through the window. He and Bishop were in a heated conversation, both men gesturing and pointing out the window. Forester looked up, and Jessup locked eyes with him. His anger surged as the man reached up and closed the blinds.




Chapter four

“No, no, no,” Cyrus Tilson said, grabbing for the hose. “It’s my turn to spray the kennels out.”
“Tough shit,” the other man said with a sneer, holding up the water nozzle. “Possession’s nine-tenths of the law.” 
“Aw, come on, Frank.”
“Ya snooze, ya lose. Start emptying.”
“You’re a dick.” 
Frank pointed the nozzle and squeezed. Cyrus yelped and ducked into the first pen, but no water came out. Seeing a kink in the line, Frank threw the nozzle down, straightened the bend, and got blasted in the face. 
“Ha! Karma’s a bitch.”
“You’re gonna Karma your ass out of a job if you don’t watch your mouth,” Frank said through gritted teeth. 
Cyrus just shook his head and continued to clear out the stall. 
Frank chuckled. As the boss’s son, he felt the other employees should be grateful that he even helped with the manual labor.
“This is the best time of the day,” Frank said, spraying a stubborn pit bull to force it outside. 
“Cause they’re all in the yard and it’s the only time it’s quiet?” 
“Exactly. What is it with dogs that want to bark just for the sake of barking?” 
“Like that collie livin’ next to you?” Cyrus said.
“Yeah, that was gettin’ old. Barked at the damned mail lady every frickin’ day like it was some monumental event.”
“Getting old? You have a talk with your neighbor?”
“No habla ingles.” 
Cyrus chuckled, then paused and looked over at Frank. “Did you really do something?”
“I got tired of it, snatched it while they were at work. I kicked a board loose on their fence so they’d think it broke out.” 
“What did you do with it?”
“Gave it to Dreads.”
Cyrus looked up alarmed. “What did he do with it?”.
“What do you think?”
“Damn, dude, your dad owns a dog training company, don’t let him hear that shit.”
“Hey, he’d agree with me. Dogs are a tool, just like a horse or a hammer. You use them and when they break, you get rid of them.” 
The other man shook his head.
“I’m serious,” Frank continued. “We sell the dogs for protection, right? We train ‘em and turn ‘em into weapons or tools. You don’t pay thirty grand for a lap dog, unless you got more money than sense.”
“I suppose.”
“Hey,” came a voice from the back of the room. “You guys need to speed it up.” 
They turned and saw Jimmy Bradley standing at the garage door. “I want those dogs fed and watered. We have a lot of work to do.”  
“Yeah, sorry Jimmy,” Cyrus said, and snatched up another mat and a set of bowls.
Frank acted like he hadn’t heard him and lazily pulled the hose closer. 
“You hear me, Frank?”
The younger man glanced over as if he’d just noticed him. He smiled tightly and said, “Oh, yeah, we’re on it, Jimmy. Don’t you worry.”
“And move your truck out of the handicapped parking space. I’ve told you about that a dozen times.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake. We have four gimp spots, and no one’s ever used one. You don’t like it, tell my old man.”
The man stiffened, and his lip lifted in a snarl. “I did, and he said to move it.”
Frank sucked in a breath, then hissed through gritted teeth. “Okay, Jimmy, I’ll move it as soon as we’re done in here.”
Bradley shook his head and walked out.
“Hey, man, relax,” Cyrus said.
“Man, fuck him. He’s not my boss,” Frank said, jerking on the hose.
“Well, he is our supervisor, technically.”
“No,” Frank spat. “He may be your supervisor, but my family owns this place, so technically, he works for me.”
“Ha! Tell that to your father.”
“He’s got my old man fooled. He thinks Jimmy’s the only one who can train these animals, but that’s bullshit. I’m putting them out. Hell, I’ve been the primary trainer for the last six months, haven’t I? And what’s he doing here, anyway? He’s got his precious secret project to run. He needs to stay out of my business.”
Cyrus said nothing and continued to clear out the cages while Frank blasted the kennel floors with water. 
Frank was pissed, had been ever since PIT Industries had picked up that government contract and his old man put Bradley in charge of it. A specially built, fenced in site, security cameras, restricted access. Hell, he couldn’t even go back there. So what if the contract specifically asked for Bradley? It was a slap in the face. He was Theodore Franklin Janklin, III.
Bradley was an okay trainer, but he was too easy on the animals. They followed instructions, but as far as Frank was concerned, they were just very expensive lapdogs. Frank put out real guard dogs, aggressive, fearless, the kind people thought of when they heard the name pit bull. And since PIT Industries trained only pits, that was important.
You couldn’t produce that kind of guard dog by being nice, you had to use fear. When a dog feared you, they obeyed you, and when someone paid $30,000 to $50,000 for a guard dog, it had better obey.
Frank didn’t enjoy using clubs, weighted gloves, and shock sticks and tasers, but it was necessary to get that level of obedience. He just had to be careful. Since Bradley was the head trainer, he made the rules. 
He felt his neck burn as he recalled an incident a couple of years earlier when Bradley caught him using a stun gun on a young pit bull. The dog wouldn’t listen, so Frank had backed it into a corner and jabbed the device toward it, blue streaks clacking across the twin metal probes. To make his point, he had stuck the dog with the prod, and it had yelped. The next thing he knew, Bradley slammed him up against a fence with the clacking weapon inches from his face. The man had actually assaulted him… over a dog! 
When he demanded that Bradley be fired, his father did nothing. No big surprise. Things finally calmed down, and then they got the government project. Now the tension between them was worse than ever.
A couple of hours later, Cyrus and Frank were sitting on a picnic table outside the break room. Cyrus pulled a ham and cheese sandwich from a triangular plastic container, took a bite, then nodded towards the new gravel road leading into a stand of trees.
“Any idea yet about what’s going on back there?”
“Nope,” Frank mumbled as he spat tobacco juice into an empty Mountain Dew bottle. “Same thing we’re doing, I guess, except for the military.” 
“Well, they’re not shy about spending money. They put down a concrete slab and built that ten-thousand-square-foot-building in what, two months? And what’s up with those little houses?”
Frank grunted and spat again. 
“I mean, it’s been six months and your dad still hasn’t told you what’s going on?”
Frank spun on him. “Hey, dick, what part of ‘I don’t know’ do you not understand?”
The man held up his hands in surrender, a hint of a smile on his face.
Heat radiated from Frank. He knew Cyrus was baiting him, exacting retribution from the morning’s cleanup duties, but he couldn’t help himself. Being kept out of the loop on “PIT City”—his father’s pet name for the project—infuriated him more than having to clean out kennels like a common worker. He was the heir. Someday he would take over the company. To not be privy to its operation was a slap in the face. And for his father to hand it over to another employee was intolerable. 
He stared into the woods shielding the project from view and said, “I don’t know what’s going on back there, but I’m going to find out.”
“How? They got it buttoned up tight. Eight-foot chain-link fence, security lights, cameras. If Jimmy catches you, he’ll tell your old man.”
“We’ll go this Saturday, between shifts. I’ve been watching. On the weekends, the two techs working for him come once in the morning and once in the afternoon. That gives us a good four hours to check things out.”
Cyrus barked a laugh. “We my ass. You’re on your own dude. You’re the boss’ son, you get caught, you get away with it. Me, I’ll get canned.”
“Fine, chickenshit, I’ll do it on my own. But don’t expect me to tell you what I find.”
Cyrus grinned smugly. “Ah, you’ll tell me.” 




Chapter five

“That man has a hard on for you,” Detective Bishop said, shaking his head as he returned from his meeting with Forester.
“Let me guess, he wants you to charge me with aggravated assault for shooting at good ol’ Earl.”
“You got it. And he won’t let me charge that piece of shit for shooting at you because we didn’t find a weapon—”
“And his little dunk in the water washed away any gunshot residue from his hands,” Jessup added.
“Right again, so it’s your word against his.”
“And what did you say?”
“I told him if that’s the case, then it’s the suspect’s word against yours. Can’t have it both ways.” 
Jessup smiled. “I’m sure that went over like a fart in church.”
The detective chuckled. “That’s an understatement.” He peered around the edge of the cubicle, then sat back up. “The guy’s a douchebag. We all know he’d cut our balls off if it would help him climb the ladder, so don’t worry about it.” He clicked his mouse a couple times and brought the statement form up on his computer. “Now, tell me what happened…”
A half hour later Jessup had signed his statement and was about to walk out when Forester stepped from his office and blocked him. Jessup’s height, but forty pounds heavier, none of it muscle, the man’s face was always red, like his tie was too tight. It contrasted with the gray stubble in his flattop and the veins that stood out on his clenched jaw.
He locked eyes with Jessup.
“Where’s the gun, Jessup?”
“At the bottom of the lake.”
“Not the suspect’s gun,” he shouted. “Your gun.”
“I don’t know,” Jessup replied, semi-truthfully. 
“Uh huh. You also going to deny you had a gun and shot at the suspect this morning?” Forester said, his voice rising an octave.
Jessup cocked his head. “Number one, you’re implying that I’m lying, and that I know where my gun is, which I don’t. Number two, I already said I shot at the suspect because he was shooting at me. It was self-defense.”
“Well, he claims you shot at him for no reason.” 
Jessup laughed. “So, the suspect in a felony burglary and aggravated assault case—which technically should be attempted murder—says he didn’t do it and you take his word for it?”
Heads leaned out from cubicles to listen.
“We have no proof he shot at you.”
“Look at the crimes scene photos, Leon. Specifically, the one with the nice new bullet hole in my boat.” 
“That could be old damage, or something you did yourself to keep from being charged.”
Jessup stared at him. “Seriously?”
“I want that gun,” Forester said, jabbing his index finger into Jessup’s chest.
Jessup screwed up his face, moved in close, and said, just above a whisper, “You ain’t getting’ my fuckin’ gun, Lyin’ Leon, and if you touch me one more time, I’ll break that finger off and shove it up your ass.”
He bumped Forester out of the way and walked from the squad room.

“Thanks for the ride, mon,” EZ said as they pulled onto Riverside Drive.
“You’re welcome.”
“So, what’s with that dude? Why’d he try to put that on you?”
“Oh, it’s a long story.”
“It’s a long drive back to the marina,” the old man said with a smile.
Jessup chuckled. “You know much about my background?” 
“I hear you the baboon mon.”
“Yep, I’m the baboon man.”
“A bunch a people got killed on the river, and you and three others made it out alive. They say it was wild dogs attacked everyone.”
“That’s what they said.”
“And you said it was baboons did the killin’.”
“It was, but the government covered it up and I had no proof.”
“That where you get the limp?”
“Yeah. A little souvenir, a goodbye bite.” 
“I saw the scar. More like a chunk than a bite.”
Jessup laughed. “Yeah, a big chunk. Anyway, I refused to go along with the cover-up, so the powers-that-be pressured the police department, who in turn pressured me. I knew they’d be gunnin’ for me. Then, out of the blue, I get called in to take a pee test.”
“Just you, nobody else?”
“Yeah. A few years back, I had some issues and was self-medicating, using the Jim Beam cure. Peed dirty. They put me on the second chance program; that’s where you keep your job, but you’re subject to random urinalysis. Get caught again and you’re fired. Stays with you your entire career.” 
“Ah. Let me guess. You failed the test?”
“Yep. Nine months ago. Three months after the baboon attack. Only I wasn’t drinking then. I was straight. I got set up. I tried to fight it, but I didn’t stand a chance. Suddenly I became a drunk, two-time-loser ex-cop, raving about a bunch of wild monkeys eating people in the woods.”
“Very slick.”
“Oh, yeah, they did good. I went from being a victim to having zero credibility in the span of a fifteen-minute piss test.”
“An this lieutenant who’s after you, he…”
“Lyin’ Leon Forester. He’s the one who gave me the pee test; personally walked my urine sample tubes to the lab. He was a lieutenant on the midnight shift at the time. I had heard the feds were trying to recruit someone inside the department to do a hatchet job on me. I guess they found him.”
They pulled into the marina parking lot and a cat ran from behind a car. Jessup slammed on his brakes and a half-empty bottle of Seagram’s slid from under the driver’s seat. Jessup turned red and kicked it back under.
“Hm, hm, hm,” the man said, shaking his head and showing no sign that he’d seen the bottle. “Well, I’m sorry that happened to you, mon, but me and Stella, we glad you’re here. You come by later and say hi to her.”
“I’ll do that,” Jessup said as they walked down the metal ramp to the marina building. “And I’ll help you put that motor back on your boat.”
EZ gave Jessup a big smile, turned and walked off.




Chapter six

Lieutenant Leon Forester stalked down the stairwell and pushed through the door. The smell of stale beer and fried food hit him as he surveyed the dark room. Two people were at the bar, another eight or ten at booths and four-top tables. He kept his suit coat unbuttoned, not for quick access to his pistol, but to display the gold lieutenant’s badge clipped next to it.
The soles of his shoes clicked on the sticky floor; the ten second rule of dropped food did not apply at the Blue Pig, which lived up to its name, having all the ambiance you’d expect from a dive bar hidden in an alley off Beale Street. 
“Big crowd,” he said to the bartender. 
“I don’t think Chez Philippe will be too worried,” Jerry Polanski said, referring to the exclusive five-star restaurant at the Peabody Hotel. “But not bad for the middle of the week.”
The Blue Pig was a cop bar. Polanski had owned it for twelve years, which coincided with his unceremonious departure from the Memphis Police Department. Before that, it had been the Lucky Lady, owned by a pimp named Angelo Gibbons. Forester and Polanski became acquainted with Gibbons when they worked Vice.
Besides the bar, Gibbons ran prostitutes out of the boardinghouse across the alley. The two cops quickly saw the upside of befriending Gibbons and keeping the Vice Unit off his back in exchange for free booze, women, the occasional wad of cash and arrest stats whenever the pimp snitched out his competition.
It was a win-win, until the feds got word of it. They flipped Gibbons and wired him up and recorded a money transfer with Polanski while Forester was out of town. When the pair found out about the betrayal, they staged a robbery and blew Gibbons’ brains over the back wall of his office, but not before forcing him to sign papers saying he sold the Lucky Lady to Polanski for a ridiculously small amount of money.
With Gibbons dead, the fed’s case fell apart. While they couldn’t prosecute Polanski, the city had enough to force him to resign from the department. The ex-cop kept his mouth shut and hit the ground running. He changed the name of the bar to the Blue Pig, paid the call girls double what Gibbons had been, and gave the boys in blue free food and the first two drinks to keep them friendly. 
“Diet Coke?” Polanski called out.
Forester made his way to the back booth and said, “Yeah, thanks, Jerry. And could I get a cheeseburger with everything?”
“You got it.”
Forester put his back to the wall, then snatched up a couple of dried pork rinds from a bowl sitting on the table. Polanski figured they made more sense than peanuts in a bar called the “Blue Pig”.
Polanski brought over the drink and sat across from Forester. “So, I hear you had a little visit with an old friend this morning,” he said smirking.
Forester took a swig, and felt the whiskey burn the back of his throat. “Where’d you hear that?”
“Hawthorne and Settles were here a half hour ago for lunch. They told me about it.”
“Were they drinking?” he asked, his eyes narrowing, the irony of the question lost on him as he took another sip of his drink. 
Polanski chuckled. “Iced tea, sweet and unsweetened.” 
“Let me guess, Hawthorne’s New York ass was the unsweet.”
“Yeah, the boy’s GQ all the way.”
Forester grumbled something. “So, what’d they say?”
“They told me Jessup chased down a couple of burglars in a boat, got into a shootout, and ended up catching both of them.”
“Aw, bullshit,” Forester barked. “He caught one of them after the dumb ass fell out of the boat. The uniforms caught the other guy at a boat ramp. Jessup’s so full of shit, he wouldn’t know the truth if it hit him in the face.” 
“I don’t know, sounded like he did a pretty good job to me.”
“Oh, you gonna take up for that fuckin’ psychopath now? I’m surprised he didn’t start screaming that a bunch of zombies or space aliens attacked the marina. They tell you he shot at them for no reason?”
“I didn’t hear it quite like that,” Polanski said. “You really hate that guy, don’t you?” 
“It’s nothing personal,” Forester said a little too quickly, waving his hand. “He’s just unstable. Got two partners killed, then he goes out into the woods and gets a bunch of other people killed.”
“I guess he can’t help it if a pack of wild dogs attacks—”
Forester stabbed a finger at Polanski. “That’s my point. It was a pack of wild dogs, and they proved it was wild dogs. But he’s still going around saying it was a bunch of baboons. I mean, think about that, Jerry. Fuckin’ baboons? That’s the best he can come up with?”
“Why would he make up something like that?”
“Because he got all those people killed, just like he got Jimmy Boone killed, by keeping them on the river when the water got too high. Then he tells them, ‘Oh, we can’t go to shore because the monkeys will eat us.’ Come on, man, the guy panicked and lost his mind, but rather than admit it, he comes up with this baboon story. Besides that, he’s a fuckin’ drunk.”
Forester chugged the last of the “diet” Coke’, slammed down the glass and glared at the tabletop.
Polanski stood. “I’m gonna get your burger. Want another Diet Coke?”
The lieutenant held out his hands in a ‘what do you think?’ gesture. While he waited for the food, he wondered if his two detectives had told Polanski about the confrontation he’d had with Jessup.
His face grew warm as he recalled the Organized Crime Unit Christmas party twelve years earlier. He’d been in Vice, and Jessup in the Narcotics Unit. Jessup was with his then-girlfriend, Paula. With the party going strong and with a little too much to drink, Forester asked Paula to dance. His hands wandered and he ended up flat on his back with Jessup standing over him, ready to hit him again. Forester clenched his fists at the memory. 
Though he gotten his revenge and an investigative supervisor slot by rigging Jessup’s urinalysis, the run-in this morning had stoked old grudges. Lieutenant Leon Forester decided he wasn’t done with Jake Jessup. Not by a long shot.
Polanski delivered his burger and drink, then said, “Do me a favor when you leave.”
Forester took a bite of the sandwich and lifted his head in reply.
“There’s this jerk-off hanging out in the alley pan-handling money from my customers and bothering the girls, skinny old black dude, wears a blue ball cap with Captain Fantastic embroidered across the front. I’ve run him off a couple of time, but he ain’t gettin’ the idea. See if you can get his attention.”
“I’ll take care of it.” Forester nodded as he took a swig of his drink, tasting the extra whiskey, an incentive for the requested favor. He took another bite of the sandwich and knocked a french fry onto the floor, but let it lie.

He finished, got up without leaving a tip, waved at Polanski, and left. He took something from the trunk of his car, stuck it in his jacket pocket, then he cruised the alley. Two blocks away, he found a man with a blue baseball cap pulling on car door handles, looking for one to rifle through.
Forester pulled up behind him and tapped the siren. The emaciated old man jumped and spun around, eyes wide, mouth ajar, half his teeth missing. The blue ballcap on his bald head read ‘Captain Fantastic.’
“Fuckin’ crackhead,” Forester muttered as he got out and waved him over.
The man threw his hands up and stammered, “Sorry sir, sorry, don’t mean no harm, don’t want no trouble, sir.” He was five foot eight, maybe 125. The cop wondered if he’d even make it another winter.
Glancing around for cameras or witnesses, Forester strolled toward a fenced area containing two dumpsters. “Com’ere, Captain Fantastic,” he said, motioning with one hand while keeping the other inside his jacket pocket.  
When the man hesitated, the lieutenant glared at him and snapped, “Get your ass over here!” 
He shuffled over, his eyes darting about nervously.
Forester pointed to the back of the dumpsters. “Stand right there.”
Like a condemned man making his way to the gallows, the old bum walked past, his eyes locked on Forester’s unseen hand, his body shaking in the eighty-degree weather as if it were the middle of February.
Forester stared at the man like he was a stray dog that needed to be put down, and growled, “You go within two blocks of the Blue Pig and I’ll put a bullet in your head, tie a brick to your feet and throw you in the river.”
Captain Fantastic’s eyes got wide.
“Do you believe me?”
He nodded his head vigorously. 
“Good,” Forester said. 
The man’s shoulders dropped in relief.
“But just in case you forget…” He yanked the yellow taser from his coat and pulled the trigger. Twin probes shot out and smacked the old man in the chest. 50-thousand-volts jerked his frail body erect. He collapsed to the asphalt, his legs spasming, head locked back. Forester gave him another five-second burst to cement the lesson, pleased to see the wet spot growing in the bum’s crotch. He jerked the barbs from his chest, got back in his Charger, and drove off, feeling much better about himself.




Chapter seven

Derrick Flattner sat at the table and scrolled through the files he had prepared for the presentation. Tall, slender, clean shaven, with black hair and brown eyes, he fingered the thin scar running from the right corner of his mouth and wrapping under his chin. His phone chirped. 
Heading up.
“You ready to do this?” he asked the man in a gray suit, standing near the door.
He shrugged.
There was a knock and the man in the gray suit opened the door, allowing the visitor inside. He nodded to a second man, who remained outside.
“Senator, it’s good to see you again.” Flattner said, coming around the table and offering his hand.
Senator Dirk Blanton gave Flattner a crooked smile, pumped the hand twice, then asked, “Why am I getting this feeling of déjà vu? Is this the same hotel room?”
“I’m not sure, sir, but I hope you will be just as impressed as you were the last time.” “The last time” had been when Flattner’s boss, Jude Langston, briefed Blanton on Operation Night Terror.
“I’m sure I will, Derrick.”
Blanton was still tall and trim, wearing a dark blue tailored suit and a red tie, his blue eyes still piercing, his hair perfectly styled, though perhaps a little grayer. “It’s a shame what happened to Jude. Tragic accident.”
“Well, those things happen when you’re running these kinds of operations, sir.” Flattner gestured toward the man in the gray suit. “Senator, I don’t think you’ve met my assistant, Carl Dotson.”
The senator’s eyes narrowed as he sized him up. Dotson was a fireplug. Maybe 5’8”, with a neck so thick, his shoulders seemed to attach directly to his shaved head by thick tendons and muscles. His nose was bent like it had been altered more often than Michael Jackson’s, and his dark brown, almost black, eyes held the compassion of a pit viper. Flattner thought he saw the senator shiver.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Dotson. You have big shoes to fill.”
The man gave a smile that was half snarl. He kept his hands clasped casually in front of him. “Just Dotson will be fine, Senator.”
Blanton returned a weak smile and a curt nod. Turning to Flattner he clapped his hands together. “Okay, give me something to keep the bean-counters off our asses.”
“Operation PIT.”
“More monkeys?” Blanton asked.
“Uh, why don’t we watch a video first? I think you’ll enjoy it. Please have a seat.”
Blanton’s eyes lit up as Flattner gestured to the table, then turned the laptop screen so the senator could see. He clicked some buttons and a green-tinted night vision video of a jungle area began.
“I love this shit,” the senator said, his eyes locked on the screen.
“This is drone footage over the western region of the island of Costa Norte.”
“That place is a joke,” Blanton said, shaking his head. “An island oasis turned into a shit hole by a tinhorn dictator.”
“But he’s our tinhorn dictator,” Flattner noted.
“For now,” the politician grumbled.
“As you know, Castro’s been trying to promote a regime change there for years.”
“Right,” Blanton said. “Feeding arms to the Costa Norte rebels. There’s been talk of a big push. Some kind of half-assed coup attempt.”
“It was more than half-assed.” Flattner paused the video and slid the congressman some photographs. “Here are some arms we intercepted.”
Blanton frowned and reluctantly turned from the screen. His eyes went wide. “Those are RPB-22’s, Russia’s top rocket launcher. I had no idea Castro had these.” He leafed through photos showing several crates full of machine guns and ammo. “The SR-2 Veresk, Vityaz-SN, PP-2000…” His eyes jerked up to meet Flattner’s. “This is game-changing shit. When did you get these?”
“Two days ago.”
“Two days ago?” Blanton said in alarm.
“The video will explain it all, sir.” He started the video.
The drone zipped forward, a hundred feet in the air. It followed a coastal road through the jungle. The ocean was visible along the left-hand side of the screen. Four cargo trucks came into view, parked in a line along the road. Soldiers dressed in camouflage fatigues climbed out, weapons slung across their backs.
Blanton squinted. “Hmm, rifles slung, obviously not getting ready to fight. Is that those September 7th knuckleheads?”
“Yes, sir.”
The drone shifted and flew over a trail leading to the water where a trawler was tied to a finger pier in a small cove. People on the boat were offloading long boxes, which the soldiers carried to the trucks.
“That’s the weapons,” the congressman said, his eyes locked on the screen.
“Yes.”
The drone camera pivoted and picked up a large object flying low above the water. The vibrating voice of a helicopter pilot came over the speaker. “LN-4 to LN-1, we are two mikes out.”
“Roger LN 4.”
Blanton looked up. “You flew in troops?”
“No, Senator Blanton, US troops never touched foot on Costa Norte.”
He grunted and turned back to the screen.
The copter flew a few feet above the trees, heading toward the road. A second video appeared on screen, this one aimed at the bottom of the chopper and two large cargo boxes.
“LN-4 to LN-1, in position.”
“Check LN-4. Proceed.”
“What’s in those boxes?” the senator asked.
Flattner just smiled and said nothing.
“Goddamnit, Derrick.”
Hovering a hundred yards behind the last truck, the helo lowered the boxes by cables to the roadway.
“How can the soldiers not hear that, for Christ’s sake,” Blanton muttered.
“The stealth technology they have on those things nowadays is amazing,” Flattner said. “Plus, game three of the soccer playoffs was in progress. We knew every radio in those transport trucks would have it on.”
The man chuckled and watched the boxes come to rest on the ground.
“LN-4 to LN-1, packaged delivered.”
“Check LN-4.”
With a click, panels on the front of the boxes popped open. Over the speakers came a loud command: “Seek!”
Blanton jumped as two enormous creatures scrambled out. Two new videos replaced the helicopter view, each at ground level and moving fast toward the trucks. Grunts, heavy breathing, and pounding footfalls came over the speakers
“Collar cameras, with audio,” Flattner explained
The drone camera showed soldiers exiting the trail with the first crate of weapons. Spotting the men, the animals howled and rushed forward.
The first man froze and the creature slammed into him, cracking bones on impact. The second soldier dropped the crate and the other animal hit him, and bit him in the chest. Blood exploded from the wound and the man’s mouth as he screamed in agony. As another soldier struggled to aim his weapon, the first animal lunged and raked his claws across his stomach. The man’s shirt fell open and his intestines spilled onto ground.
“Jesus Christ!” Blanton stammered. “They’ve got those nail-thingies, don’t they?”
“Yes.”
The senator spun toward Flattner. “And the NF-13?”
Flattner nodded and kept his eyes on the monitor.
Soldiers ran for the trucks, but the monsters picked them off, one-by-one. A couple got off shots, but it didn’t slow the creatures as they charged down the trail towards the boat, ripping apart bodies as they went. It was a carnage.
A man and what looked like a boy stood on the dock, staring as soldiers ran out of the trees toward them. The man was in fatigues.
“Who is that?” Blanton barked, his eyes flitting between videos.
“Colonel Renaldo Mendoza.”
He spun toward Flattner. “The leader of September 7th? Are you shittin’ me?”
“No, sir, I am not.”
Both the boy and Mendoza froze as the first creature came into view. Mendoza pulled a pistol from his holster. A skinny man on the boat pointed and shouted an order.
The first animal pounded onto the dock, its enormous body shaking the pilings. The boy stumbled, but the creature was on him before he hit the deck. Massive jaws bit down on his head and blood burst out, covering the lens, and obscuring the view.
Colonel Mendoza dropped his gun and ran to the boat, but as he stepped on board, the vessel reversed, throwing the coup leader onto his back. The beast was on him in a second. It grabbed Mendoza by the throat and shook him like a rag doll. His screams ended when his spine cracked.
A boat hand ran forward and hacked at the bowline with a knife. Just as the rope gave, the creature swung a paw. The man jerked his hand back and brought it to his mouth.
“He’s dead,” Blanton said as the vessel backed away from the pier.
 “A fishing boat found the Puesta Del Sol a few miles from Cuba. The captain and first mate were dead. They towed it to port where seventeen villagers subsequently got infected and died,” Flattner said, confirming the statement.
Blanton’s eyes went wide.
“A serendipitous occurrence. The Cuban villagers are now convinced that Costa Norte has a plague or a curse. No one else will aid the insurgents. It’ll be months, maybe years, before the Castro regime can get the resistance back up to speed.”
Blanton sat with his mouth agape, then he burped a laugh. “Renaldo Mendoza, head of September 7th, is dead?”
“Very.”
“Why am I just now finding out about this?”
“It just happened two nights ago. We got word there would be an arms delivery for a coup attempt and that Mendoza planned to personally take custody of the weapons. Once we verified everything, we called you.”  
“Who else knows about this?”
Flattner grinned. “Nobody, just you. We thought you’d like to be the one to break the news.” Blanton’s face lit up like he’d found photos of a political opponent with a farm animal.
“So, what are those things?”




Chapter eight

“Pit bulls.”
Blanton drew back, surprised. He pointed at the laptop. “Pit bulls? Those are mean little bastards, but they’re not that big. The things I just saw were big as bears.”
“They are ‘genetically augmented,’” Flattner said. “Have you ever heard of a Beijing-based biotech company called Bio Gene?”
“Not the fuckin’ Chinese again,” Blanton growled. “If this plan is tied to them, I’ll never get it past the committee. Half my guys want to nuke the chinks and the other half are so far in bed with them it would make a whore blush.”
“No sir, they’re not involved. We just procured some of their research and adapted it for our own use.”
“Now you’re talking. Give those little assholes a taste of their own medicine.”
“In a nutshell, Bio Gene figured out how to delete a gene called myostatin from animals. Myostatin inhibits muscle growth; remove it and the animals grow beyond normal size and strength. We built on that research, manipulating the genes to further increase bone mass and tendon strength.”
Blanton held up a hand. “Okay, I’m with you so far, son, but keep it basic. I’ve got aides to handle the complicated stuff.”
Flattner smiled. “Yes sir. The bottom line is, we can turn a pit bulldog into an apex predator. Let me show you.” He clicked several keys, then spun the laptop towards the man. A photo appeared showing a German shepherd. He tapped the screen and a tan pit bull appeared next to the dog. It was a little smaller than the shepherd.
“Okay, so far I’m not overly impressed.”
Flattner touched the screen again, and another pit bull appeared next to the first. This one was almost twice the size.
“Wow, now you’re talking.”
“That is Dominator, kin to Hulk, which, at the time, was the world’s largest pit bull. Hulk was 174 pounds when he died. Dominator is 188 pounds, and his brothers are even bigger.”
Blanton nodded. “Okay. I can see how this could be an effective weapon.”
Flattner’s lips curled up. “That’s not the weapon, Senator.” He touched the screen again and an enormous animal appeared next to Dominator. Almost twice as large, the animal literally looked like a pit bull on steroids.
“Holy shit. It’s like Arnold Schwarzenegger,” Blanton said, his eyes flicking toward Dotson.
“Much bigger than the actor, actually. About 325 pounds. And unlike Arnold, these animals can run up to forty miles an hour and snap the bones in your forearm with a single bite.”
“And you doubled its size with this mayo-whatever stuff?”
“Oh no, Senator,” Flattner replied. “That pit has only been enhanced by twenty-five percent.”
Blanton’s head jerked up and stabbed a finger at the screen. “That’s only twenty-five percent? How is that possible?”
“The scientists aren’t really sure why or how it happens, but the growth rate works exponentially. The process doubles on itself throughout the growth cycle, not just at the embryonic stage. It’s like when you double a penny every day for thirty days and you end up with a million dollars.”
The congressman waved him off. “Ah, hell son, I can do that with the stroke of a pen.”
“And we supplement them with growth stimulating steroids and hormones. An unexpected, but beneficial, side effect is increased aggression, it too exponential.”
“So, these monster pit bulls are…”
“Twice as aggressive as normal pit bulls.”
“And all this with only a twenty-five percent genetic tweak?”
Flattner nodded.
“What if you increase it to…”
Flattner grinned. “You’ll be the first to know, Senator.”
Blanton’s eyes gleamed, and then narrowed. “Still feeding them their special diet?”
“Do you really want to know?” Flattner asked.
“No, I don’t,” he said wryly. He slapped a hand down on the table. “Once again, I’m impressed. We have the right man on the job.”
“Thank you, Senator. We believe Operation PIT will be every bit as effective as Night Terror.”
“I love those fuckin’ baboons,” Blanton said wistfully. “Whoever thought that one up should get a medal. What’re the total kill numbers?”
“To date, seven-hundred and eighty-four enemy combatants, a hundred and forty-one of them high-level targets.”
“I hear they pee their burkas at the thought of spending the night in a cave. And how many of our guys have we lost in those operations?”
“Six compared to the estimated seventy-five casualties had we used ground troops.”
“Damn!” Blanton hit the table again. “I just wish I could use those stats when I’m running for reelection, I’d never lose. Hell, I wouldn’t even have to campaign.”
“I wish you could, too, sir,” Flattner said smiling. “Unfortunately, Night Terror—and now Operation PIT—is about as highly classified as it gets.”
“Yes, yes, I know. We all have to make sacrifices,” he said, frowning. “So, PIT is like Night Terror? You use the flesh-eating stuff and the ceramic nails? Train them to eat the enemy?”
“Not so much eat as attack, and in the process, they spread the flesh-eating bacteria, which we’ve since enhanced so it works more quickly. A soldier helps a wounded comrade, who is going to die regardless, and gets infected himself.”
“Well, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” he said in the good-ol’-boy Arkansas drawl that got him elected and kept him there for eight terms. He held out a hand. “Keep up the good work, Derrick, and I’ll keep the bean-counters off your back.”
“We will, sir.”
“I will see you gentlemen later. Seems I have a press conference to prepare concerning the recent demise of a certain Colonel Renaldo Mendoza.” He flashed his campaign smile.
The door clicked shut and Dotson shook his head.
“So, what did you think?” Flattner asked.
The aide shrugged his huge shoulders. “The same thing I think about all politicians: If their lips are moving, they’re lying.”
Flattner grunted. “But he’s on our side, for now.”
“Tell me something, how does a career congressman from Arkansas, who came from nothing, end up wearing a Breitling watch and a Brioni suit worth forty large? He’s clearly a man who sees the wisdom in preparing for the future.”
“You’re reading my mind, Carl. That’s one reason I brought you on board.”
The man tilted his bald head.
Flattner smiled. “Let me run something by you.” 




Chapter nine

Jake Jessup stalked down the second-floor passageway of Carlton Hall towards the small gray box affixed to the wall by the stairwell. After a quick glance down the stairs and hallway to ensure he was alone, he pulled out the fob attached to the retractable cord on his belt and passed it over the box. The LED on the fob flashed green.
His shoulders drooped as he let out a breath and relaxed. Mission accomplished, no enemy forces encountered, no friendly casualties. Steeling himself, he headed down the staircase, through the rear door and cut southeast to his next objective, the Davis Library.
He shook his head; it was no use. Even pretending he was an operative on a covert mission didn’t help with the boredom. A “Security guard tour system” was the official name. An electronic leash is what he called it. They didn’t trust you to check an area on your own, so they had you hopscotch across the campus with your electronic key, going from box to box so they could verify you were doing your job. Three more stations, then he could return to the security office and get back to his book.
It’s not that it was difficult, just demeaning, but he needed the exercise and the insurance. Besides, the scenery was nice. Eighteen- to-twenty-four-year-old coeds were always fun to look at. Strictly look, don’t touch, since he was quickly approaching “old enough to be my father” status. Not that it mattered. Few coeds were interested in a middle-aged former cop turned security guard. But there was nothing wrong with looking and admiring.
Keeps you young, he told himself.
As if reading his mind, two of them exited the library, providing wonderful examples of why he’d taken the job.
“Hi Jake,” said a young woman with curly red hair. Her companion, an athletic-looking blonde with a bob haircut, smiled, displaying a set of teeth that probably had paid for her dentist’s Mercedes Benz.
“Ladies,” Jessup said with a smile and a slight dip of his head. They beamed.
“Jessup!” came a whiny, high-pitched voice from behind him.
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and turned around. “Hey, what’s up Martin?”
“We’ve been calling you on your radio for the last fifteen minutes,” he said, speaking in rapid, clipped words, waving around a radio microphone. The handset was attached by a coiled cord to a walkie-talkie clipped, Napoleon-style, to the inside of his starched shirt.
Martin Cronemeyer–Captain Martin Cronemeyer–head of security for Rose College, was the bane of Jake Jessup’s existence.
Jessup glanced at his radio strapped to his duty belt.
“Hmm, really?” he said, putting on a puzzled look. He flipped the dial, and it came on with a chirp. He looked down at the skinny man and smiled. “Oops, sorry about that, Martin,”
Cronemeyer slid closer, peered up through thick-lensed, black-rimmed glasses and hissed, “That’s ‘Captain Cronemeyer. How many times do we have to tell you? We have a rank structure here, a hierarchy. Without respect for rank, we have nothing. We take the security of this campus seriously. So, when we say jump, you say…” Cronemeyer, who said everything in first person plural, leaned forward, waiting for the proper reply, nodding to prompt a response.
Jessup squinted at him. “We say, what was it you needed… Martin?”
Cronemeyer glared and his face turned red. Then, deflating a little, he pursed his lips and said, “We need you to switch your off days to cover a talk at the library auditorium next Friday at one.”
“I don’t mind working my day off for a little overtime,” Jessup said, though he already knew the answer.
Cronemeyer shook his head. “We don’t have money in the budget for that.”
Jessup looked at the crew installing the expensive cobblestone walkway leading to the new gazebo erected a few months earlier.
Not a battle you’ll ever win.
“There will be a lot of outside people attending the lecture, so make sure you wear your best uniform, and polish your shoes.” He peered at Jessup’s head for a second. “And get a haircut while you’re at it.”
Jessup nodded while he thought, Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.
“This speaker is bringing up a sensitive subject and we don’t want any rabble-rousers causing problems.”
“Okie doke,” Jessup said. “Who is it?”
“Francis Winston Brubatten the Third. A well-known, highly respected defense attorney here in Memphis. He handles appeals for death-row inmates. A fascinating man,” Cronemeyer said, his face lighting up. “Deeply concerned with the downtrodden. Those souls society has turned its back on.”
“Um hmm,” Jessup said, nodding slowly. He knew Brubatten. “Hey Captain C, you weren’t a cop before you got this job, were you?”
“No,” he snapped. “Why?”
“Oh, nothing,” Jessup said, shaking his head. “Just curious.”
The old man frowned, then he continued. “In the past, cretins who think that capital punishment is just and proper have shown up at Mr. Brubatten’s lectures waving signs, speaking out against death-row appeals, advocating victim’s rights, all that hogwash.”
“All that First Amendment silliness.”
“Exactly,” the captain said, nodding vigorously, missing Jessup’s sarcasm. “We can’t have people like that disrupting the free flow of ideas.”
“Yeah, if you let people express those kinds of opinions, especially on a college campus, the next thing you know these kids will start thinking for themselves.”
Cronemeyer paused and looked at Jessup, confused.
He slapped his boss on the shoulder. “Don’t worry Commander Martin, we’ll make sure we keep the malcontents far from the virgin minds of our students.” Then he turned and marched toward the library, jabbing a finger into the air and shouting, “Ideas will not bloom unrestricted on this, or any day!”
Cronemeyer stood on the sidewalk, looking bewildered.

Jessup finished his afternoon rounds and managed to avoid further contact with the enemy—Cronemeyer. He grabbed a bottle of Diet Coke from the school cafeteria vending machine and returned to his office. He kicked up his feet and brought up the latest Jonathan Mayberry book on his phone.
Though he tried not to, he repeatedly glanced at the clock, convinced the office was in a warp which slowed time down to nothing the last half hour of the workday. He tried to concentrate on the book, but his mind drifted.
He set his phone down and thought about what he’d do once the police department reinstated him. A swell of hope washed over him at the thought of quitting the booze and spending more time with his son, Davie. He’d get back into the meetings, keep in touch with friends, start hanging out with people, stop isolating.
All you gotta do is pick up your phone and call someone, he thought. He stared at the device for a full minute. Just pick it up, nothing to it… do it.
He closed his eyes and hung his head. He grabbed the soda, drank the level down to the top of the label and replaced the top. Then, for the next fifteen minutes, like he did every day, he thought about nothing but the whiskey in his truck that he’d add to the Coke for the drive back to his boat. 




Chapter ten

Theodore Franklin Janklin Senior turned off the highway. After two miles he approached a metal sign bearing the silhouette of a menacing pit bull. Above it were the words PIT Industries. He felt a rush of pride even after all these years. He turned down the gravel road and followed it half a mile to a large metal building fronted with a similar, but larger, sign.
“Hey Doris,” he said to his secretary as he entered the office. “What are you doing here? It’s Saturday.”
“Morning Ted. Just wanted to make sure everything looked good in case your guests stop here after the demonstration tonight.”
He smiled. “I’m sure everything will take place at PIT City but thank you. By the way, did we get those five dogs off okay yesterday?”
“We got two sent off. Frank said he’ll have the other three ready by the middle of the week.”
Janklin straightened. “Why the delay?”
Doris pursed her lips and shrugged.
He sucked in a breath, then let it out. “Well, you can only go as fast as the animals will go.”
She smiled politely but said nothing.
“Anything else?”
“Just one thing,” she said with a grimace. “A dog bit its owner yesterday.”
“Another one? Was it bad?”
“No, just a nip, but the client’s daughter was nearby, and it scared her badly.”
“Great. Who was it?”
“Marlin Benson.”
“Shit,” Janklin muttered. Benson owned one of the largest cargo transport companies in the world. PIT had plans to get a lot of business from him and his friends.
Doris held up her hand. “Don’t worry. I smoothed it out. Jimmy talked to him. He’s going to spend a week with the dog tuning it up.”
“Thank god,” he said, his shoulders sagging in relief. Jimmy Bradley was the reason Benson had come to PIT Industries in the first place.
“It was one of Frank’s dogs,” she said as Janklin turned to leave. 
He slowed, then entered his office. After gathering a few things, he came back out. “Have you seen Jimmy?”
“He’s already at the secure facility.”
“Okay. I’m going to head over there. Call me on my cellphone if you need me.”
Janklin walked out and saw his son’s orange Ford Raptor parked in one of the four handicap zones.
What’s he doing here? he wondered. And why does he keep parking there? Gritting his teeth, he turned to go back inside to tell him to move it but hesitated and pulled out his cell phone. He started dialing his son’s number, then changed his mind again and punched in a text. Move your truck.
Janklin got back in his truck and drove through the trees down the new gravel road, to a clearing surrounded by an eight-foot-high chain-link fence. He waved his keycard at the gate control and pulled through, admiring the shiny new ten-thousand-square-foot metal building and its surroundings.
PIT City. It was amazing. The government had cleared the land, poured the slab, and erected the fence and building in two months. At the end of the three-year contract, the structure would revert to PIT, even if they didn’t renew the contract, though Janklin hoped the lucrative deal would continue long after that.
He parked at the end of the building next to a garage door and entry door. There was a similar set at the back of the building that led to the training area. The training area was enclosed by another chain-link fence. This one was twelve feet tall and topped with concertina wire and inward-facing floodlights. The wire and supports of this inner enclosure were much thicker, but even with all those precautions, Janklin was nervous.
He walked over and admired the six wooden buildings that made up the training area. Basically, large storage sheds, they had three-foot square openings for windows and doors that swung in and out. They sat in two rows of three, facing each other, like a Lego city, including a blue metal mailbox and an old tan sedan parked in front of one of the two-story buildings. Not seeing Bradley, he entered the warehouse.
“Hey, Jimmy,” he said, spotting the man loading slabs of meat onto a four-wheel-drive utility vehicle. He was lanky, a little under six feet, mid-forties, with a dark tan that came from working outside his entire life.
 “Morning, Ted,” Bradley replied.
“Getting them ready?”
“Yep. Trey and Cathy are pumping in the trazodone now.”
The younger man and woman stood before a large stainless-steel sink and worktable. One was measuring liquid from a bottle into what looked like turkey injectors, while the other pumped the fluid into slabs of meat.
“Come to watch the training?” Bradley asked.
“No, I have things to do at the other building, but I’ll be back for the demonstration. Just wanted to see if you needed anything. I want to make sure we impress our government friends.”
“Oh, I think they’ll be impressed,” Bradley said, smiling. He looked at the man’s wrist. “You forgot something.”
“Oops, I always forget.” Janklin returned to the break room door and grabbed a black strap hanging from a rack. He pushed a button and LEDs inside the device glowed red. He said with a grin, “Don’t want to make the demonstration too realistic.”
“No, though it would probably be a good selling point.”
Janklin held his wrist up. “Amazing how something this small can stop something so big.”
“Well, they’re a part of it, but you have to associate pain and reward with the bracelet, and that’s where the training comes in. Without the training, it would be like stopping a bull with a BB gun.”
“I wouldn’t stay in the yard with one of those animals if I had bracelets on both my wrists and my ankles,” Janklin said, shivering. “How much meat are you putting out for the demonstration?”
“Five pounds on each mannequin, so sixty pounds total. We’ll send out four animals, so they’ll be scrambling pretty fast.”
“Good. Are they eager to go?”
“They’re hungry,” Bradley said with a smile. “Which brings up another concern. We’re still having a problem with the batteries.”
“On the bracelet or on the actual unit itself?”
“The bracelets are good. It’s the shock collars. We’re only getting forty-five minutes of charge on them. It should be twice that.”
“Yeah, well, soon as we use those up, we won’t be ordering them again. I’m checking with other suppliers,” Janklin said.
“Ted. It’s not safe. We need to switch them out now. We have a hard enough time getting them back into the kennels as it is.”
“Dump some more trazodone into the meat, then.”
Bradley scoffed. “We’re already dumping in enough to chill out half of Memphis. You gonna take the blame if one of them ODs?”
Janklin clenched his jaw. “Just figure it out, Jimmy. I’ll get the new batteries as soon as I can.”
He turned and walked out. 


[image: image-placeholder]Bradley fumed as he slammed another slab of meat onto the ATV. Janklin wasn’t going to do anything about the substandard batteries because he bought them on clearance and couldn’t return them.
Hell, the tight-ass just said he wouldn’t do anything until the old ones get used up, he thought. He just prayed no one would be seriously injured, or worse, before that happened.
Janklin wasn’t a bad guy. He treated Jimmy well enough, paid him a good wage, but he was weak and a penny-pincher, not like his father. He was fourteen when he started working for the elder Janklin, cleaning pens, and eventually learning to train the animals. The man had started the business from scratch and attained worldwide renown, a status slowly eroding under his son’s management.
And if Frank Junior ever takes over…
That boy thought everything and everyone existed to serve him, and he had a cruel streak his father refused to see. At least this new project put space between him and Junior, and as long as things stayed that way, everything would be fine.




Chapter eleven

Frank got to PIT Industries at noon that Saturday, after sleeping in until ten. The best time to sneak into the restricted area, he reasoned, would be the middle of the day when it was hot, and the animals were lethargic, less alert. The other reason was the hangover he was nursing from doing Jell-O shots with Tilson at the Hideaway the night before.
He parked his truck across two handicapped spaces, then went to the locker room, ignoring a greeting from a worker. After snatching a shovel from the supply room, he went out the back door and across a field to the grove that bounded the restricted area.
As he approached the chain-link fence, he reconnoitered the four-acre rectangle of land, studying the “special project” building. Atop it were four massive roof-vents, sucking out hot air. It was the same setup as the main building, and it kept the interior twenty-degrees cooler than the outside.
Staying inside the tree line, he worked his way around the fence to the side away from the entry door. There were no windows, and he didn’t see anyone walking around. He began shoveling soil away from the bottom of the fence. By the time he finished, he was soaked with sweat and beginning to question his planned burglary.
Burglary my ass, he thought. This wasn’t a burglary. It was his company too; they were keeping secrets from him, and it wasn’t right. Buoyed by self-righteous indignation, he shimmied under the wire and headed for the building. He made it ten steps before he heard the growl.
The hairs lifted on his neck and arms. He slowly turned and came face-to-face with fifty-five pounds of pure muscle and teeth. The black pit bull locked its dark brown eyes on him and stood rock still except for a tremor of anticipation in its shoulders and legs. Its jowls were pulled back in a sneer, exposing shark-like teeth, that glistened in the bright light.
“Easy, fella,” he whispered. “I know you.” He didn’t—he had helped train so many—but he knew it would be one of theirs. “You remember me, don’t you?” he said, slowly extending his left hand while reaching into his side pocket with the other.
The growl deepened and the pit tensed more.
“Whoa,” Frank said, opening his left palm, while gripping the object in his pocket.
“Sit,” he said, asserting dominance. “Sit!”
The animal shook as it prepared to lunge. Frank jerked the device from his pocket, thrust it forward, and pulled the trigger.
The neon-blue sparks splattered across the twin electrodes of the black stun gun as twenty-thousand volts discharged, clacking like a dozen mouse traps tripping at once. The attack dog yelped and lurched back, terror in its eyes.
“Ah hah,” Frank crowed. “So, you do remember me, don’t you?” He thrust the instrument toward the animal, pulled the trigger again, and shouted, “Get your ass out of here!”
The dog pulled its stub tail inward, spun on its paws and sprinted to the corner of the fence where it turned and hunkered down, trembling in fear
 “Stay there!” he growled. When the dog didn’t move, Frank smiled and continued to the building, proud of how he had handled the situation.
Why would they need a second fence? Frank wondered when he reached the back of the building.
Peeking around the corner, he saw twelve kennels attached to the back wall, each with a three-foot wide roll-up door to allow the animals to enter the building. Past them was a garage door and a walk-in door. It was the same basic setup as the main PIT building, only on a smaller scale.
What caught his attention, though, was the tiny city sitting in the middle of the enclosure, with six buildings that faced each other. There was even an old car and a mailbox sitting in front of one building.
“What the hell is this place?”
In the fence near the building was an entry gate with two lift latches, secured by carabiners.
“Whatever it is, they don’t want it to get out.”
Not seeing anyone around and with no animals running loose, he removed the carabiners, lifted the two latches, and entered the enclosure. 




Chapter twelve

Frank crept past the kennels, peering into the dark building through the individual roll-up doors, looking for the animals, but seeing only darkness.
Makes sense. It’s too frickin’ hot to be hanging outside.
He reached the last kennel and headed for the walk-in door, but curiosity got the better of him. Instead, he walked to the tiny city. On the closest structure, a twenty-foot-by-twenty-foot, single story shed, someone had fastened a sign to it that read: “Welcome to PIT City.” Frank grunted, pushed open the door and entered the dark building.
The sunbaked building felt like a sauna despite the large window openings, and it reeked of rotting flesh. 
There’s gotta be a dead dog in here, he thought as he pulled his T-shirt up over his nose and turned to his right.
“Aargh!” he screamed when he saw the silhouette of a man leaning against the corner, his head hanging from his body by a piece of flesh. Yanking out his cellphone, he punched on the flashlight app and shoved it toward the dim corner, lighting up the grisly scene.
“What the hell?” There was a hole where a spinal cord should have been. “A dummy?”
Frank released his breath, stepped forward and studied it. Punctures and tears riddled the mannequin as if a giant infant had used it as a teething ring, and black, dried blood caked its surface.
That’s why it stinks so bad, he realized. He backed out of the room.
Outside, he sucked in fresh air, glanced at the main building, then crossed to a two-floor structure, smirking at the old Buick parked out front. The cabin door squeaked as he opened it, and he noticed that it was hinged to swing in and out. 
The empty first floor had a pair of window openings, a small empty closet, and a flight of stairs. He walked up and caught the same rotten odor as he neared the top of the stairs. What are they doing in here? he wondered.
There was a doorway leading into an “office” with an old metal office table, behind which sat another mannequin dressed in a camouflage uniform. This one was in better shape, its head was still attached, though it listed a few inches to the left. It bore similar puncture wounds, and flies swarmed over the dried blood. There was an empty closet in the corner, its door ajar.
He pulled his shirt over his nose again as he moved closer. There was a noise outside. He looked out the window, but the yard was deserted, the door to the main building still closed. Then his eye caught something as he turned away that caused his heart to skip a beat. One of the kennel doors stood open.
Gravel crunched outside the window. The sound stopped. Frank held his breath, sure that whoever or whatever was outside the window could hear his pounding heart.
Frank clamped his eyes shut like a child hiding in plain view. With a squeal, the front door opened. Footfalls reverberated on the plywood floor below him. As quietly as he could, Frank crept to the closet and slipped inside, pulling the door shut behind him as the heavy footsteps plodded up the stairs. Whatever it was, it was big, too big to be Bradley.
The floor vibrated as it crossed the office floor. The musky scent of wild animal penetrated the closet and mixed with the smell of dried blood to ratchet up Frank’s already pounding heart. He heard rapid, heavy breathing, and he thought about the flimsy two-by-four and sheet rock barrier separating them.
Something heavy scraped across the floor.
The desk?
There was a loud clatter, and Frank imagined the mannequin crashing to the floor. More snorting and huffing and slamming and shuffling. Then, quiet.
Frank held his breath.
The floor shook with rapid, clomping steps, and something hit the door. Frank clamped his eyes shut and almost screamed as the entire wall shook and what sounded like a dozen screwdrivers tore at the panel. After what seemed like ten minutes, but was probably ten seconds, the scraping stopped. Whatever it was snorted and a putrid odor wafted up from under the door.
Frank’s lungs cried for air, but he was too afraid to breathe. After two more sniffs, the thing padded out of the office and down the stairs. A second later, he heard the squeal of the exterior door.
He blew his breath out in a hiss, then greedily sucked in air, but waited a minute before cracking the door and peering outside. He shuddered when he saw the shredded skin of the closet door.
Another fifteen seconds and that thing would have been in the closet with me, he thought.
But what the hell was it? The heavy desk now sat sideways in the middle of the space, the dummy sprawled halfway beneath it. Whatever it was, it had some power to push around something that heavy.
He decided to stay put until they locked the animal up, but it was hot as hell in the building, and he’d been sweating non-stop.
Stupid not bringing any extra water. And stupid not bring that ass-wipe Tilson to play mannequin while I shimmy back under the fence.
Tired of standing, he grabbed the now-vacant chair. He looked down at the dummy. It’s one punctured eye seemed to wink up at him.
“Better you than me, brother,” he mumbled as he spun around and slammed the chair into the desk. He sucked in a breath and froze. He went to take another step and heard the front door squeal again.
Heavy footfalls slammed across the downstairs floor.
Frank squealed and sprinted to the office door, slamming it shut just as the thing reached the bottom treads. Fingers shaking, he twisted the door lock, then ran to the window and turned to face the door. Arms stretched out, clutching the frame like a crucified man, he stared at the flimsy barrier that separated him from what he was sure was certain death.
A horrible rumbling growl shook the hallway. With an impact that nearly rattled the door off its hinges, the thing smashed into it, bowing in the bottom half.
“What the fuck are you? Leave me alone!” Frank screamed, his eyes like saucers. He reached into his pocket and yanked out the stun gun.
Inch-long claws ripped diagonally through the panel, and a fist-sized piece of wood blew inward. A massive eyeball peered through the hole. When it saw Frank, the thing went ballistic, ripping at the opening with both paws, like a hound tearing dirt from a rabbit den. With a loud crash, it thrust its head through the panel, howling and growling like a demon, flinging snot and slobber across the room.
When Frank saw what it was, the stun gun fell from his hands and his blood froze. “No, no, no! That can’t be!”
Another crack and the monster jammed a front leg through the ruined door, turning and twisting its body, turning the door to splinters as it howled furiously at the denial of its next meal.
A dozen things happened at once as Frank’s sympathetic nervous system snapped on. His adrenal glands dumped catecholamines into his body. Adrenaline and noradrenaline flooded his bloodstream, increasing its clotting ability and diverting flow to his extremities. His pupils dilated and his heart and breathing rate ramped up, preparing him for fight or flight. But Frank knew there would be no fight. It was fly or die. He turned to the window and dove out. 




Chapter thirteen

It was a short flight. Frank slammed into the top of the old car. The roof caved in, absorbing most of the impact. He rolled onto his back, stunned, and sucked in air. He opened his eyes, then yelped as the huge creature started climbing out the window, whining and growling like a dog in a car trying to get at a passerby.
It can’t be. They don’t make them that big, his mind screamed.
Suddenly, it spun away and pounding footsteps echoed through the building.
Jacked with fear, Frank scrambled to the ground and ran for the main building. He glanced back just as the creature flew through the first-floor window opening like a tiger leaping through a flaming hoop. It hit the gravel, skidded sideways, and came for him. 
Massive paws tore at the ground as Frank ran for his life, the metal building appearing to recede with each step. It was almost on him. He wasn’t going to make it.
He was a dead man, and he cursed his father for not trusting him, that bastard Jimmy Bradley for stealing his job and Cyrus Tilson for making him come alone. 
Suddenly, Frank was flying through the air. When he hit to ground, he screamed, but instead of jaws crushing his neck, powerful arms wrapped around him and a familiar voice shouted, “Chomp, no!”
He opened his eyes in time to see the massive creature sliding toward him like an out-of-control car, and rocks and dirt peppered his face. When they collided, the animal yelped and leaped back amid an eruption of loud clacking.
Frank was jerked to his feet and he spun around and saw Jimmy Bradley. The trainer clamped an arm across Frank, pulling him close, then jabbed his other arm toward the creature. On the man’s wrist, a black bracelet glowed red.
The brown and black animal stood five feet away, muscles tensed, hackles up, growling, slobbering, and pawing at the ground like an angry bull. It lunged forward, but a collar around its neck glowed red and clacked. The thing yelped and jumped back, roaring in anger. 
“Chomp, no!” Bradley shouted again. The animal retreated, pacing back and forth along an invisible line just a few feet away. It bounced from paw to paw, slapping its plate-sized feet against the ground excitedly while beneath its brindle coat, slabs of muscle trembled like a weightlifter jerking a 500-pound barbell over his head.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Bradley shouted.
“What am I doing here?” Frank sputtered. “What is that thing doing here? What is it?”
“Come on,” Bradley growled, dragging him towards the metal building.
“Hey, man! Get your hands off me.”
Bradley jerked him forward until their faces almost touched. “You wanna die? ‘Cause that’s what’s gonna happen if I let go of you.”
“What the hell are you talkin’ about?” he said, still struggling. 
Bradley held up his arm and pushed the black bracelet into Frank’s face. “You see this? This is an electronic barrier, and it’s the only thing keeping that animal from ripping us both apart.”
As if to prove it, the creature lunged within biting range and the trainer thrust his arm back out, shocking the giant dog, which retreated with a whine.
Frank suddenly noticed a chorus of frenzied howls and barks that seemed to shake the air. Looking over, he saw eleven more of the beasts tearing at their kennel doors, trying to get out.
The door of the main building flew open, and a man and a woman rushed out. Chomp immediately charged these new targets, but skidded to a stop when they each held out a hand in a stop gesture, the bands on their wrists glowing red. 
The woman, with ‘Cathy’ embroidered on her shirt pocket, reached into a bag, and pulled out a fist-sized chunk of red meat. The dog locked its eyes on the morsel. She threw it towards the cages and Chomp sprinted after it, snatching it on the run. It spun around, its eyes wide like an excited puppy. Holding out her left hand, she walked to the open kennel and lobbed another hunk of meat into it. The creature ran inside, which allowed her to close and secure the gate.
Bradley released Frank, then said again, “What are you doing here? This is a restricted site.”
“Don’t tell me where I can and can’t go. My old man owns this company. I go where I want.”
“Your ‘going where you want’ almost got you killed.”
“Yeah, right,” he said, huffing. “I’m not afraid of those things.”
Bradley looked down at Frank’s urine-stained pants and raised an eyebrow.
“This is your fault,” he snarled. “What were you doing letting that thing run loose?”
“It was a training session in what was supposed to be an empty facility.”
“Yeah, well, maybe you need to check a little better next time.”
Bradley looked at him and shook his head. “Your dad’s on his way over, so you might want to change.” He turned and stalked back to the building, calling over his shoulder, “And you’re welcome for me saving your ass.”
As the two techs fell in behind him, Cathy glanced back at the dark stain in Frank’s crotch and smirked.
Frank turned red and snarled, “I didn’t need your help.”




Chapter fourteen

Janklin and Bradley were waiting in the PIT office when Frank Junior walked in wearing a pair of work coveralls and a scowl.
“What the hell were you thinking?” Janklin asked.
 “What do you mean, what was I thinking?” Frank blurted, going on the offensive. “I have a right to know what’s going on, don’t I? After all, I’ll be running this place one day.”
Bradley chuckled and looked down, earning a glare from Frank.
“Well, it’s not ‘one day’ yet,” his father said. “This is a sensitive government project with a limited number of people assigned to it. And then, only after they’ve been vetted and sign non-disclosure agreements.”
“What’s the big deal?” Frank said, throwing up his hands. “You’re training giant pit bulls. I’m assuming that’s why the government came to PIT. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out. And you gotta check me out? I’m your son.”
“The rules are the rules. I don’t make them.”
Smelling blood in the water, Frank said, “Why not? You’re the owner.”
 “It’s not that simple,” Janklin said, not meeting his son’s eyes.
“Come on, Dad. I’ve seen them now. I can sign all the forms, and I won’t tell anybody about it.” 
Janklin glanced at Bradley, who was still looking at the floor, shaking his head.
Frank plowed ahead. “How am I supposed to learn to run this business if you don’t trust me?”
Shoulders slumping, Janklin said to the trainer, “Look, Jimmy, isn’t there something he can do here?”
Bradley stared at his boss, then huffed. “Yeah, he can clean out the pens, feed and water the animals and pick up their shit, in addition to his normal tasks at PIT.” He locked his eyes on Frank. “But he doesn’t do any training here.” 
Frank’s anger flared, but his father clapped and said, “Great. It’s all settled then. You’re part of the program, Frank. Remember, it’s all about teamwork. No one job is more important than another.”
“We’ll have to clear this with the people running the project,” Bradley said.
“Yes, of course. Do what you must. Let me know if you have any problems,” Janklin said, dumping the issue in his trainer’s lap.
Bradley sighed.
“So, how did they get so big? Where to they come from?” Frank asked.
Janklin started to reply, but Bradley cut him off. “They’re specially bred for size and strength. The army provides the animals, we train them. You’ll learn more after you sign the forms and get the clearance.”
Frank’s eyes narrowed. “What’s up with the dummies in uniform and all that dried blood? What are they being trained for?”
Bradley looked at him for a second, then said, “I’ll tell you more after you sign the forms and get clearance.”
“Well…” Janklin said, standing, “go wait outside, Franklin, and I’ll give you a ride back to your truck.” As his son turned to leave, his father asked, “What are you doing in those coveralls?”
Frank scowled, threw a glance at Bradley and thought, It may take a while, but before long, you’ll be the one scooping up shit.


[image: image-placeholder]Janklin turned to Bradley. “I know you don’t like it, Jimmy, but he’s got a point. I shouldn’t keep him out of any aspect of the company.”
“He’s a loose cannon, Ted,” Bradley said, his frustration boiling over. “He’s out of control, has no respect for authority, and he proved that today by breaking in here.” He tossed something onto the table. “And he mistreats the animals. I found this on him.”
Janklin picked up the stun gun and examined it. “And you saw him use this?”
Bradley hesitated, then said, “No, but why else would he have it? He’s used one in the past.”
“That was two years ago, and I warned him not to do it again. Have you seen him abuse an animal since then?”
Bradley let out a frustrated breath. “No, but you don’t need to see something to know it’s happening. I can tell by the way the dogs react to him. They don’t respect him, they fear him.”
“So, Franklin has a different method of training than you do. The pits he trains are more aggressive. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. We have clients that want mean guard dogs.”
“But—”
Janklin held up a hand. “Look, Jimmy, you’re my best trainer. Hell, you’re one of the best pit trainers in the world. You’ve been with me for almost twenty years, ever since Franklin was in diapers. I know it’s tough seeing someone younger and with less experience come in and exert control over—”
“Now wait a minute—”
“Let me finish. You’re an integral part of this operation. PIT Industries would not be what it is today if it weren’t for you, but he is my son, and one day he will run the company. You need to keep that in mind.”
Bradley stared at the ceiling and said nothing.
“If you have proof the boy is mistreating the animals, I want to know, but until then, please try to be more patient with him. You’re an asset to this company, Jimmy. I don’t want to lose you.” Janklin stood. “I’m going to the main building to get some things ready for the demonstration. I’ll be back at six.”
Bradley watched him leave, feeling as if he’d just been threatened.




Chapter fifteen

At exactly six o’clock, a black Ford Expedition pulled into the PIT City compound. Derrick Flattner and Carl Dotson got out and were met by Theodore Janklin.  
“Good to see you again, Dotson,” Janklin said, holding out his hand. 
Dotson grabbed his hand in a crushing grip, fixed him with his almost black eyes and snarled, “Mr. Janklin.”
“Ah, I told you, just call me Ted,” he said with a nervous smile
Dotson held his stare. “I’ll stick with Mr. Janklin.”
Janklin chuckled and released the grip, which Dotson held for a second longer.
“And you must be…” he said, turning.
“Harry Perkins,” said Derrick Flattner, offering his CDC cover name. “Nice to finally meet you, Mr. Janklin.”
“Like I told Dotson, please call me Ted.”
“Very well, Ted, please call me Harry,” the government man said with an easy smile. “Dotson has told me all about the facility. I’ve been looking forward to seeing it for myself.” 
“I think it will impress you. Would you like a tour first, or would you like to see the demonstration?”
Flattner said, “If the demonstration’s ready, let’s see it.”
Janklin clapped his hands. “Very well. Follow me, gentlemen.” 
They entered the break room, then up a set of stairs that led to the office overlooking the training area. Through the large window, a late afternoon watercolor of reds, oranges, and yellows reflected off the surface of the Mississippi River in the distance. 
“Can I interest you gentlemen in anything to drink? Coffee, soda… something a little stronger, perhaps?” he said, lifting his eyebrows.
“No, we’re good, Ted,” Flattner said. “Just the demonstration.”
“Very well.” He motioned toward the six small buildings. “This is PIT City, where we can simulate barricade and hostage situations, assaults on drug houses, search and rescue operations, bomb searches, just about any scenario field operatives are likely to encounter.”
He pointed at a bank of monitors that showed a dozen video feeds from inside the six structures. They were pointed at mannequins dressed in soldier uniforms. Each of the plastic soldiers had a slab of meat strapped to the neck area.
“If you look closely, you’ll see panels lining the walls that we can use to configure interior walls and duplicate known enemy stronghold for pre-raid planning,” Janklin said, grinning. “Your tax dollars at work.”
Flattner nodded politely, while Dotson rolled his eyes. 
“How many mannequins are there?” Flattner asked. 
“Twelve. Two in each building to simulate a small enemy force. They move and have speakers to mimic a real person while under attack. It makes the animals fight harder and prepares them for encounters with a live enemy.”
“Ever think about using people in padded suits?”
Janklin laughed. “I don’t know anyone who would volunteer for that. These things weigh over three hundred pounds and have a bite strength of over a thousand pounds per square inch, triple that of a normal pit bull. If the weight of them smashing into you didn’t ruin your day, they will literally break your bones with their jaws.” Janklin picked up a walkie-talkie. “Ready when you are, Jimmy.” 
“Check,” came the reply. “Releasing now.” 
A green light mounted next to the window turned red.
“‘Green means go, red means dead,’” the PIT owner said. “That’s our little code, our warning system. If the green light is on, that means the animals are locked in their pens. When the red light comes on, one or more of them have been or are about to be released.” 
Outside the window, a man strolled casually in front of PIT City.
“Is that Jimmy Bradley?” Flattner asked.
“Yes, my head trainer,” Janklin said, shaking his head.
“I’ve heard a lot of good things about him.”
“He’s the best there is… if I can keep him alive. He loves to push the envelope and has the scars to prove it.”
Flattner looked at Dotson, whose grimace cracked into a small smile. 
“Won’t the dogs attack him?” Flattner asked.
“Not as long as he’s wearing one of these,” Janklin said, holding up one of the black wristbands. “It’s a miniature invisible fence. Sends out a signal that activates the animal’s shock collars if they get within five feet.” 
“Still, seems a little… risky,” Flattner said.
“Wouldn’t catch me doing it,” Janklin mumbled.
There were several loud clanks.
Flattner stepped closer to the window, looked off to the side, and saw four of the twelve kennel gates swing open. Immediately, four massive animals bolted from their stalls and ran toward Bradley. As they neared, he thrust out his left hand. Over the speaker, they heard him yell, “Stay!”
The dogs stopped several feet from him, crouched, ears forward, eyes locked on the buildings. Their muscle-bound bodies shook with anticipation. Their smaller hindquarters made their shoulders and necks seem that much larger, giving their musculature an almost cartoon-like appearance.
They varied in color, like normal pit bulls. One was almost brindle, a mottled brown and black, another was tan with black feet, the third solid white, and the last was one white with a black muzzle. All four wore thick black leather collars with a rectangular box at the throat. 
Flattner nodded in appreciation. “It’s different seeing them in person. They’re incredible.”
“Each one is about 325 pounds, just under four feet tall, and six feet long. About the size of a small lion, but a lion that follows instructions.” 
“How fast are they?”
“Forty miles per hour in bursts, fifteen sustained.”
Bradley suddenly shouted, “Seek!”
The animals shot forward, releasing howls that shook the windows. As though possessed, they fanned out and slammed through different doors of the assorted buildings. 
On one monitor, the first pit bull attacked a fake soldier, smashing it to the ground and ripping the meat from the neck and head while its mechanized arms jerked about. Shouts and screams and gunshots blasted from a loudspeaker, but the creature didn’t flinch.
The other three animals found prey and destroyed their targets as horrific howls, barks and electronic agony filled the air. The four-legged fiends tore through PIT City, leaving in their wake plastic body parts and shredded uniforms. It wasn’t difficult to imagine the scene with real people.
“I notice two of them won’t go into a building at the same time,” Flattner said.
“There are proximity alarms on the collars. If they get within two feet of each other, they get shocked.”
“Why is that?”
“To keep them from killing each other.”
Flattner lifted his eyebrows. 
“Happened early on. The first batch, actually. A couple of males from the same litter. I guess one of them was having a bad day. They fought over a piece of meat and the larger of the two won out. Ripped the other dog’s throat out, but not before getting blinded in one eye and having its back leg crushed. We had to put them both down.”
“And the alarms work?”
“That and the trazodone.”
Flattner tilted his head.
“It’s a mild sedative—”
“I know what it is,” Flattner interrupted. “Why do you need it?”
“It’s the only way to control them,” Janklin said. “Without it, even the shock collars have no effect.” 
“So, you’re telling me that the animals we just saw attack those fake soldiers were doped up?” Flattner knew all this, of course, from Dotson’s reports, but he wanted to see firsthand what the people who worked with the animals thought. 
“Uh, well… yes, sir. I mean, we have to,” Janklin said nervously. “But we only give them the stuff prior to training. The half-life on it is short, so they’re clear-headed a couple of hours after they ingest it.”
“It’s not a problem,” Flattner said. “I just find it incredible. So, we don’t really know what they’re capable of when they’re not medicated?”
“To be honest,” Janklin said, “I’m afraid to find out.”
Outside, Bradley walked amid the dogs. He pointed with his un-banded arm and shouted, “Home!” 
Three slowly made their way back to their kennels, but the white dog with the black mask hesitated and looked at the trainer as if he would be its next meal. The dog growled and took a step forward. Bradley thrust the braceleted wrist at it and repeated the command. The pit bull lurched back before finally trotting into its cage. Once all four magnet locks clicked, the red warning light switched to green.
“They seemed fairly obedient,” Flattner noted.
“Thanks to the trazodone. When they’re in attack mode, they get hyper-aggressive. It takes a while for them to calm down. The medicine helps.”
Flattner nodded. “I’m ready for that tour, and to meet Mr. Bradley.”




Chapter sixteen

After they toured the facility, Janklin asked, “So, what did you think, Harry?”
“I’m very impressed, Ted. I’ve got no complaints. Keep doing what you’re doing.”
Janklin released a breath, then said, “Dotson?”
“Good,” he grunted, looking at him as if he were a bug splattered against a windshield.
“Well then,” the PIT owner said, “if you have no more questions…”
“We have a few questions for Jimmy,” Flattner said. He turned to the trainer. “Can we talk in the office?”
“Of course,” Bradley replied. 
Janklin started to follow, but Flattner said, “Thank you, Ted, you can leave. I’m sure you have pressing work to handle.”
It wasn’t an offer, and Janklin’s mouth fell open an inch. Red-faced, he nodded and handed each of them a business card. “If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to call.” He gave Bradley a curt nod and walked out.
“Come on up, Jimmy. Let’s talk,” Flattner said.
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“Any time you want to join me—,” Bradley said with a smile. “It’s all in the training. I’ve been with every one of them since they were puppies.”
“Very big puppies,” Flattner noted. “I’m impressed. They performed better than I had hoped… despite being handicapped.”
Bradley stiffened. “You mean the trazodone.”
The government man nodded.
Bradley shrugged. “Well, it’s either that, or you have a bunch of monsters ripping each other—and the trainers—to pieces.”
“That’s a little hyperbolic, don’t you think?”
“You didn’t see them when they first got here. Truth is, even though I enjoy working on this project, I was going to recommend that you not use them as guard dogs. They’re off-the-charts aggressive. Even with the sedative, we can barely control them. In fact, a couple hours ago, one of them almost killed me and the owner’s son.”
“Yes, Dotson told me about that. What do you think about Frank being involved?” 
“He’s seen them, so that cat’s out of the bag,” Bradley said. “I think shutting him out now would just make him angry and more likely to talk to others about it.”
“Can’t have that,” Flattner said. “Can we kill him?”
Bradley drew back. Then relaxed and chuckled nervously. “Don’t tempt me.”
Flattner broke the tension with a grin. “Sounds like you don’t like him very much.”
“I don’t. He’s a spoiled, entitled little asshole who doesn’t respect the animals. If I had anything to do with it, he wouldn’t be working at PIT, let alone back here, but he’s the owner’s son. And, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you kept that to yourself.”
“Of course, I appreciate your candor. That’s information I need to be aware of. What does he know about the dogs?” 
“Nothing yet, but I’ll tell him the same thing I’ve told the other employees. That they’re from Argentina, bred strictly for military use. No one knows about the genetic manipulation except me and Mr. Janklin.” 
“All right. Maybe our young Janklin will grow tired of doing grunt work. Until then, as long as he keeps the project to himself, it shouldn’t be a problem. But if he was to tell someone, who would it be?”
“That’s easy, his buddy, Cyrus Tilson. They work together at PIT.”
“Okay, very good,” Flattner said. He stood and offered his hand. “Thank you again for your candor and for your good work.”
“You never answered my concerns about them being too aggressive,” Bradley said shaking his hand.
Flattner gave him a smile that didn’t reach his eyes and said, “Don’t concern yourself with that, just keep doing what you’re doing.” 
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“About which part?”
“Let’s start with Bradley.”
“I like him. No nonsense. Tells it like it is. I think there are some resentments between the three of them we can exploit.”
“Yeah, I want to keep him happy. My sources say there’s not a better dog trainer in the country. Supposedly, he can do more with a dog in one week than other trainers can do in a month.” 
“A ‘dog whisperer,’ huh?”
“Exactly. What about the kid?”
“I think with a name like Franklin Janklin it’s no wonder he’s a douche,” Dotson said. “I don’t like him being involved. He’s a problem. Two DUIs, gambling debts, still a sophomore after three years in college, smokes more dope than Cheech and Chong, and he likes to fight dogs.”
Flattner looked at him.
“Yeah, him and that Tilson kid - another zero.” Dotson knew the backgrounds of everyone who worked at PIT Industries, not just those involved in the operation.
“Funny how the fruit can fall so far from the tree,” Flattner said. “The kid’s grandfather comes from nothing, creates a global guard dog industry using pit bulls, eventually becoming the leading advocate for the breed, then along comes his grandson who trains them to rip each other apart.” 
Dotson shrugged. “What’s that old saying? ‘You can pick your nose, but you can’t pick your relatives’?”
Flattner grunted. “I prefer ‘three people can get away with robbing a bank as long as two of them are dead.’”
“It’s tougher when you use civilians. They don’t get the whole ‘God and Country’ thing when it comes to keeping their mouths shut.”
“That didn’t prove to be the case with Night Terror.” 
“That’s right, a soldier kicked that whole thing off, didn’t he?”
“Yes. I find civilians are easier to control with money. You just have to wave enough of it under their noses.”
“Up to a point.”
“Up to a point,” Flattner agreed. “And when we reach that point, I’ve got you.”
The man actually smiled.




Chapter seventeen

A few days after the pirate incident, Jessup pulled into the parking lot and looked across the water at Tortuga, sitting at the north end of the marina, just past three other boats. Black stains marred the waterline. It was something he’d been meaning to get to, and as he grabbed his drink bottle, he vowed to get in the dingy and clean the vessel his next off day. 
He spotted EZ’s outboard motor leaning against the old man’s boat house as he walked down the dock. His gut tightened. He’d promised to help remount it on the fishing boat, but all he really wanted to do was relax… and drink. He uncapped his soda and took another swig. He felt the familiar burn as the whiskey hit the back of his throat, but it did nothing to quell the anxiety building in his stomach.
EZ walked out of his house, saw Jessup and waved. 
“Hey mon!”
“What’s up, EZ?” Jessup put the cap back on the bottle and held it down by his side.
“If you got nothin’ goin’ on, why don’t you come over and eat?”
Jessup smiled tightly and sighed in resignation. “Well, I did promise to help you get that motor back on.”
The old Jamaican waved an arm. “Hey, no hurry on that. You got time, good, if not, I’ll get ‘er done.”
“I’ll come over after I change.”
Jessup chuckled as he walked back to his boat. There was something about the old guy that was soothing. Laid back, never in a hurry, always had something nice to say. Maybe it’s a Jamaican thing, mon, Jessup thought. Don’t worry, be happy.
Jessup changed into shorts and a T-shirt, threw on his flip-flops, then drained the last of his drink. He thought about mixing another one to take with him, but he didn’t plan to be there long. 
The marina was quiet. Jessup waved to a couple of people he knew but didn’t know. Only a handful of people lived full-time on the boats. There were a couple Jessup had never seen, like the old forty-five-foot Chris Craft. From time-to-time he heard soft music coming from it and saw lights switching on and off, but he had never seen a soul moving about it the entire time he’d lived there. On good days, he imagined it was occupied by the ghost of a salty sea captain living out endless days with a mermaid wife. On others, he imagined a lonely, bitter old man sitting in the galley, drinking himself through another endless day.
Of the twelve boat houses, ten were occupied, and two needed to be torn down. EZ’s was one of the nicer ones, its front decorated with abandoned buoy markers, fishing nets and other nautical paraphernalia, along with some very cool pieces of driftwood. The window in the front door was a stained-glass scene of dolphins cutting through the water. Next to the door sat a smoking charcoal grill, giving off a smell that made Jessup’s mouth water. 
He knocked, then examined the old Mercury outboard. It didn’t seem any worse for wear.
EZ opened the door. “Hey, Jake, come on in.” 
Jessup had never been inside the man’s house, and he wasn’t sure what he expected, but it wasn’t this. Posters and photos of every rock-and-roll singer and band you could think of, from Led Zeppelin to Janis Joplin to Jimi Hendrix, covered the walls. Framed photos filled cabinets and bookcases, showing a young man in dreadlocks with his arm around or shaking hands with the likes of Jimmy Page, the Rolling Stones, Eric Clapton.
As Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon played on a stereo, Jessup went from photo to photo, his eyes growing larger. When he got to a twelve-by-eight photograph of the same young man standing on stage with Bob Marley, he pointed at it and looked at EZ. “You?”
EZ chuckled. “Yah, mon. Another life.”
“What…? How…?”
“Back in the day, I considered myself a bit of a prodigy. Me and a couple of friends, we had a sound, had a couple decent songs. Played opening gigs for some of the big names. Got to meet a lot of people,” he added, gesturing to the photos. “We thought we were better than we were, stayed toasted most a the time. Called ourselves seekers, but we were hearing what we wanted to hear.”
Jessup’s eye fell on an old car stereo and speakers built into a bookcase. He pointed at it. “Wait a minute, Stu told me a story…”
“What’d he tell you?”
“It was the early seventies and you were passing through Memphis, following the Grateful Dead. You met a guy with a killer car stereo system, and you traded him a bag of psilocybin mushrooms for it.”
“They were killer ‘shrooms.”
“You hook up the system, plug in a cassette…”
“The Doors.”
“You could finally understand the lyrics, got disenchanted and left the road, moved into this boathouse, and have been here ever since.”
EZ scratched his dreads. “That some story.”
Jessup threw back his head and laughed. Just then, he heard the squeal of a hinge and the sound of tapping claws. From around the corner of the sofa came a brown and black pit bull, her tail wagging so hard her back-end shook. 
“Hey, Stella.” Jessup reached down and scratched the dog around the neck with both hands. She looked up, her head tilted to the side in ecstasy. “This is the most laid-back dog I’ve ever seen. When she barked at those burglars, I was shocked. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her bark before.”
“Oh, yeah,” EZ said. “She’s a good dog, but she doesn’t like bad guys. She likes you though, Jake.”
“Smart dog,” Jessup said, giving her another rub. “Speaking of bad guys, let’s get that motor back on.”
They each took an end, carried it through the house and out the back door to an enclosed deck that overlooked the water. The garage door facing the water was open. 
“I didn’t have the door closed that night,” EZ said. “It was nice out. I left it open to catch the breeze.”
Jessup grunted. “You should be able to leave your stuff out and not have to worry about it getting carried off. I hate a thief.” 
“Well, I got lucky, thanks to you. All’s well that ends well.”
They got the outboard reattached to the johnboat, and Jessup gazed around the shop. He noticed several high-end woodworking tools stored near the workbench.
“You’ve got a lot of nice equipment out here, EZ. I can see why they targeted you.”
Then he noticed the driftwood converted into floor and table lamps, coat racks, and walking sticks.
“This is great work, EZ. You sell it?”
“Yeah, mon, had to do somethin’ when I got off the road.”
Jessup pointed at a lamp. “A buddy of mine has one just like that. It was in an apartment I rented from him for a while.”
“Maybe he got it at my wife’s store in Midtown. Before she died, Tina would sell my things and the things she made.”
Jessup recalled the photo of EZ standing with his arm around a pretty woman on Beale Street, both beaming.
“I’m sorry for your loss, EZ.”
“Hey, we all gotta go. When my time here is done, I’ll see her again. Me and Stella.” He reached down and gave the dog a pat. “Tina always told me, ‘you can spend your life lookin’ for happiness, or you can live life and find happiness.’”
“That sounds like something that friend of mine would say,” Jessup said, looking at the water and smiling. 
“Hey, let’s take this thing for a quick spin, then we come back and eat.”
They jumped into the boat and motored around Treasure Island. The engine ran fine and EZ found a piece of driftwood to use for a project. After a dinner of jerked chicken with iced tea, followed by more stories, Jessup returned to his boat and went to bed without even thinking of having another drink.




Chapter eighteen

At seven Monday morning, Frank arrived at PIT City, bleary -eyed and yawning, but excited. He half expected his ID card to not work when he waved it in front of the reader, but the motor whirled, and the gate dutifully slid open. There was an older truck and a small SUV already parked in the lot, but he didn’t see Bradley’s white truck. Seeing no handicapped slots, he parked next to the SUV.
Inside the front door was the break room with a refrigerator, a table and chairs, and a counter with a coffeemaker and accessories. Along the back wall, stairs were leading up to the office, and beneath them doors for a men’s and women’s restrooms, where Frank had changed into the coveralls on Saturday.
He strolled to the windowed door leading to the warehouse. Through the reinforced safety glass, he saw Cathy hosing down the concrete floor while Trey washed out bowls at a double stainless-steel sink big enough for a restaurant. The bowls were huge, the size of salad bowls. 
The kennels looked like something out of a maximum level prison, with thick metal poles rising eight feet into the air, and chain-link fencing twice as thick as normal covering the top and sides.
Frank shook his head. All this for a bunch of dogs.
He sat down at the table, pulled out his phone, and began thumbing through TikTok videos. A few minutes later, Bradley walked in.
“You ready to go?” the man said, walking straight into the warehouse without awaiting a reply.
Frank followed.
“Grab one of those bracelets.” Bradley pointed at the rack of black straps hanging next to the door. Frank grabbed one. The green light beneath the hook turned red.
“Wear one of these whenever you’re in the warehouse. Turn it on with this button.” Frank pushed the spot on his and it flashed red for a second.   
“You met Cathy and Trey on Saturday.” The two techs turned but said nothing. Frank thought he caught a smirk cross the woman’s face. “They’ve been here since the beginning and have extensive dog training experience. We’re lucky to have them. You’ll take some of the load off them so they have more time to train the animals.”
“I can help train,” Frank said, an edge to his voice. “I’ve got more experience than they do.”
Bradley fixed him with a stare. “I told you on Saturday, if you want to work on this project, you’re going to do the maintenance. You’re going to clean out the pens and the bowls, pick up dog crap, and hose out PIT City.” He pointed to a large cooler at the back of the warehouse. “We get meat in twice a week. You’ll take it from the truck to the cooler, rotating it according to date. When you’re not doing those tasks, you’ll sweep out and hose down the warehouse floor.”
Frank saw Cathy out of the corner of his eye. She definitely smirked this time. 
“Between that and your work at the main building, you’ll have plenty to do.”
Frank grew hot, but he pushed down his anger. He had to play it out, give it time before he could go to his father and put Bradley in his place. 
“For today, follow Trey and Cathy around and learn what they do. They’re in charge.”
“Now wait a min—”
Bradley held up a hand. “No ‘wait a minute.’ They know what they’re doing here, you don’t. You do what they say, or you leave. Got it?”
Frank ground his teeth. “Yeah, sure.”
“Those are our transport boxes,” Bradley said, pointing to a pair of large metal crates at the far end of the warehouse. “Every two weeks, we take two of the trained animals to the airport in Millington to be flown out. The next day, they bring us back two puppies to start training. Cathy’s been doing it, but it’ll be your job now. There’s a delivery day after tomorrow, so you’ll go with her to see how it’s done. The animals are sedated, so there’s nothing to it. All you have to do is watch.”
Frank gave him a bored look and nodded.
“Okay, safety briefing.” He went back to the bracelet rack and held up his left wrist. “This saved your ass a couple of days ago.”
Frank smirked. “You said you saved my ass.”
Bradley drew in a breath, then continued. “Like I said, every time you come in the warehouse, you grab one, put it on, and turn it on. It sends out a signal five feet in all directions. If the dog gets too close, it gets shocked.” Then he moved in close, bringing the band to within a few inches of the younger man’s face. “Listen to me. This will not stop them. They are only trained to think it will. If they get excited or pissed off enough, they will push past it and literally eat your lunch.” 
Some of the color drained from Frank’s face.
“As you walk out, hang it back up to keep it charged.”
They approached the walk-through door leading to PIT City. On the jamb at eye level was a panel with two lights, one green, one red. The green light was illuminated.
“A red light means there’s an animal loose in the training area.” Bradley jabbed a finger at him. “You do not go into the yard if this light is red. Just remember, red means dead.”
Frank almost rolled his eyes, but caught himself, then asked, “Even if I have the bracelet on?”
“You won’t go in the yard when the light is red, period. You’re not trained for it. You have no experience with these animals.”
“How am I supposed to get any experience if you won’t let me work with them?”
“We already talked about that. Your job is maintenance,” Bradley said. “Take it or leave it.”
Frank blew out a breath, then hung his head and nodded.
Bradley picked up a pooper-scooper and held it out. “I believe you know what this is.” He pointed at the panel and smiled. “The light is green. Get to work.”




Chapter nineteen

Flattner stepped into a blast furnace. The dashboard temperature gauge said it was 116 degrees outside, but he didn’t think that was really possible. His first hint should have been the carpet they put on the dash to keep it from melting.
But it’s a dry heat. Isn’t that what they say?
Any place you have to run the air-conditioner or heater for ten minutes before it’s safe to drive is not a place man was meant to inhabit. But this was where the lab was.
The soles of his shoes clacked on the melted tar as he walked across the parking lot of Duogen Industries. The sun reflecting off the large silver building would surely set fires if there were anything in the desert that would burn.
Marked only by a low-profile sign, no doubt in deference to Santa Fe building ordnances, Duogen didn’t need billboards. Word-of-mouth from bereaved pet owners made the company the number one animal cloning institution in the world.
He arrived at the front door baked and as dry as a piece of toast thanks to the lack of humidity. In contrast, the lobby felt like a meat locker.
With CDC credentials in hand, he approached the front desk. At a research facility like Duogen, a visit from the Center for Disease and Control was unlikely to raise eyebrows. Not that it mattered, the people he had come to see knew exactly who he was and what he wanted and no one turned away a government employee with a blank check. 
“Can I help you, sir?” the guard at the front desk asked.
“Harry Perkins, CDC, here to see Doctor Felix Rosen.” He showed the man his ID.
The guard dialed a number, spoke into the phone, then hung up. He handed Flattner a gold visitor’s badge and pointed to a set of elevators. “Go up to the third floor and Dr. Rosen’s assistant will meet you.”
When Flattner first visited Duogen, the efficiency of the company had impressed him, but the lack of security alarmed him, at least until he got off the elevator and found himself inside a sealed lobby, looking at a steel door with an eye and palm scanner. Six trips later, he waited patiently, sequestered inside the third floor holding area.
After a few seconds, an attractive red-haired woman in a lab coat came through the door.
“Mr. Perkins, nice to see you again,” said Doctor Janice Hampton, holding out her hand. 
“Nice to see you, too, Doctor Hampton,” he replied, grasping her hand and holding it a little longer than necessary.
“Shall we go in?” She laid her palm against the scanner and leaned over to peer into the optic reader, affording Flattner as much of a view of the woman’s physique as the lab coat would allow. She was trim, tanned and had well-toned calves. When he’d first met her, he had guessed correctly that she was a hiker.
 The door opened with a click. They walked down a hallway lined on either side by windows. Through them, Flattner studied the massive laboratory where dozens of white-smocked workers scurried about. The pristine facility was stark white except for the stainless-steel counters.
“Been having any fun lately?” he asked.
“I did a triathlon in Havasu a couple weeks ago. Did okay but would have done better if I hadn’t gotten a flat on my bike.”
Flattner grunted. “In this heat?” 
“I’m checking out a couple new trails on Hermit Peak this weekend if you’re going to be around.”
“I would love to, but I have to be back in Atlanta tomorrow. I’ll take a rain check, though.” Meeting Hampton had been a pleasant bonus. Not only was she extremely attractive, but she was also an expert on cloning and genetic manipulation. Most of the breakthroughs at Duogen were, in fact, based on her work. But the trait he most admired was her ruthlessness. She knew what she wanted and would do what she had to do to get it.
They stopped in front of a door and she turned to face him. “So, what are you doing tonight?” 
Flattner grinned. “I was thinking about going on an early evening run with a beautiful redhead after it cools down to, say, ninety-five degrees.”
She raised her eyebrows. “That plan fell through the last time you were here.” 
“That’s because that beautiful redhead wouldn’t let me out of her bedroom.”
“Ah, you sound disappointed,” she said pouting.
Flattner chuckled. “Not at all. It’s the kind of triathlon I prefer, actually.”
She gave him a Cheshire cat grin, and said, “We’ll shoot for an Ironman this time.”
He barked out a laugh, and Hampton knocked on the door.
“Come in,” came a male voice.
A short flabby man came around a desk and held out his hand, giving Flattner a used car salesmen smile. Balding, with kinky black hair, a toothbrush mustache, and eyebrows that met in the middle, the man was the quintessential nerd, right down to the wrinkled shirt and pocket protector. But it wasn’t his appearance, or the desk buried under a mountain of printouts and books that drew your attention, it was his walls. They were covered with more butterflies and insects than Flattner had ever seen in his life.  
A rabid lepidopterist, Doctor Felix Rosen had been gathering, preserving, and documenting butterflies, moths and other insects since early childhood. It was what had fueled his interest in genetics. According to Hampton, the specimens in this office were nothing compared to the collection Rosen had at his home, which she said rivaled many museums. 
Hampton had read Rosen’s book, “The Evolution of Phototransduction Genes in Molecular Biology”, while in grad school, and pointed out several errors to the man. The professor, in turn, helped her get her PhD, then hired her as his assistant at Duogen. 
“He’s a putz,” Hampton once told Flattner after a session in bed. “The only thing he cares about is those stupid butterflies. But he’s smart enough to leave me alone and let me run the lab.”
“Thank you, Janice,” Rosen said. 
Hampton smiled. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Perkins. Let me know if I can do anything for you while you’re in Santa Fe.”
“I will.”
“Please, please, sit down, Mr. Perkins,” the scientist said as falling back into his seat. Peering between stacks of documents, his lips pulled into a thin smile. “So, what can I do for you?” 
“I personally wanted to let you know that the animals you have been producing for us are working out very well. My supervisors are pleased and wanted me to pass along their gratitude.”
“Well, good, good,” Rosen said, nodding.
“But I received word that the next shipment has been… delayed.”
“Yes, er, well…”
 “And was told you’re not sure when you’ll be able to fill it.”
 “Uh, you see, the thing is—”
“The thing is what, Dr. Rosen?” Flattner growled, his smile gone.  
“Uh, well, we’ve learned, um, that the animals are possibly being used for purposes that we as a corporation are not comfortable with.”  
Flattner sat forward, the muscles in his neck tightening. “What is it you think we’re doing with the animals?” 
“Well, uh, that’s just the thing,” Rosen said, tapping his fingers on the desktop, avoiding the government man’s gaze. “We don’t know. Nobody will tell us what they’re being used for.”
“While I can’t tell you exactly what we’re doing with the animals, I can assure you they are being treated humanely, under the strictest guidelines of the federal government.”
“So, they’re not being used by the military?”
Flattner put an amused look on his face. “The military? Where on Earth did you hear that?” 
“Supposition by some of the laboratory workers,” Rosen sniffed.
“More like conjecture, Doctor Rosen. I work for the CDC. We have nothing to do with the military, and I assure you that these animals don’t either. Sounds to me like some of your workers spend a little too much time watching the Syfy Channel.” 
Flattner let his amused look slip a little. “Government funding has helped turn Duogen into a billion-dollar business. You should remind your workers that were it not for the federal money being pumped into this company, they might not have a job. This project—the project we brought to you—has led to, what, seven patents for genetically manufactured animals? It would be a shame for us to have to revisit the ownership of those patents.”
Rosen’s eyes went wide, and he threw up his hands. “Oh, no, no, Mr. Perkins, we’re more than happy with our relationship with the CDC. I—we, would never do anything to upset that. I simply wanted to clear up what appears to be a misconception by some of our staff.” 
“Perfectly understandable, and I hope I have erased those concerns.”
“Oh, yes, yes, of course,” he said, wagging his head like a dashboard bobblehead.
“Good. So, there won’t be any problem with our next shipment of animals?”
“No, no, the animals will be ready as scheduled.” 
“Excellent. There was one other reason for my visit…” 
“Yes,” he said, scooting forward in his chair.
“I need you to inject four of the C-series embryos at one-hundred and fifty percent.” 
“But—”
“It’s for a new project,” Flattner said, as he reached into his briefcase. 
“We can’t—”
“And to show our appreciation for your efforts…” Flattner held aloft an eight-inch-square shadow box frame. 
The man gasped and fell back in his chair. Then he quickly jumped to his feet and ran around the desk. His hands trembled like a shipwrecked man reaching for a cup of water. 
“It… it can’t be…”
Flattner peered at the back of the frame. “It says cyclar… gus, thoms… s…”
“Cyclargus thomasi bethunebakeri!” the man blurted, his eyes wide with astonishment. “The Miami Blue Butterfly! Only a hundred left in existence! Where did you find it?”
Flattner just smiled. 
“M—m—may I?”
“Of course. It’s yours.” 
The scientist returned with it to his seat, holding the case as if it was a newborn baby.
“I—I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t need to say anything. We take care of the people who take care of us. Just keep supplying us with what we need. And don’t forget: four at a hundred and fifty percent.”
Without lifting his eyes, Rosen nodded. “Yes, of course. It will be done.”
Flattner walked out, crossed the hall, and knocked on Hampton’s door. 
“Come in!”
“Well, how did it go?”
Jessup sat down and shrugged. “Fine once I got his attention. Sometimes he doesn’t hear what I’m trying to say.”  
She smiled. “Maybe you need a new set of ears.”
He looked at her. “Maybe we do.”
“So, seven o’clock, my place?”
“I’ll be there with my workout gear on… or off.” He gazed around the room. “You know, you really need a bigger office.”
He winked at the woman and walked out.




Chapter twenty

“Hey, man, you ready?” Frank yelled from the break room at the main building.
“Yep, just putting out the last bowl of food now,” Cyrus said, sliding the food past the twenty-pound pit bull pup trying to lick the skin off his hand. He washed up and said, “I can’t believe Jimmy’s letting us both go.”
The words grated on Frank.
“He’s working at the other building, and besides, my dad said it was okay.”
“How many we pickin’ up?” Cyrus asked as they walked to Frank’s truck.
“Two.”
Cyrus looked in the bed. “How come you have three dog carriers?”
Frank smiled. “Never know, might run into some strays along the way.”
“Ah, man, you still doing that shit?”
“Hey, easy money.”
“Yeah, long as you don’t get caught.”
 “And if you keep your mouth shut, that won’t be a problem,” Frank said, giving him a hard stare.
Cyrus threw his hands up in surrender and got in the cab.
They drove across the I-40 bridge into Arkansas, cruised another hour southwest to Marianna, turned into a long, gravel driveway, and followed it to a secluded old ranch house, behind which stood two large barns. The well-maintained buildings and grounds were tucked away under ancient oak and pecan trees that offered shade from the oppressive sun.
A sign across the large barn read “Delta Breeding Kennels, Established in 1968.” The Jones family had been raising and breeding dogs for over fifty years and supplying pit bulldogs to Frank’s family ever since his grandfather opened the business in 1972.
Delta-bred pit bulls were known for their courage, strength, and stamina. They were the only dogs PIT Industries used. That they were situated an hour outside of Memphis was a bonus. Ferociously protective of its animals and its reputation, the company refused to sell to dog fighters, even though they could triple their income. They vetted all their customers, and PIT Industries was one of their favorites.
Before he got out of the truck, Frank sent a text.
We’re at the office.
They were greeted by the familiar dog kennel smell and the raucous clamor of a hundred barking dogs.
“Must be lunchtime,” Cyrus said.
Inside the house, Frank signed the paperwork, got a receipt, and was told to meet Louis at the little barn.
The pair walked up to the building as a short chubby guy with dirty brown hair, wearing a black Das Oath T-shirt, walked out.
“What up, BJ?” Frank said, fist-bumping the pudgy man.
“Frank.”
“Hey, man, check it out,” Frank said, jerking up his left shirtsleeve and displaying a colorful tattoo of an attacking pit bull on his bicep.
BJ nodded admiringly. “Nice. Where’d you get it?”
“Demon 13. Chick over on Madison. Hot,” Frank said, flipping his fingers.
“I’ve heard of her. I’ll have to keep her in mind.”
BJ took the receipt and walked off.
“BJ? As in ‘blow job’?” Cyrus said.
Frank laughed. “Bobby Jones.”
“He’s one of the Jones clan, and he’s giving you dogs on the side?”
“Not givin’, sellin’. What can I say? Black sheep. Not everybody has that holier-than-thou attitude about dogs. He’s sees ‘em like I do. They’re tools. Use ‘em, then get rid of them.”
BJ came back with a dolly laden with two cardboard boxes punched with air holes, and “Delta Breeding” stamped across them.
“Here you go,” he said. “The PIT dogs are in the box with the red check mark. Don’t transfer them to your dog cages until you get a couple of miles down the road. I don’t want nobody seein’ I gave you four dogs instead of two.”
“You got it, brother. Here’s your grand. Don’t spend it all in one place.”
BJ took the money, fist-bumped Frank again, then dragged the dolly inside.
Five minutes later, Frank turned into an Exxon Station and pulled around back.
“Here,” he said, handing Cyrus a twenty. “Go inside and get us a twelve pack of something.”
“Dude, it’s ten in the morning.”
“And your point?”
Cyrus shook his head and went to get the beer while Frank pulled the two-month-old puppies from the marked box and placed them into separate plastic dog kennels.
He examined the other two to make sure they were, in fact, “lesser quality.” The animal’s paws were smaller, and they were less aggressive, more timid. Not up to PIT standards, but perfect for a pure-bred pet… or a good fighting dog.
After placing them into the extra carrier, he tossed the empty cardboard boxes in the dumpster. Cyrus returned with two six-packs of Coronas, and they headed back to Memphis. Frank had polished off three by the time they hit the Mississippi River, tossing the empties toward the truck bed, and succeeding once.
Cyrus watched him send a text. “So, what’s the plan?”
Tapping his free hand nervously against the steering wheel, Frank popped the top on another Corona and said, “One more stop, then back to PIT.” 
Cyrus said nothing as he took another sip from his first beer.
They followed the interstate to Watkins Avenue, got off and made their way to Rodney Baber Park. The huge baseball complex was deserted, except for a red Chrysler 300 sedan parked in the shade of a tree near the back.
As they pulled up, three men got out of the Chrysler. It took the driver half a minute to extract himself from behind the wheel. Six foot six, 300 pounds, and with a permanent scowl, he reminded Frank of one of the giant PIT City dogs.
The driver’s opposite sprang from the back seat. Short and skinny, with an enormous afro, a full beard and a broad smile, the man appeared in motion even when standing still.
The third man was tall and slender, clean shaven, with long dreads, and a hardness to his face that was visible even through the dark sunglasses.
“What up Dreads?” Frank said, holding out his hand for three seconds before bringing it back. He nodded to the other two. “Bumpy, Tank.”
“Happenin,’ Frank?” the small man said, fidgeting as if he were tilting a pin-ball machine. Tank stared and said nothing.
“Ya’ll know Cyrus?” Frank nodded toward his friend.
Bumpy saluted, but the other two remained silent.
“Got my dogs?” Dreads said without preamble.
Frank dropped the tailgate and slid the carrier to the edge, shoving his hands into his pockets to hide the tremor while Dreads examined the animals.
Dreads looked at Bumpy, who hurried over and took the animals and carrier back to the car.
“We straight?” Frank said, a drop of sweat rolling down his face.
“We straight?” Dreads snapped, ripping off his sunglasses to reveal dark green eyes. “We straight on the interest, but we ain’t straight on the fifty grand you owe me.”
Tilson spun to look at Frank.
“I know, I know,” Frank said, drawing in a breath. “I’ll have your money by the end of next week. I promise.”
“Bitch, you better,” Dreads growled. He leaned in until his face was an inch from Frank’s. “And if you ever bring another dog to a fight without money to cover your losses, I’ll stick a choke chain around your neck and put you in the ring.”
Frank chuckled as if the man were joking. Dreads turned and got back into the car, followed by Tank, who scowled at the pair as he wedged himself behind the wheel.
After they left, Cyrus said, “Dude, you stiffed Marcus Fontaine? One of the biggest dope dealers and gang leaders in the city? Are you out of your frickin’ mind?”
Frank waved him off. “It was a fluke. I figured Brute could take him.”
“Brute?” his friend blurted. “What were you doing fighting Brute? I told you he wasn’t ready. He was still getting over that stomach thing.” Then he paused and shook his head. “I can’t believe Dreads had a dog that could beat him.”
Frank threw up his hands. “I know, right? Me either.”
“Was he hurt bad?”
Frank didn’t respond.
“Dreads took him?”
“I offered to give him up for the debt, but Dreads shot him. Crazy fucker said he didn’t want a losing dog.”
Cyrus slapped his hands to his face and leaned back against the truck. “Man, you better hope your dad doesn’t come to your apartment and ask about him.”
“I’ll just say he’s out at your place.”
“Oh, this is so fucked.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know all that, okay? I can’t undo it. And you can’t tell anybody.”
“Don’t worry,” Cyrus said, holding up a hand. “I ain’t sayin’ shit. You owe him fifty grand?”
Frank hesitated, then said, “Yeah.”
“You bet fifty thousand dollars on a dogfight?”
“No, of course not. Look, I was in the hole with the Armenians for twenty-five. Those guys don’t fuck around and they said they’d kill me, so I borrowed the money from Dreads to pay them.”
“I thought you stopped playin’ poker.”
“Yeah, well,” Frank said, waving a hand. “When Dreads called me on the money, I bet him double or nothing on a dog fight. Hell, I didn’t think he’d go for it. And I sure as hell didn’t think he’d win. I was just lookin’ to buy myself some more time, but he said yes.”
Tilson blew out a breath. “What are you gonna do?”
Frank stared out at the parking lot. “I’ll think of something.”




Chapter twenty-one

Jessup walked down the dark hallway wearing his sunglasses, glad for once to have the walking route around the campus to get his blood pumping. That, along with a thermos of coffee, cleared the fog from his hangover.
After four hours of pondering the famous rhetorical question, Why do you keep doing this to yourself? he almost felt human again. He noticed, too, that he hadn’t made the same empty promise, Today, I will not drink. He wondered what that meant.
But I have managed to dodge Captain Bligh. As soon as the thought left his mind—
“Jessup!”
Dropping his shoulders, he sighed and quickly switched on his radio, holding his hand over the speaker to block the chirp. He spun around and snapped to attention.
“El Capitan!”
“I’ve been calling you on your radio again,” Cronemeyer barked.
Trying to look confused, Jessup pulled out his walkie-talkie and clicked the mike button. It chirped. “Huh, that’s strange. It’s on. Are you sure there’s not something wrong with yours?”
“There’s nothing wrong with my radio,” he snarled, though he peeked at the display.
“Sunspots?” Jessup suggested.
Cronemeyer glared at him, then looked up at the sky.
This is almost too easy, Jessup thought. “Did you need something, sir?”
“Don’t forget, Mr. Brubatten’s speech begins in fifteen minutes.”
Jessup feigned alarmed. “Speech? You said last week it was going to be a lecture.”
“Speech, lecture, what’s the difference?”
“Huge difference, el jefe. It’s critical to the reaction from the crowd. Speeches persuade and lectures inform. Now if Brubatten intends to give a lecture, he’ll share his expertise and convictions on the subject. But,” Jessup stabbed a finger into the air, “if he intends to give a speech, then he’s going to try to persuade, make emotional pleas—” Jessup leaned in closer, “and put out calls to action.”
Cronemeyer jerked back, his eyes going wide.
“That’s why it’s important to know: Is it a speech or a lecture? If it’s a lecture, no problemo. But if he’s gonna give a speech, well, heh, you might want to review the emergency action plan, ‘cause on a campus like this, there’s no telling what might happen.”
“Oh, my goodness. What, what should we do?”
“Hmm.” Jessup rubbed his chin and looked up as if pondering. “Is it too late to cancel it?”
Cronemeyer nodded, his eyes wide and locked on Jessup’s.
“Well, I guess the best we can do is hope for a lecture and cross our fingers.” Jessup snapped to attention. “But I’ll be there. You can count on me, Colonel.” Then he threw a salute, turned on his heels, and marched off.

A large poster taped to the auditorium door announced the presentation. It had a photo of a man in his early forties with a goatee and long brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. His eyes oozed with haughty disdain, and he looked more like a college professor than a defense attorney.
Jessup didn’t just dislike Francis Winston Brubatten, he despised him. As a Memphis Police Department detective, Jessup had had several cases against Brubatten. In each case, he treated the victims like dirt, insinuating that they caused the suspect’s actions - How dare you leave your blinds partially open? Why would you leave that garage door unlocked?
In one of Jessup’s cases, a man raped and murdered a seven-year-old girl, who had been playing in her front yard. Her mother went to put clothes in the dryer and when she returned a couple minutes later, the child was gone. They found her dead in the trunk of the suspect's car.
Brubatten had kept the mother on the witness stand for two hours, suggesting she had been negligent, that it was her fault her daughter was abducted and killed. To this day, Jessup’s stomach knotted whenever he thought about it.
Brubatten sought out the worst of the worst. Men who killed for no reason other than they enjoyed it. The ones who preyed on kids, defenseless women, and the elderly, referring to them as “the real victims of society.” The higher profile the case, the better. He wasn’t seeking justice; he was seeking notoriety. To Jessup that made Brubatten worse than his clients because he was profiting from their deeds without getting his own hands dirty… or bloody.
Jessup stood outside the auditorium, not wanting to see the man. Ten minutes later, his radio chirped and Cronemeyer’s voice hissed, “Jessup, where are you?”
Guarding the portals to the den of iniquity, he almost replied. Instead, he said, “I’m guarding the auditorium doors. No rabble-rousers in sight.”
“Well, get in here. I want the people inside to feel safe.”
Jessup almost laughed. People supporting a guy who advocated for serial murderers, fearing for their own safety. He drew a deep breath, then slowly let it out. Get your mind right, bro.
He opened the auditorium door and slipped inside.
Brubatten was at the podium in his signature tweed jacket with burgundy patches on the elbows. Tall, slender, and fit, he looked good for his age, and no doubt had his eye on several of the audience members in the half-filled chamber. Brubatten once said in open court that “monogamy was overrated.” Last Jessup had heard, he was in the middle of his third divorce, with wife number four waiting backstage.
On the screen he flashed photographs of death row inmates. Jessup recognized a couple of them. Brubatten was just concluding a section on Stanley Crowder, a homeless drifter who talked an eighty-seven-year-old woman into letting him cut her lawn. Instead, he cut her throat. Then, while she bled out, he raped, and sodomized her. Crowder had given a written confession. When asked why he killed the woman, he said simply, “I don’t know, I just felt like it.” 
Next up was Harry Morton. Jessup’s former MPD partner and AA sponsor, Kyle “Frosty” Williams had handled that case. Brubatten described Morton’s childhood, that he endured mental anguish which led to him being ostracized by society. As a result, he could not discern right from wrong. During an unexpected sexual encounter, initiated by the victim, Brubatten said, Morton overreacted while performing erotic asphyxiation and suffocated the woman. The defense attorney then displayed several childhood photos of the killer.
Throughout his presentation, Brubatten referred to his new book—“Justice Executed”—which he said was available to purchase at the back of the room. Jessup walked over to the table and looked at the cover. It showed a dramatic black-and-white photograph of a hooded man, apparently about to be executed.
The lawyer clicked his last slide, then asked if there were questions. There were the usual, then a woman asked Brubatten what impact these appeals had on the families of the victims. His face morphed into a sneer and he replied, “The only victims I care about are the ones on death row.”
Classic Brubatten, Jessup thought.
“If there aren’t any more questions…”
Knowing he shouldn’t, but unable to stop himself, Jessup shouted, “Yeah, I got a question.”
The lawyer shielded his eyes and squinted towards the back of the room. “Yes. What is your question?”
“Where are the rest of the photos?”
A confused look crossed his face. “Uh, I’m sorry. What photos?”
“The photos of Cindy Sykes.”
“Who is Cindy Sykes?”
“You know who Cindy Sykes is. She’s the eleven-year-old woman Harry Morton smothered by placing a plastic bag over her head. You know, the little girl playing hide and seek during a birthday party at Shelby Farms. The one you said coerced Morton into having erotic asphyxiation.”
Brubatten huffed, shook his head, and began stuffing his belongings into his briefcase.
“I saw the photos. Actually, I was there. I was the one who found the bloody stick he used to sexually assault her. I can probably get copies if you want to add it to you slide show.”
People murmured, and a couple started filming the interaction with their cellphones.
“Oh, and about his childhood. I didn’t hear you say that he grew up in Germantown and went to exclusive schools. How he worked at his dad’s company but got bored and started trolling for kids on the internet. Then, when virtual wasn’t doing it for him anymore, he tried the real thing.” 
Brubatten glared at Jessup as he jammed the lid down on his case.
“I’ve got a great idea for a PowerPoint slide. How about a quote from his confession. ‘She squealed and bit me trying to get away, so I lost it and put the plastic bag over her head.’”
With that, Brubatten turned and stalked toward the back exit, followed by the dean of students and the head of the political science department.
“Hey, Francis,” Jessup yelled, “don’t forget your books.”




Chapter twenty-two

 Frank stopped at the Ole Country Store in Millington, picked up a twelve-pack of beer, and continued to Cyrus’s place. He turned down a narrow two-lane road and followed it a quarter mile, before pulling into the driveway of a small white farmhouse. A brown and black hound dog tore after him, barking a greeting or a warning.
Ignoring the animal, Frank honked, received a wave from Cyrus’s Uncle Lonnie, sitting on the porch, then followed the drive through the woods a quarter mile to a puke-yellow double-wide trailer.
Behind the trailer, four pit bulls were chained to stakes beside weather-beaten dog houses. They bared their teeth and snarled while tugging their thick chains. 
Cyrus was standing by a hose washing out a couple of stainless-steel water bowls.
“Here,” Frank said, tossing him a beer. “This is better than drinking out of a water bowl.”
Cyrus tried to catch it, fumbled the hose and bowls, and ended up dropping everything. Frank laughed.
His friend scooped up the beer, pointed it at Frank and popped the top. A jet of foam flew out, but Frank jumped back in time.
“Almost got your ass,” Cyrus said.
“Horseshoes and hand-grenades, dude. Gotta be light on your feet,” Frank said settling into a lawn chair.
“You better be when Dreads comes looking for his money.”
Frank glared at him, then said, “How are the dogs coming?”
“They’re good,” he replied, carrying the full bowls of water to them.
The two black dogs hadn’t stopped barking since Frank got there. Snarling, he set his beer down and stalked toward them, reaching into his pocket for the stun gun. The dogs retreated and huddled inside their houses.
“Shut the fuck up,” he growled.
“Damn, dude,” Cyrus said, laughing. “They’re just glad to see you.”
Frank scowled. “I hate all that barking. I’m gonna get the vocal cords cut on my next dog. Besides, I’m not their friend or their daddy. They’re for fighting, nothing else. If I want a lapdog, I’ll have Bradley train me one.”
Cyrus shook his head. “You bring the dog food?”
“Yeah, two bags in the truck,” he said, popping the top on another beer.
Cyrus waited, but when Frank just sat there, he let out a frustrated breath and stomped over to the vehicle. He carried one of the fifty-pound bags to a metal storage shed, wiped his brow, and said, “You know, you could help. It’s for your dogs, too.”
“Hey, I’m paying for this shit and you’re going to make me haul it, too? Besides, I loaded it.”
“You didn’t pay for it. You stole it from work,” he said, heading back for the other bag.
“Same difference. Besides, I’m providing training.”
“What are you talking about? You didn’t know shit about fighting dogs until I taught you.”
“Yeah, but I perfected it.”
He scoffed. “Yeah, tell that to Dreads.”
Frank jumped to his feet. “That wasn’t my fault. Brute was sick because you didn’t take care of him right.”
“Don’t blame me. I told you he was still sick. You shouldn’t have fought him.”
Frank mumbled something and sat back down.
Cyrus popped open another beer and joined him. “So, when do you have to give him the money?”
Frank laid his head back and closed his eyes. “I got ‘til the end of next week. If not, Dreads is going to fuck me up and tell my old man about me fighting dogs.”
“Your old man will be mad for a while, but he’ll get over it.”
“I’m not worried about him. I’m worried about Bradley. If he finds out he’ll threaten to quit if my dad doesn’t can my ass, and my old man’s more afraid of losing Bradley than he is about pissing me off.”
“So, what are you going to do?”
Frank popped open another beer. “I’ve got a plan.”
Ten minutes later, Cyrus was staring at him. “You are out of your fucking mind.”




Chapter twenty-three

 Jessup entered the door of the security office and into an ambush.
“What do you think you were doing?” hissed Captain Martin Cronemeyer. Flanked by the dean of students and the head of the political science department, he stood ramrod straight, eyes bulging, face flushed, his right hand firmly lodged inside the front of his uniform shirt.
“Your job was to maintain security and make sure no protesters interrupted Mr. Brubatten’s speech.”
Jessup gave him a lop-sided smile. “That’s exactly what I did. There was nary a poster board lifted nor an egg thrown the entire time I was there.”
“You know perfectly well what I’m talking about,” Cronemeyer said, spittle flying. “You interrupted his speech with your outrageous allegations.”
“Oh, no,” Jessup said, wagging a finger back-and-forth. “Number one, I didn’t interrupt him. Brubatten finished his indoctrination, then asked if there were questions.” Both the dean and the poly-sci head flinched at “indoctrination.” “And number two, I only stated facts that can be found in the public record, and from my participation in the investigations.”
“There is a time and a place for such discourse, and this was neither,” said Bradley Burton, the poly-sci director. His red-striped bow tie was crooked on his puffy neck and his lower lip quivered as he spoke.
“A college campus is not the place for discourse?” Jessup said, narrowing his eyes. 
“Yes, of course it is,” Burton countered, sweat popping from his forehead. “But in this day and age we embrace inclusiveness, not confrontation. People can present opposing views, but in individual settings, not in a face-to-face challenge that can so often result in violence.”
“I gotcha,” Jessup said. “So, when they line people up in front of the cattle cars to take them to the gas chambers again, we’re supposed to let it go and address it at a later date?”
Burton’s mouth dropped open. “Uh, no, that’s not what I’m—”
“Let me ask you this, when was the last time this college invited someone with opposing views to speak on campus? It hasn’t happened since I’ve been here.”
“Who this college invites to give lectures is not your business,” the dean of students said. “Your business is—was—to provide security to its students and faculty.”
“Was, huh?”
“Yes,” Cronemeyer said, lifting his head triumphantly. “Your services are no longer needed at Rose College.”
Jessup shook his head. “You people are all the same. Someone shines a light on a problem and instead of cleaning up the dirt, you snatch the cord from the wall.”
“Very poetic, Mr. Jessup,” the dean said. “We will deposit your last check into your bank account.”
Jessup removed his gun belt and badge and placed them and the electronic checkpoint reader on the table. He turned to leave but paused. “By the way, Stanley Crowder, the homeless drifter who sliced the old lady’s throat then sexually assaulted her after she was dead, did that in front of her eight-year-old great-grandson.”
In the student lounge, Jessup slammed his palm against the vending machine button and waited for his second twenty-ounce bottle of Diet Coke to fall from the rack. It’s a two-bottle kind of day, he thought, eager to get to the whiskey in his truck.
Who was he mad at? Them? He shouldn’t be. He knew what was going to happen when he opened his mouth.
He had never liked this job, providing support for people who claimed to embrace free thought and higher learning, but in fact stifled it. But, instead of walking away on his own terms, or not taking the job to begin with, he made them fire him by sabotaging himself.
It’s what he’d done his entire life, either through booze or by running away. He never confronted his problems head on, which was strange since he had a career built on confrontation.
Being a cop was simpler. There were rules, laws. You obey them or suffer the consequences. That those rules didn’t apply equally to everyone caused him angst, but that was a different problem, wasn’t it?
He was wondering what his next move should be when he saw a pair of legs dangling from the tailgate of his truck. He came around the back corner and saw a thirty-something, female, with short black hair, tan slacks, and a white button-down shirt.
He smiled.
“April Flowers. What does a Food and Drug Administration Special Agent want with me? No, let me guess, you went through my refrigerator and saw all those expired dates on my condiments.”
“Go ahead and laugh. It’s all fun and games until someone catches salmonella.”
He sat on the tailgate next to her. “So, what’s going on? I know you didn’t come all the way to Memphis just to sit in a parking lot.”
“I wanted to run something by you now that you have some time on your hands.”
“What are you talking about?”
She nodded toward the college.
His eyes narrowed. “I know you work for the government and all, Flowers, but how could you know about that already?”
She pulled out her phone, brought up Facebook, and clicked on a video. It showed Jessup confronting the lawyer inside the auditorium and ended with Brubatten storming out as Jessup shouted for him to not forget his books.
He snickered. “Play it again. Has it gone viral?”
Flowers smiled and shook her head. “When someone looks up the definition of discretion, your smiling face is not the first thing they see.”
“Fuck that sanctimonious piece of shit.”
“You don’t think people can legitimately oppose capital punishment?”
“No, of course not. There are people on death row who may be innocent, and we should do everything possible to find that who they are and set them free. But that ain’t what Brubatten’s about. He’s about notoriety and sensationalism. He knows his clients are guilty but seeks fame and fortune off the backs of their victims. Think about it, are you gonna buy a book about some mentally ill homeless guy off his meds who kills a store clerk in south Memphis during a robbery? No, but you will buy one about truly evil people, like Harry Morton and Stanley Crowder who kill children and other defenseless people. Why do you think serial killer shows are so popular?”
“It almost sounds as if you’re anti-capital punishment,” Flowers said.
“I’m anti-capital punishment the way it is now. The thought of an innocent person being executed for a crime his didn’t commit sends chills down my spine.”
“So, what’s your solution?”
“Change the burden of proof for a capital murder case from beyond a reasonable doubt to no doubt.”
“Then you’re good with the death penalty?”
“I’d feel a lot better about it.”
“That’s not an answer.”
He chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, I have no problem with killing someone in self-defense or in the defense of someone else, or in war, but once the smoke clears, I think it’s up to a higher power to decide when someone’s time is up. That said, if you get convicted of capital murder, not a crime of passion, but cold-blooded murder, with proof beyond all doubt, I’d put you in solitary with no contact with another human being for the rest of your life. Period. You’ve forfeited that right. You get your food through a slot in the wall. Then I’d offer you a hot shot of morphine to use any time you wanted to kill yourself. Stop making martyrs out of these assholes. With those rules in play, I bet there would be very few of these slimeballs left on death row.”
“Hmm. That actually makes sense.”
“Yeah, well, I have my moments. But it’ll never happen.”
“Like those mythical balanced budget proponents riding into the capital on unicorns, promising to call for term-limits?”
Jessup chuckled, remembering their previous conversation. “Yeah, kinda like that.” He looked at her. “So, what’s up?”
She glanced at the two diet sodas. “You going to drink those?”
“Ah, yeah.” He twisted the top off on one and offered her the other.
“Thanks,” she said, opening it and taking a swig. “Hmm, tastes good.”
He smiled tightly but thought about the whiskey bottle under the front seat of his truck.
“So…?”
“Give any more thought to my offer?” she asked.
“What? Saving the world from rabid woodchucks and killer hummingbirds?”
She snorted and he truly smile. “Don’t give ‘em any ideas. I received information that Section 17 is working on a project in or near Memphis.”
Jessup frowned. “Memphis ain’t exactly a hotbed of technology. Any idea what it is?”
“All he or she knows is that it’s some kind of training facility.”
“It would have to be on the outskirts then, unless it’s small animals that can be trained inside a building somewhere.”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking. I don’t have anything yet, but I’m digging. If I get more, can I call you? I don’t know a lot about the city, and I know I can trust you to do the right thing.”
He lifted an eyebrow and cocked his head. “And how do you know that?”
“Cause you keep proving it, like you did today sticking up for victims of crimes.” She jumped off the tailgate and held up the Coke. “Thanks.”
She walked over to a faded blue Ford Taurus.
Jessup chuckled and got in his truck. He turned the AC to high. While he waited for the cab to cool off, he pulled the bottle from under his seat. He took another swig of the Coke and topped the bottle off with the booze. When he finished, he glanced out the side-view mirror and saw Flowers sitting in her car, watching him. She smiled at him and waved as she drove away.
His face burning with embarrassment, Jessup sat for a full minute looking at the Diet Coke bottle. Then he lifted it to his lips and took a big swig, feeling despair and self-hatred course through his body along with the eighty-proof burn.




Chapter twenty-four

Frank pulled off the interstate onto Hollywood Avenue and worked his way back to Rinehart Road. He followed it to a dead-end cul-de-sac of abandoned and overgrown houses. From there, he took a gravel road through the trees to a defunct gravel quarry beside the Wolf River.
A kaleidoscope of butterflies flipped in his stomach when he saw Dread’s red Chrysler, along with several other vehicles parked outside an old Quonset hut. The former rock quarry office now served as the ‘club house’ for the Double R Crips, Dreads’ gang. The dealer ran his dope and women out of a couple nearby rooming houses, and used the clubhouse for parties and to keep and train pit bulls.
Frank had heard about the place, but he’d never been there. The half-round metal building had an entry door at one end and a garage door at the other. Painted over windows lined either side, and window AC units had been installed in a couple of them.
Rap music was blaring and the smell of burning weed hit him as he approached the door. He kept his hands in his pockets to keep them from shaking. Inside he saw Tank sitting on a sofa, and Daryl and Red, who ran dope and trained Dreads’ dogs, slouched in chairs. Bumpy was dancing behind a bar, mixing up a concoction, while pit bulls barked and howled from six cages sitting along a wall.
Frank wondered if anyone could hear themselves think as Tank waved him in.
An interior wall with two doors ran down the middle, and Frank figured they were bedrooms of some sort. Suddenly, Dreads burst from a room and shouted, “Shut those fuckin’ dogs up!”
Red bolted from his seat and charged at the animals making them cower at the back of their cages.
Still glowering, Dreads stabbed a finger at Bumpy. “Turn that shit down, Bump. Can’t fuckin’ hear myself think.”
“Hey, Dreads, what’s happenin’?” Frank said, trying to keep his voice from cracking.
“You got my money?” he barked.
“No, I’ve got a proposition for you.”
He chuckled. “Another double-or-nothing bet?”
“No, something way better. A win-win for both of us.”
Dreads scoffed and shook his head. 
Frank pulled out his cell phone, which trembled a little, and punched up a photo.
“So, it’s a pit bull.”
Frank flipped to the next one.
“Okay, a very muscular pit bull, so what?”
The third photo showed the two dogs standing together.
“A photo-shopped picture of two pit bulls. What? You into graphic design now? You going to print me off some bumper stickers to clean your debt? Make me a stack of business cards for my customers?”
“That’s not photo-shopped.”
“Bullshit,” Dreads said. “Now you’re fuckin’ with me, and I’m already pissed off.” Tank stood and moved closer.
“No, dude, this is for real,” Frank said, his lower lip trembling. “We’re training ‘em. I can prove it.”
Dreads flipped his fingers and Tank backed off a step but kept clenching and unclenching his fists.
Frank started a video.
“What the fuck is that? Looks like the Ninth Ward in New Orleans the day after Katrina.”
“That’s PIT City.”
“Yeah, it looks like the pits,” Tank said, looking over his boss’s shoulder.
Dreads glared at him, and the big man took another step back.
“It’s a compound we use to train those big dogs,” he explained. “Keep watching.”
Dreads leaned in. “Who’s that?”
“The other trainer. Just keep watching.”
“Holy shit,” the gang leader exclaimed as four of the giant pit bulls ran past the trainer, their heads reaching above the man’s waist.
“Keep watching.”
Howls and barks, screams and gunshots blasted over the speaker as the pit bulls attacked the mannequins.
“What the fuck, dude? What are they?” Dreads asked, unable to take his eyes off the screen.
Frank, grinning now, said, “Pit bulls, but a special breed from Argentina.”
“Nah, that can’t be, man. I ain’t never seen a dog that big.”
“Hey, seein’ is believin’. You should see one in person.”
Dreads’ head shot up. “Let’s go. Now.”
“Whoa! Can’t do that, man.”
“What do you mean, you can’t do that?” the dope man snarled. Tank stepped closer.
“It’s a secure area. It’s got cameras, fences, alarms… and guards,” he added for affect.
“Why?”
“It’s a government contract. Some military thing. I had to sign away my first born just to work there. They find out I told you this much, I’d probably get shot.”
“I find out you’re lying; I’ll shoot you myself,” Dreads said, and Tank edged closer.
“There’s the video, dude,” Frank stammered. “That’s why I’m here. I was hoping we could make a deal.”
“What kind of deal?” Dreads asked, suddenly wary.
“How would you like to have one?” Frank said.
“What the fuck you talkin’ about? You can’t show me one, and now you’re offering to give me one?”
“I’ve got a way to do it… if it will square things with us.”
“Hell, yeah, we’d be square,” Dreads blurted. “You do that, we’ll be golden.”
Frank let out a breath.
“When you bringin’ it?”
He sucked it back in. “There’s a catch.”
The gang leader stiffened again.
“Come on, dude, you gotta work with me here,” Frank pleaded. “Those things are worth way more than fifty large.”
Dreads stared at him for a few seconds, then said, “Talk.”
“Every two weeks, me and Cyrus deliver two of these things to the airport in Millington. We’re going again this Wednesday.”
“Two? What you gonna do with the other one?”
“Sell it to someone else, I guess.”
“Fuck that, I want it too!”
“No way, dude, these things are military. They’re worth a quarter million each.”
“Then I’ll buy it from you.”
“I don’t know…”
“Twenty-five thousand.”
Frank scoffed. “Seriously? Come on man, I got a guy in Kentucky that will give me a hundred large today.”
“Okay, fifty.”
Frank took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling as if considering the offer.
“Hey, mother-fucker, you owe me,” Dreads said, stabbing a finger into Frank’s chest. “I could’a fucked you up by now if I wanted to.”
Trying not to smile, Frank threw his hands up. “Okay, okay. I’ll take fifty, but only because we’re friends.”
“Fuckin’ A,” Dreads said, nodding at Tank. “So, when you gonna drop ‘em off?”
“Hey, I do that, I go to prison. I need cover.”
“What did you have in mind?”
“Uh, well…” he looked at the floor and sucked in another breath. “I want your guys to jack the delivery van.”
Dreads looked at Tank. “Listen to this son of a bitch. He wants us to carjack him.”
The big man snarled, displaying several gaps in his teeth, up and down. Frank eyed the front door, wondering if he could get to it before the monster ripped his head off.
Dreads turned to him. “Hell yeah, we can jack you. I thought it was going to be something tough.”
Frank slumped against the bar in relief. “Your guys gotta be cool, though. They gotta keep their mouths shut. This comes back on me I’m a dead man.”
“Bitch, all my guys are cool. What are you sayin’? I can’t trust my guys?”
“No, no, I’m just nervous, you know? These dogs are worth a lot of money. This is US Government stuff here. I’m takin’ a big chance.”
“Don’t you worry about my people. They know to keep they mouth shut, ‘cause if not, they’re dog food.”
Tank chuckled. “Yeah. Remember when we cut ol’ Ted up…”
“Shut the fuck up, fool!” Dreads shouted.
Frank’s eyes widened for a second, then he said, “Now, when you get ‘em, I need to teach you how to control them.”
“We can do that right here.”
“Yeah, that’ll work. Soon as I get clear of the police from the carjacking, I’ll meet you here. Might be a few hours later, though.”
Dreads nodded. “Not a problem.”
Frank sucked in another breath and felt his stomach tighten. “There’s one more thing I need you to do…”
A few minutes later Dreads looked at him, shook his head and said, “You a cold-blooded mother-fucker.”




Chapter twenty-five

Frank’s stomach was in knots the day of the transfer, and he was relieved when Trey finally said it was time to move the dogs into the crates.
He’d never seen the procedure. The pits were already in the containers when he went with Cathy to the airport the first time.
Using a small forklift, she positioned one of the large aluminum boxes in front of a cage door. As she climbed down, she pointed at Frank’s bracelet. “Is it activated?”
He nodded, and asked, “Why do we need ‘em if they’re staying locked up?”
“Cause shit happens,” Trey said, as he climbed on top of the container. “Rather be safe than sorry with these things.” He walked to the front of the box, reached down, pulled up a panel, and locked it into place.
“Get ready,” he said. “I’m gonna open the cage door.”
He reached down and pushed a button. With a click the magnetic lock released and the kennel gate swung inward. Frank stood at the back of the box and studied the brindle animal through the two-inch air holes. It was eerily reminiscent of the raptor transfer scene in Jurassic Park. 
It stood at the kennel entrance, warily eyeing the container. Its massive head and chest rose and fell with each breath. Its black eyes locked onto Frank and his breath caught. This was Chomp, the same animal that had almost killed him in PIT City. Frank’s knees went weak and he was glad he’d hit the john on the way in.
At a nod from Trey, Cathy reached into a plastic bag and took out a hunk of meat. Chomp’s eyes widened. The dog whined and bounced up and down on his front paws like a puppy. She slid the morsel through a slot at the back of the box and it landed with a plop. Chomp was in motion before the meat hit the floor. Frank gasped and jumped back as the 300-plus-pound beast slammed into the back of the enclosure, snatching up its treat.
Trey shoved the panel down and locked it closed with two carabiners, effectively sealing the animal inside. A few seconds later, Chomp was rooting around, searching for more food. Finding none, it growled and barked and tore at the air holes with its teeth.
Frank took another step back. “Holy shit! Is it going to do that all the way to the airport?”
Cathy laughed. “Nah, that meat’s pumped full of haldol. He’ll be out in ten minutes and stay that way ‘til he gets to wherever he’s going.”
They repeated the process with “Cujo.”
“Who comes up with the names?”
“Me and Trey. Why? You don’t think they fit?”
Frank nodded as the animal tore at the metal sides. “Yeah, they fit.”
With both pits secured, Frank backed a white panel van into the warehouse. By the time Cathy loaded them into the back of the vehicle, they were snoring peacefully.
Frank strapped the kennels down, then waved and said, “See you in a couple of hours.”
He pulled away from the building and his stomach churned like before a dog fight. His plan was insane, but at the same time, it excited him, gave him a feeling of power. If it worked, it would solve all his problems.
He called his father.
“Hello, Franklin, how are things going over there?”
“Going good, Dad. In fact, I’m in the van now about to deliver two of the pits to the air station.”
“That’s great, son. I’m glad it’s working out. I should have had you over there from the start.”
Oh, yeah, it’s great, dad, pickin’ up dog shit and spraying blood off the walls, he thought bitterly. But he said, “I’m glad to be a part of the team.” He stuck a finger to his head and pretended to pull an imaginary trigger.
“Good, good.”
“Hey, dad. Cyrus just called and said he has to pick his truck up at a repair place in Millington. Since I’m driving right by it, would it be okay if I drop him off? I called Jimmy to ask him, but he never answers my calls,” he lied.
“Well, uh, if he’s not cleared…”
“I won’t tell him anything. I’ll just say I’m delivering a couple of guard dogs to Tipton County.”
“Hmm…”
“It’s just ten minutes from here. Like I said, I would ask Jimmy, but…”
“Well, okay, but you can’t tell him a word about the animals.”
“No, I’d never do that. Thanks, Dad. Talk to you later.” He hung up before his father changed his mind.
He sent a text to Cyrus. I’m out front. Come on.
A minute later, Cyrus came around the back of the main building and jumped into the van.
“I can’t believe you’re actually going to do this,” he said, pulling the door shut. “And I can’t believe I’m dumb enough to help.”
Frank stopped the van at the edge of the parking lot. “Dude, all you have to do is sit there and be a witness, so they can’t say I made it up. But if you don’t need the five-hundred dollars, then hop out.”
Cyrus sighed, hung his head, then waved his fingers forward.
Frank grinned. He knew Cyrus wouldn’t back out. With a two-year-old, another one on the way, and his wife losing her job at Walmart, he needed the money.
How do you lose a job at Walmart?
Frank spotted a truck coming down the gravel road towards them.
“There’s Bradley. Duck down!”
Cyrus scooted to the floor.
Frank lifted a hand as he drove past but didn’t look at the other man.
“All this secret agent stuff. You sure this is a good idea?” Cyrus said as he crawled back up. “I mean, you said yourself those things are worth a ton of money. There’s gonna be a lot of heat coming down.”
“This is Memphis. A car gets jacked a dozen times a day. Besides, they won’t even have guns. I picked a place to stop where there are no cameras. We get out, they walk up, drive off with the van. No one says a word. All we have to do is act freaked out when the police get there. We’ll tell them they had guns, of course, and threatened to kill us. They’ll be wearing masks, so we can’t even give the cops a description.”
Cyrus grunted but said nothing.
“I’m gonna give ‘em a call and let ‘em know we’re ten minutes out.” Frank looked at his phone. “Crap, battery’s dead. Let me use yours.”
He grabbed Cyrus’s phone and punched in a number.
“Hey, we’ll be there in ten minutes, white panel van… yep, the same place we talked about… yeah, I still need that done… okay, see you then.” He handed the phone back to Cyrus, who turned and looked out the window.
A couple miles from the airport, Frank pointed to a deserted Quick Chek gas station. “There it is.” He drove around back.
“Let me use your phone again.” He typed in: We’re here.
“This is a sketchy place to stop,” Cyrus said as they got out.
“No cameras, no witnesses.”
“What are you going to tell the cops when they ask why you stopped?”
“I’m going to tell them you had to take a leak.”
Cyrus shook his head. “Bullshit, dude. You tell ‘em you had to piss. Don’t mix me up in this any more than I already am.”
“Okay, okay, geez.”
Gravel crunched out front, and a green Lexus with dark tint windows came around the corner of the building. It stopped behind the van and Tank and Bumpy got out.
“What the fuck, dude?” Cyrus whispered. “Where are the masks?”
“I guess they forgot ‘em. Just pretend, okay?” Then he called out, “Hey Tank. Hey Bumpy.”
“Happenin’?” Bumpy said, bouncing on his toes and tapping his hands against his side. “Dis the van?”
Frank almost said, “no shit, Sherlock,” but bit his tongue. Even Tank gave the man a sideways look.
“Uh, yeah. Keys are in the ignition.”
Bumpy looked at the big man and nodded. Tank pulled a .40 caliber Glock from the back of his pants, aimed it at Cyrus’s face, and pulled the trigger. The round hit him in the left eye and blew out the back of his skull, spraying the side of the van with brain matter and blood. Cyrus dropped like a stone.
He panned the pistol over to Frank, whose eyes went wide. Then the killer flipped the gun to the left and smacked him across the head. Frank went down in a heap next to Cyrus.
 





Chapter twenty-six

Tank drove south and crossed Navy Road. A Millington police car was waiting at the light, but Tank wasn’t concerned, this wasn’t his first rodeo. The blood splatter was on the side away from the Millington officer and it would be at least ten minutes before a broadcast went out about the shooting. They’d be in Memphis by then, and it would be even longer before the Memphis cops got the word.
Everyone thought the police in one city knew immediately what was going on in the city next to them. They didn’t. Most of the time, they didn’t even know a major crime had occurred in a different part of their own city until roll call the next day.
Tank had learned this from his cousin who was a Memphis police officer. He had hoped to get inside information from the kid, but he was too straight. All he’d gleaned was the day-to-day routine any time his cousin complained during family gatherings after a little too much cognac.
The boys in blue would eventually notice the blood, so as soon as they crossed into the city, they pulled into a quarter car wash, and Tank had Bumpy spray away the mess.
He chuckled at the thought of getting pulled over. He just blew a guy’s brains out during an armed robbery, but if he got killed in a shootout with the cops, people would riot in the streets demanding justice for Tank.
What a fuckin’ country, he thought, grinning. But, while he might be famous, he’d still be dead, so he didn’t want to push his luck.
Once they got moving again, his phone rang. It was Bumpy.
“What up?”
“Hey, bro, we gonna need some help, man. I mean, those cages are fuckin’ huge man,” he said, vomiting a string of words. “Ain’t no way we can get ‘em off, just us, I mean—”
“Slow the fuck down, Bumpy. What do you mean, they’re too big?”
“I mean they huge, they fuckin’ metal, man.”
“Okay.” He clicked off, sighed and called Dreads.
“Yo, we’ll be there in fifteen, but Bumpy says the cages are too big. Need a couple more guys to help.”
“That fuckin’ pussy,” Dreads said. “Okay, Daryl and Red should be there feedin’ the dogs. I’ll make sure.”
“Cool.”
“Remember, don’t let ‘em out. Just put the cages in the building.”
“Gotcha.”
“And turn on the air. Hot as fuck out. Don’t wanna kill my investment until I see what I got.”
The two hold-up men made it to the Quonset hut without seeing any more police. Bumpy backed the van up to the garage door while Tank went inside and motioned for Daryl and Red to follow him. After pushing his way through piles of dog food packaging, broken kennels, chewed up water bowls, busted dog treadmills, and other paraphernalia, the big man got the roll-up door opened.
“Man, get dis shit outta here,” he barked. “No wonder we got fuckin’ rats in this place.”
Tank jerked open the back doors of the van. A musty dog odor wafted out. When he saw the transport boxes, he whistled.
“Damn, Bump, you weren’t jokin’.”
The wiry man came around, bobbing his head and bouncing on his toes. “Yeah, man, yeah, yeah, yeah, I told you. We never woulda got ‘em out, you and me.”
Tank threw a hand up to silence him and pulled a knife from his pocket to slice through the tie-down straps securing the aluminum boxes. He leaned in, grabbed the edge of the first box, and with a grunt, slid it about six inches.
“Geez,” he said, shaking his head. “Back it in the garage. We’ll have to tip ‘em out, one at a time.”
Once the van was in position, Tank and Red pulled, while the other two pushed. As they tipped the first cage, the animal’s body slid forward with a thunk. They walked the container forward, then lowered it to the floor.
“Holy fuck, man,” Daryl said, gasping for breath. “They gotta weigh a couple a hundred pounds.”
“Shit, mother-fucker, with those cages, they every bit o’ three-fifty,” Tank said, leaning back and wiping his face with his T-shirt.
“Oh man,” Red blurted as he peered through the vent holes, his eyes wide.
Daryl joined him. “Holy shit!”
Tank leaned forward, then drew in a slow breath. Without taking his eyes off the thing, he placed a call and said, “Dreads, you ain’t gonna believe this shit.”




Chapter twenty-seven

Emergency vehicles and news vans were choking the road by the time Ted Janklin and Jimmy Bradley arrived. They identified themselves and were led past the crime scene tape to the rear of the service station, where a corpse lay in the middle of the blood-splattered parking lot. Janklin threw his hands to his face and let out an anguished cry.
“Dad!”
Janklin looked over and Frank climbed from the back of a police cruiser holding a compress to his head.
His father ran up, and they embraced.
“Oh, Dad,” Frank said, choking. “They killed Cyrus.”
“My God,” Janklin said. “I thought that was you.” He pulled back and looked at his son’s head, his eyes going wide. “You’re hurt.” He spun on the detective. “Why isn’t my son in the hospital? He could have a concussion!”
 “I told him I wouldn’t go,” Frank said, cutting in. “I’m fine, it’s just a cut.”
“I’m Sergeant Botts,” the burly cop said. “The paramedics looked at him, Mr. Janklin. It’s not serious. They offered to take him to the hospital, but he declined.”
Janklin glared at the man, then he turned to Frank. “What happened?”
“I pulled behind the station so Cyrus could take a leak. These two guys pulled up behind us, shot Cyrus and stole the van.”
“What the hell was Cyrus doing with you?” Bradley asked.
“I—I was giving him a ride to pick up his truck on my way to the airport,” Frank said, looking to his father.
Janklin held up a hand. “I told him Cyrus could ride along as long as they didn’t talk about the… project.”
Bradley glared at his boss, then at Frank, who wouldn’t meet his eye. “Then why was he still with you? You’re almost at the airport.”
“He called the shop, but his truck wasn’t ready yet,” Frank said defensively. “I told him to just ride with me and I’d drop him off on the way back.”
“Thank God for that, otherwise that could be you laying there,” Janklin said, seemingly oblivious to the callousness of the statement.
Both Bradley and Sergeant Botts stared at him.
“How did you end up back here?” Bradley asked.
“I already told you,” Frank said, narrowing his eyes. “Cyrus said he had to take a leak.”
Janklin jumped in. “So, Cyrus asked for a ride up here, then tells you to pull behind this gas station?”  
“Well, yeah, but—" Frank put a puzzled look on his face. “Hey, wait a minute, you’re not thinking…”
Janklin looked at the detective, then threw up his hands. “Why not? Makes perfect sense. Cyrus sets up this theft, then talks you into taking him along.”
“Except he got killed,” Bradley noted.
“But what if the thieves wanted to clean up loose ends? Happens all the time, doesn’t it, officer?” He looked at Botts, who just shrugged.
“No way, Dad. Cyrus wouldn’t do something like that.”
“Then why didn’t Frank get shot?” Bradley asked.
Janklin looked at his son.
“Well, they had masks on. I couldn’t identify them.”
Janklin spun to Bradley, a smirk on his face. “See, they didn’t shoot Franklin because he couldn’t ID them.”
“What did they look like?” Bradley asked.
“Two black guys,” Frank said, and gave Bradley an annoyed look. “One was pretty big and the other one was smaller. Pulled up in a red Ford Taurus.”
“Which one shot Cyrus?”
“Uh, I don’t know,” he replied. “They both had guns, but the big guy hit me and knocked me out. When I came to, Cyrus was dead, and they were gone.”
“Thank the heavens that you’re safe,” Janklin said, giving his son another hug. “Sounds to me like Cyrus Tilson got what was coming to him.”
Letting his shoulders sag, Frank said, “Dad, we don’t know for sure that Cyrus had anything to do with it. He could have been an innocent victim, just like me.”
“Well,” the detective said, holding up Cyrus’s phone inside a plastic evidence bag, “this should help. We’ll see who he contacted just before all this went down. Might clear up some questions.” He pulled out a notepad and said to Janklin, “I need to know what was in the van for the report. Your son said I needed to talk to you about that.”
Bradley spoke up. “Two pit bulldogs, trained as guard dogs. They were being sent to the military.”
“That makes sense, considering your business. Do you have a description?”
“One was brindle, mottled brown and black, the other was white with black markings on the muzzle.”
“Size?”
Bradley and Janklin looked at each other, then the trainer said, “Um, both adult males.”
Botts looked at them, waiting for more. When it didn’t come, he suggested, “So, fifty, sixty pounds?”
Bradley just shrugged. Botts apparently took it as agreement and noted it on the pad.
“Value.”
“I couldn’t even begin to guess,” Janklin said, looking up and shaking his head.
“I need something for the report. Can I say, five-thousand each?”
Bradley nodded. “Uh, yeah, that’s a safe low estimate.”
“So, what now?” Janklin asked.
“I’m taking your son to the station for a formal statement. Our guys got the broadcast and they’re lookin’, but I’d be shocked if the van didn’t go straight to Memphis. I’ll make sure our dispatcher gets the word to the Memphis PD and Shelby County Sheriff’s Department. Don’t worry, the van will show up.”
“I don’t care about the van,” Janklin said. “We need to get those animals back.”
“Don’t mind my saying so,” Sergeant Botts said, “you seem a lot more concerned about those two dogs than you are about your employee getting killed.”
Janklin flushed and his eyes narrowed. “Well, since he was probably involved, serves him right.”
The detective raised an eyebrow, then looked at Bradley, who said nothing.
“Okay then, hop in the car, Frank. I’ll run you to the station, get your statement and get you out of here.”
“I’ll follow you,” Janklin said.
“Just hang out in the lobby. It’ll be a while. If you have any questions, ask for Sergeant Botts.” He handed Janklin and Bradley each a business card.
“I’m going to head back to the office,” Bradley said, and turned away.


[image: image-placeholder]Janklin followed Bradley and grabbed his arm. “What was all that about?”
“What?”
“You were questioning Frank like he was a suspect. He almost got killed.”
Bradley held up his hands. “I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on.”
“He told us what happened,” Janklin barked. “You think he wanted this? You think he wanted his best friend to get killed?”
Bradley locked his jaw. Something was off, but he couldn’t explain it without it sounding like he was attacking Frank. “I’m not saying that. I’m just rattled, I guess. I got to get back and start making calls.”
“To who?” Bradley asked.
“To Dotson, for starters.”
“No! You can’t call them. If they find out what happened, we’ll lose the contract. We have to get those animals back before anybody finds out.”
“And how are we supposed to do that?”
“The collars. They have trackers in them. It was in the specs.”
Bradley nodded, “Yes, powered by the battery that controls the shock collars.”
“Okay,” Janklin said, nodding.
“The batteries that only keep a charge for forty-five minutes,” the trainer said, trying to keep the scorn from his voice. 
The color drained from his boss’s face. “Then get back there fast before it’s too late. And don’t call anybody until we get those animals back.”
Janklin stomped to his truck.




Chapter twenty-eight

Bradley slid into his parking space at PIT City, kicking up gravel and dust, then ran inside, startling Trey and Cathy, who were taking a break.
“Get up here,” he growled as he took the stairs two-at-a-time to the office.
“Oh, no,” Cathy said after he told them what had happened.
“This ain’t good,” Trey echoed.
“I just pray there’s enough juice left in those collars to power the tracking devices,” Bradley said.
Cathy and Trey looked at each other.
“They had a full charge when they went into the transport boxes,” she said.
“Yeah, but that was over an hour ago,” Trey said. “And the older the batteries get, the less charge they hold. We need to swap them out twice a month instead of every month.”
Bradley jerked his head up. “Didn’t you do a swap last week?”
Cathy’s shoulders sagged. “Not on Cujo and Chomp because we knew they were getting shipped out. We figured, why bother since the military doesn’t use the collars. Though I still don’t understand that.”
Bradley hissed and turned to the computer screen. The invisible fence program loaded and he clicked on the locater. A few seconds later, a map appeared extending one mile from their current location. Near the center were ten red dots representing the animals inside the complex. His heart raced as he clicked the plus symbol to extend the map out another mile. The screen refreshed, but still showed only ten red dots clustered at the center of the screen. He clicked out to three miles, but no new red dots appeared. Four miles, nothing. Five. He keyed twenty into the box and the screen expanded to cover most of the surrounding county and a good part of Arkansas, but there were no more red dots.
“Fuck me!” he said, flinging the mouse across the room. He jumped up from his chair, stormed to the supply cabinet, jerked open the door and snatched the box of discontinued batteries his boss had purchased a couple months earlier.
“Tight-ass motherfucker!” he shouted as he slammed the box into a trashcan. The two techs backed up, their eyes wide.
Sucking air like a stallion who had just run a race, Bradley paused, leaned his head back against the cabinet, then took in a deep breath.
“Okay, now that I have that out of my system. How do we find these things?”
“Maybe the signal will show up if we get closer to the shock collars. If we drive around with the laptop, we might get lucky and they’ll ping,” Trey suggested.
“I don’t think so,” Cathy said. “They’re lithium ion; when they die, they die quickly. That’s why we have the magnetic charging stations in each cage, so they stay topped off.”
“Plus, we don’t know where to look,” Bradley said. “When will the sedative wear off?
“Another hour, hour and a half,” she said, glancing at her watch.
Bradley closed his eyes and ran his hands through his hair. Think damn it. Think!
With their ramped-up metabolism, the dogs would be starving the moment they woke up, and they wouldn’t be in the mood for Kibbles ‘N Bits. They were barely controllable with the measures they had in place, but without the trazodone, the animals would be unstoppable 325 pound killing machines—something Bradley had long suspected was the government’s intent.
He knew he should call Dotson immediately and let him know what had happened.
Be better if they hear it from us than from CNN, he thought.
But what could they do? If only there was a way to track the things. His eyes flew open. Track. What else can you track? Vehicles. He snatched up the phone and dialed the main office.
“Doris, this is Jimmy.”
“Oh my God, Jimmy. I’ve been waiting to hear something. What happened? What’s going on? Is Cyrus really dead?” Doris asked in a rush of questions.
“Yes, I’m afraid so.”
“Oh, no!” she cried out. “Is Frank okay?”
“Yeah, he’s fine, just a cut on the head. Look, Doris, I can tell you more later, but right now we need to find the people who did this.” What he really meant was they needed to find the van and the animals.
“Okay,” she said, her voice quavering.
Crossing his fingers and saying a quick prayer, he asked, “Do you know if the van had a tracker installed?”
“A tracker? Well, yes, I think so.”
“Yes!” Bradley whispered, making a fist.
“Ted wanted to make sure the employees—Frank, mainly—weren’t speeding in it, but he lost interest and we never activated it.”
“This is really important, Doris. We need to get that tracker turned on ASAP. Drop everything you’re doing, call the dealer and tell them it’s a police emergency. If they give you any static, call me back.”
“Okay, okay,” the woman said.
 
Twenty-five long minutes later, Bradley’s phone rang.
“They turned it on!” Doris blurted. “The van is at Hollywood and I-240, behind an old shopping center.”
“I know where that is,” he said. “Doris, you’re amazing!”
He hung up, snatched his keys off the desk, stabbed a finger at the two techs and said, “You two, grab tranq guns, extra darts, and come with me.”
As they ran to his truck, Bradley fished Sergeant Botts’s business card from his pocket.
They tore past PIT Industries as Bradley disconnected his call with the detective, who told him to wait for the police before approaching the van. Bradley had no intention of following those orders and pulled his Smith and Wesson .40 caliber pistol from a concealed compartment under the center console. Trey’s eyes widened and Cathy grinned.
Ten minutes later, they were speeding down I-240 towards the Hollywood Avenue exit ramp. Smoke was billowing up from behind the abandoned shopping center as fire trucks cut through the lot towards it. He took the thirty-five mile per hour ramp at sixty, and the tires screamed. Cathy’s grin got wider and Trey turned whiter. Seconds later, they pulled up behind the building and saw the PIT Industries van fully engulfed in flames.
“Fuck,” Bradley said, his prayers instantly switching from “let me find them,” to “let me find them dead.”
Gouts of steam blasted upward as water smashed into the side of the burning vehicle, while more approaching sirens wailed. It took only a minute for the firemen to put the blaze out. By then a half dozen Memphis police cars had arrived. Bradley approached the van to check inside but was ordered back. Grinding his teeth, he leaned against his truck and waited.
Ten long minutes later Botts arrived, followed by Janklin and Frank. The PIT owner jumped out and walked up with Botts, while Frank remained in his father’s truck, looking off to the side.
“Yeah, that’s it,” Janklin said to Botts. He turned to Bradley. “Are they inside?”
The trainer lifted his hands and shrugged. Botts, who had listened to their exchange, gave them a quizzical look, then walked over to one of the Memphis officers and identified himself. Bradley and Janklin crowded in behind him.
“Setting a vehicle on fire is pretty much standard procedure on something like this,” Botts explained, pulling on a pair of rubber gloves. “Pretty much destroys all the evidence of who they were.” He jerked open the back door. It was empty.
Bradley’s shoulders fell. He saw the detective watching him.
Botts turned to them. “I’ll say it again. You two seem more concerned about your property than anything else. Is there something I should know?”
“Now see here, Serg—” Janklin said, but Bradley held up a hand.
“Sergeant Botts, I know we may seem callous about the whole situation, but like I said, these animals are officially the property of the US government and they’re going to want to know what happened. If we don’t have some answers for them when they call, there’ll be even more hell to pay, that’s all.”
Botts stared at them. After a few seconds, he nodded curtly. “Okay. They’ll process the van for what it’s worth, then tow it in. You can get with your insurance company on it. In the meantime, I’ve got a death notice to make… unless you would like to do that, Mr. Janklin?”
“No, no, detective,” Janklin said, displaying sudden deference. “I’ll let you handle that.”
The sergeant huffed, then turned and walked back to his car.
 “What are you going to do now?” Janklin hissed.
“What am I gonna do?” Bradley said.
“You know what I mean. We have to find these things. Can’t you track them somehow? The collars?”
“Already tried. The signals dead. The batteries only hold a charge for about an hour.”
“Shit! Why didn’t you tell me it was that bad?”
Bradley was expecting this and his face morphed into a snarl. “I’ve told you for the last two months that it’s a problem, remember? You said we had to use them up.”
“But I didn’t realize it was that serious, for God’s sake. Do you have any idea what will happen to me, to us, to this company if those animals get loose?”
“Yeah, I do,” the trainer said, nodding. “That’s why we need to tell the feds about this, right now.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Janklin sputtered. “If we do that, we lose the contract,”
“If those pits get loose and start killing people, we could go to prison.”
“Then find them! But keep this quiet!” Janklin spun and walked back to his truck.




Chapter twenty-nine

Frank and his father talked little on the ride back to PIT Industries. The older Janklin’s mood turned somber after discovering the animals were gone.
Janklin pulled into the PIT City compound and stopped next to Frank’s truck.
“You doing okay?” he asked his son.
Frank looked at the floorboard and shook his head. “I gotta go for a drive, get my head straight,” he said, trying to put a tremor in his voice. “All I can think about is what happened to Cyrus. I don’t think I can handle being inside the building today. It’s too much of a reminder.”
“You sure?” his father asked, pursing his lips. “Maybe we should head to the house. Your mom is beside herself. She’ll want to see you.”
“No,” Frank said quickly, shaking his head. “I need to be by myself for a couple hours. All I can think about is that guy shooting Cyrus for no reason. I keep wondering what I could have done different.”
“This is not your fault, son,” Janklin said. “There’s no doubt in my mind that Tilson set this up. He brought it on himself.”
Frank sagged a little. “I just can’t believe he would’ve done that. It doesn’t make sense.”
“It makes perfect sense. He was after money, and that kid has always been wild. Living out there with his convict uncle. It was just a matter of time before his true nature came out. If anything, it’s my fault for hiring him.”
“No, Dad, don’t blame yourself,” Frank said, trying not to snicker. “Like you said, who could have seen this coming?”
He slapped his son on the shoulder. “Okay, be careful. No drinking, you hear? I don’t want you wrapping your truck around a tree because of all this.”
“No, I won’t,” he said, opening the door, eager to leave. “I just need to think.”
Janklin nodded.
Frank got out with his head down and dragged his feet to keep from running to his vehicle. As soon as his father pulled away, he called Dreads.
“Hey, you check ‘em out?”
“Man, you weren’t kiddin’. Gotta see it to believe it.”
“So, we good with what I owe you and the fifty K for the other?”
“Oh, yeah. Got it right here. Hell, this’ll probably piss you off, but I got a guy ready to give me a hundred large tomorrow for one, if I wanted it.”
Frank chuckled. “I told you. You help me out, I help you out.”
“Bullshit,” the dope dealer snarled. “You helped yourself out. You had a debt and a problem, and I took care of both of ‘em for you. Don’t you forget it.”
Frank’s neck grew hot as his fingers tightened around the phone. “They awake yet?”
“They’re comin’ around.”
“Okay, don’t let ‘em out until I get there. I have a couple of training bracelets for you to use.”
“Man, my guys don’t need no fuckin’ bracelets. They know how to train a dog, or don’t you remember?”
“Yeah, I remember,” Frank said, gritting his teeth as the image of Dreads shooting his dog replayed in his mind. “Just humor me and wait. I’ll be there in thirty.”
“Well, hurry if you want this money.”
Frank ended the call and looked at the two wrist bands lying beside him. He knew they’d be useless. The techs had told him about the shock collar batteries. It was just like his tight-ass old man to scrimp on something like that.
In an hour, Dreads and his crew would be history and he’d be fifty-thousand dollars richer, with no witnesses to worry about. He reached behind the seat and pulled aside the towel covering the Benelli Super Black Eagle semi-automatic shotgun. Not even those dogs were immune to a twelve-gauge slug.
It was an ingenious plan, if he said so himself. He’d tell the police he had remembered Cyrus had a connection to a group of dog fighters. Distraught over his friend’s death, he drove there looking for answers and found the dead thieves. The pit bulls came at him, and he killed them out of fear for his own life. He’d be a hero.
He knew this would prove Bradley was inept and convince his father to put him in charge of the government program. If Bradley wasn’t fired altogether, he would go back to training the regular dogs.
The more Frank thought about it, the bigger his smile got. It was too bad Cyrus had to die, but loose lips sink ships. He couldn’t trust him to keep his mouth shut. Dreads and company were phase two of the cleanup.
He chuckled as he pulled off the interstate, remembering the looks on their faces when the cop opened the back door to the van. His old man saw his company vanish before his eyes.
Well, don’t worry dad, he thought, I’ll come to the rescue.
Frank hit the Rinehart Road cul-de-sac and wound his way back to the Quonset hut. An adrenaline rush of fear mixed with excitement hit him as he stopped next to Dreads’ Chrysler.
He pulled out a Beretta 9mm pistol from between the seats and jammed it into the back of his belt.
Gonna act like a gangster, better look like one, he thought.
He sucked in a breath and walked to the building.
“Here’s the man,” Bumpy said when he opened the door. Rap music echoed off the corrugated metal walls, and marijuana smoke saturated the air. 
“Gonna give those dogs a contact high,” Frank said, putting on a pleasant smile.
“We like to keep things mellow,” the animated man said, swinging his arms and rocking his head. Frank had always wondered if his never-ending motion was a nervous tic or chemically induced.
Dreads, Tank, Daryl, and Red were by the garage door, gathered around the transport boxes, talking excitedly.
“How they lookin’?” Frank asked as he and Bumpy approached.
“Man, these some bad MF’ers,” Daryl said grinning. “How much they weigh?”
“About three twenty-five.”
Tank barked a laugh and held out a hand. “I told you they weighed more than two and a quarter. Give me my twenty bucks.” Daryl scowled and handed him the bill.
“That’s about what you weigh, ain’t it, Tank?” Dreads said, never taking his eyes off the animals.
Tank nodded. “Yeah, about.”
The pits had their eyes open, but were still laying down, exhaling in huffs. Even prone and inactive, they looked menacing.  The white one with the black muzzle slowly sat up.
“That’s Cujo. The other one’s Chomp,” he said, pointing at the brindle.
“Cujo’s not bad, but Chomp’s a pussy name,” Dreads scoffed. “That shit ain’t stayin,’” Cujo shook his head as if to clear it. “They’re wakin’ up. Almost show time,” the dope dealer said with a gleam in his eyes. He turned to Frank. “Give me those bracelets so we can let these bad boys out.”
“Whoa,” Frank replied, holding up his hands. “We got some business to take care of first.”
Dreads straightened, a frown creasing his face. Tank moved closer, and for a second, Frank thought he’d pushed it too far. Then Dread’s laughed. “Smart man, smart man,” he said, slapping him on the shoulder. He walked to the bar, reached behind it, and pulled out a roll of bills. “Fifty. You can count it if you don’t trust me.”
“I don’t trust my own mother,” Frank said, figuring that was something a gangster would say.
Dreads laughed again and gave him another shoulder slap. “I like you, man. You and me need to sell these things and start making some serious jack.”
“I had that same thought,” Frank lied, as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the two black bands.
“These are the magic bracelets, huh?”
“Thought you didn’t need them?” Frank said, lifting an eyebrow.
Dreads shot him a look. “Watch your mouth.”
“You’ll only need them until they get used to you. After that, you’re good to go.” He held one up and pushed a button until the LEDs flashed. “Hold that until the red lights come on.”
Dreads took the other one, then turned toward the cages. He clapped his hands and said, “Let’s get this show on the road.”
“Let ‘em out, give ‘em some water and I’ll be right back,” Frank said, heading for the door.
“Whoa, where you goin’?”
“I got a bag of treats we use for training in my truck. Give ‘em one and they’ll do whatever you tell ‘em.”
Dreads looked at Red and Daryl, his two trainers. Red nodded, but Daryl held up a foot long cattle prod and pulled the trigger. Blue sparks reflected off his gold grill. “I got all the treat I need right here.”
“Yeah, go get the treats,” Dreads said. “Then you gonna need to get more ‘cause we gonna train these bad boys up!”
Frank paused at the door. “Don’t forget the bands.”
They looked at him for a second, then Dreads and Red fumbled with them until the red lights came on.
Frank found a section of two by four board, and after shutting the door to the Quonset hut, wedged it under the handle. Then he retrieved the shotgun and peered through a clear spot in the window to watch the show.




Chapter thirty

“Open ‘em up,” Dreads said, slapping his hands together again. 
Daryl and Red removed the carabiners securing the two doors.
“These panels slide up,” Red said. “Someone needs to get up there and lift.”
Dreads looked from Tank to Bumpy. “Get up there, Bump. Tank’s big ass would crush the cage.” Bumpy muttered as he climbed up. “And don’t turn bitch and say they’re too heavy.”
Muttering again, Bumpy gripped the aluminum plate on Cujo’s door and lifted. “Shit man, this is heavy,” he whined, but he kept pulling until it locked open.
The men looked in at the massive animal, sitting at the back of the cage, panting, its slab of a tongue hanging from the side of its muzzle.
“Still drowsy,” Red said, sliding a bowl of water into the cage using the arm with the bracelet.
The animal sat there; its eyes locked on the glowing black band. Red stood back with Dreads and Tank. After a second, Cujo stepped forward and lapped up the water. They looked at each other and smiled.
“Lift the other one,” Dreads ordered.
Bumpy crossed to the other cage, then bent down to grab the door panel. Immediately, Chomp rose to his feet and bumped into the side of the cage. “Fuck, man!” Bumpy squealed, throwing out his arms for balance. The other men burst out laughing.
“I think he likes you, Bumpy,” Daryl said.
“Well, I don’t fuckin’ like him,” the skinny man said, grabbing the panel and lifting. He struggled with it. He looked through the vent holes at the dog and yelled, “Stand still, bitch!”
Chomp lurched again and rammed his head against the top of the cage. Bumpy cried out and fell to his knees, clutching at a vent hole with one hand while holding up the door with the other. Chomp slammed against the side again, rocking the enclosure.
“Ride ‘um Bumpy!” Daryl cackled as the man staggered from side to side.
“You mother-fucker!” Bumpy screeched, angry and afraid. Chomp locked eyes on him like a kid spying a candy apple, then lunged up and bit Bumpy’s fingers. The man screamed and jerked back, swinging his now fingerless hand through the air. Blood splattered across the ceiling and the faces of the other men as they watched on in horror.
Chomp slammed the cage again, knocking it sideways and sending Bumpy sprawling across the floor. More quickly than it seemed possible, the pit bull was out of his cage and on the downed man. He bit Bumpy in the stomach and yanked back, tearing away a huge chunk of meat and exposing his internal organs. The man’s screams turned into a keening screech as Chomp clamped his jaws onto him and shook him like a dish towel. A chunk of Bumpy’s side tore free with a ripping sound and his intestines spilled onto the garage floor.
Daryl charged forward, the stun gun pointed like a light saber, blue sparks clacking. He stabbed the dog in the side and it howled in pain. Simultaneously, Cujo bolted from his enclosure and bit down on the trainer’s arm. With a loud snap, the cattle prod went flying and Daryl’s arm flopped down, hanging by muscle and skin. His mouth flew open in a silent scream as Cujo slammed him into the garage door hard enough to dent the metal. The rampaging animal bit Daryl’s face, crushing his jaw and snapping his neck at the same time.
The six caged pit bulls howled, growled, and barked with excitement as their mutant brothers spun to face the three remaining men. Pulling back blood-soaked jowls to expose two-inch-long canines, the two monsters loosed rumbling growls that vibrated the metal walls of the Quonset hut.
As if telepathically linked, Dreads and Red both thrust out their braceleted arms and stepped away from Tank. The big man jerked his head from side-to-side, then locked his eyes on the pit bulls. The stink of fear poured off him like a faucet, and their growls turned to snarls. Tank lunged for a bedroom door.
Impending death can turn the slowest man into the Flash, or maybe it was their claws slipping across the slick concrete, but somehow Tank made it to the bedroom first, slammed the panel shut, and threw his body against it just as the two dogs hit. But when the 650 pounds of muscle hit the hollow-core door, it crumpled like paper. He didn’t even have time to scream.
Dreads and Red ran for the door. Red twisted the knob and pushed, but it wouldn’t open. Dreads came up behind him and slammed his shoulder against it, but it didn’t budge. They looked up and saw Frank staring back at them.
“Open the door, man!” Dreads shouted, hammering the metal frame with his fists.
Frank smiled.
The dope dealer’s mouth fell open. His eyes went dark. “You mother-fucker! You better open this door!”
Oh, fuck!” Red said, putting his back to the door.
The mutant dogs stood before them like eager puppies, eyes wide, tongues hanging, their faces smeared with blood.
Red pressed against the door as if trying to melt through it, while Dreads thrust out his bracelet and started circling around towards the garage door. Cujo tracked him while Chomp concentrated on Red.
The monster dog stepped forward. Red jabbed the bracelet at it and said, “Get back, mother-fucker!”
Chomp flinched, his eyes locked on the black band, then took another step.
“Get back!” Red screamed, the red-glowing band vibrating on his shaking arm.
Another step and Chomp was three feet away. Red spun, pounded on the door, and yelled, “Open the door, man, op—”
The side of the building trembled as Chomp smashed into Red.
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“Aargh, aargh, aargh!” The man screamed as the animal tore at his back and shoulders, the two-by-four brace bending a little more with each blow. A second later, the screaming stopped and Red’s body slid down the door.
Heart pounding, Frank peered through the blood-stained glass and saw Chomp staring back. With a roar, the monster slammed into the door. The wood brace cracked.
“Shit!” Frank yelped as he leaped back, his shotgun suddenly feeling like a BB gun. The creature hit the door one more time. With a crack the board snapped, and the door flew open. Chomp charged outside, flipping his head back and forth, slinging blood as he hunted his next target.
Frank was running for his truck before he realized it, screaming as he went. Chomp, jowls drawn back into a leering death mask, charged after him, his massive paws ripping divots from the ground.
Frank vaulted over the hood of Dreads’ Chrysler 300, jerked his truck door open, and threw himself inside. Just as his feet cleared the jamb, the door crashed shut and the truck rocked on its springs. Like a rabid animal, Chomp snapped and clacked his teeth against the glass, smearing it with blood and saliva, trying to get at his next meal. Frank, his breath coming in ragged gasps as if he’d just sprinted a mile, lay sprawled on his back, staring out, waiting for the glass to break.
After a minute, the dog dropped away. Frank sat up and watched it trot back into the clubhouse, its tail wagging. He felt the shotgun beneath him, amazed he hadn’t dropped it.
Holding it up, he looked from it to the front door.
“Fuck being a hero,” he said. He started the truck, slammed it into drive, and took off. 




Chapter thirty-one

Jimmy Bradley was tired, frustrated and pissed off. He’d just crisscrossed the city trying to pick up a signal on the missing animals. It had been a fool’s errand, he knew. The shock collar batteries were long dead, but he didn’t know what else to do.
The lights were off as he drove by PIT Industries, and Janklin’s parking space was empty.
I’m doing more to get the animal’s back than he is, and it’s not even my company, he thought bitterly. Probably at home on a conference call with his attorneys doing damage control before the body count begins. He knew the man was planning to dump the blame on him. Maybe it’s time to start protecting my own ass.
In the PIT City office, he opened his laptop and looked again at the tracking program. It still showed only the ten shock collars inside the building. He pulled out his cell phone and brought up Dotson’s phone number. He hesitated, then pushed send. It rang twice.
“Hmm,” Dotson said in his bored baritone voice. “You’re calling me at eleven o’clock at night. This can’t be good news.”
Despite his soaring anxiety, Bradley gave a short a laugh. “No, it’s not.”
He filled him in on the afternoon’s events.
The man was silent for several seconds, then said, “You should have called me right away, but this explains the phone call.”
“Phone call?”
“Yeah. Your boss called our logistics office this afternoon, probably right after the theft, and said you were delaying shipment a day because of a transportation issue.”
“That son of a bitch,” Bradley mumbled. “He ordered me not to say anything, hoping we’d be able to recover the dogs.”
“You’ve got a dead employee, and the cops are involved. This will never go away clean, you should have known that.”
When Bradley didn’t reply, Dotson asked, “Why did he tell you to call now?”
“He doesn’t know I’m calling.”
“I’m glad somebody there has a brain… and some balls. Okay, let me make some calls and get some assets rolling that way.”
“Why, what can you do? They could be anywhere by now.”
“The cargo containers have trackers, Jimmy. If you would have told me about it right away, we’d already have the dog’s back.”
A wave of despair hit Bradley. “I didn’t know.”
“There are a lot of things you don’t know about this operation. I’ll get back to you.” He hung up.
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His boss chuckled. “Go on.”
After he heard the story, Flattner said, “I assume you have people heading to Memphis to clean up the situation?”
“I’ve got a Gulfstream with tracking hardware flying up from Pensacola. A six-man cleanup team will be at Memphis International in two hours with a couple of Yukons waiting for them. I’ll have ‘em stage in the area where they recovered the van. I figure the cages won’t be too far from there.”
“Just the cages?” Flattner asked. “That’s not being very optimistic.”
“Yeah, well, I threw ‘hope’ and ‘maybe’ out the window after I read your after-action on the Operation Night Terror incident,” Dotson said. “I’m still amazed at how you cleaned that up.”
Flattner signed. “It was a long twenty-four hours. Let’s hope we don’t have a repeat.”
“Well, just in case, I have a hunt team on standby. They can be there at first light.”
“Where are you?”
“Flying over Jackson, Mississippi. I was checking out one of our sites in Louisiana. Should be in Memphis in another hour.”
“Sounds like you have things in hand. Let me know if I need to make any calls. Now, what about the carjacking itself?”
“My gut says Frankie set it up and sacrificed Tilson for cover.”
“Pretty cold-blooded.”
“I told you, the kid’s a piece of shit.”
“Why would he do it?”
“Don’t know. Money I assume, but I’ll find out,” Dotson said.
“I’m sure you will. Took some balls for Bradley to call you.”
“Yeah, that’s what I told him. I get a good feeling about him.”
“Unlike his boss?”
“Another piece of shit. The apple didn’t fall too far from that tree.”
“Well, we’ll have to rectify that situation if we’re going to continue this program,” Flattner said. “Keep me informed and let me know what you need.”
“Will do.”
“And give Bradley a good phone.”




Chapter thirty-two

The response team landed in Memphis and headed north from the airport. Dotson had assigned Sweep as the call sign for the operation, with himself being Sweep Primary. He numbered the six ground units one through six, and the reconnaissance plane as Recon. He found that the simpler you kept things, the better.
“Sweep Primary to Recon, status,” Dotson said over his radio.
“Recon, we’ll be overhead in five mikes,” came the response.
Dotson rolled his eyes. Military guys loved their jargon. Why they couldn’t just say ‘minutes’ instead of ‘mikes’ was beyond him. Even after eight years as a sniper in Marine Force Recon, he didn’t get it.
“All right. Start along the north leg of the I-240 beltway,” he said, studying a Google Earth image on his laptop.
“Check Recon.”
“Sweep One, did you read that?”
“Check Sweep One. We’re in that general area now.”
“Okay,” Dotson said, imagining them grinding their teeth over his radio procedure.
Twelve minutes later, the plane announced: “Recon, we have a double contact at coordinates 35.189410 degrees north, by 89.986448 degrees west.” The computer automatically sent a map of the coordinates to everyone involved.
“Sweep One, copy. We are eight mikes out.”
The team leader tried to hide it, but Dotson could hear the excitement in the man’s voice, just like he could feel his own heart rate ramp up a notch. He stayed off the radio and let them work. They were professionals and knew what to do. One of the biggest sources of stress when he was an operator had been when so-called superiors tried to micro-manage every aspect of an operation.
“Sweep One to Sweep Primary, what’s the ROE?”
Dotson wanted to say the rules of engagement were extreme prejudice, but he needed to confirm who set up the carjacking. “Sweep Primary, no friendlies get injured, but we need intel on this one, if possible.” In other words, try to take someone alive to answer questions.
“Check. Sweep One, northbound Hollywood from Chelsea, four mikes out.”
“Man, I’m glad we’ve got guns,” said an unidentified female voice. “Looks like the OK Corral out there.”
“Sweep One, knock off the chatter! Pulling on to Rinehart Road, one mike. Going live.”
Six body-cam video feeds popped up on Dotson’s laptop from cameras mounted on the armor of each operative. Through the windshield of the lead vehicle, he saw a deserted street lined with lifeless houses. The road ended, and the vehicle bounced onto a dirt road that wound back into the trees.
“Sweep One, going NVG.” The images brightened and took on a greenish tint.
After a quarter mile, they came to a clearing and saw several vehicles parked outside an old Quonset hut.
“Sweep One, lights are on inside, front door open, going off NVG. No flashlights until we clear the building,” he reminded his crew. “One, Two, and Three will take the front entrance. Four, Five, and Six continue around the back.”
“Check Sweep Four.”
The first Yukon stopped, and the three agents piled out, all but invisible with their black BDUs, helmets and submachine guns. With practiced care, they wove between the parked cars, checking each for threats.
They stacked up at the blood-splattered entrance door. Dotson’s stomach twisted. He knew what that meant. He just hoped the animals were still inside and that they could kill them.
“Sweep One, we’ve got a lot of blood at the entrance,” the lead operative said in a whisper for the benefit of the other team. He made hand gestures, and they rushed through the opening, splitting off in different directions.
Five seconds later, “Clear!”
“Holy shit,” someone muttered. On the video, the scene looked like a horror movie that had gone ridiculously over the top. Corpses, body parts, and entrails littered the room. The faces on two of the bodies had been crushed or bitten to a pulp.
“I count four torsos,” a female agent said. “Nothing alive.”
“With all this blood, it should be twenty bodies,” another said.
In the background, Dotson heard a clicking noise and knew it was the soles of their boots sticking to the congealing blood.
“Look at the size of those fucking paw prints.”
“Cut the chatter,” Sweep One said. “Sweep Main, afraid nobody in here’s going to be talking.”
“Unless you’ve got a Ouija board,” someone muttered.
“Back up and aim your camera at the body by the door,” Dotson ordered. Sweep One did as instructed and brought it into view.
“Get in close to his right arm. What’s that on his wrist?” The man pulled his body-cam off and held it, showing a closeup of the black bracelet. Dead men do talk, Dotson said to himself. “Pull that off and hold it for me.”
“Yes, sir,” Sweep One replied. Then, “Sweep One to Sweep Four, got anything back there?”
“Nothing. The garage door is open about eighteen inches. Not enough for an animal to get through, but a man could fit.”
“Check. Sweep Four, come inside. Have Five and Six set up a perimeter but tell them to keep their backs to the building.”
“Roger that.”
“Sweep Primary to Sweep One, let me see the cages,” Dotson said.
The team leader walked over to the metal boxes and slowly panned them with his camera. One was upright, its gate locked open. The other was lying on its side, the door partially closed.
“Lift the gate on the one that’s been knocked over and look inside.”
Sweep One motioned to his two subordinates, and they slid the metal plate the rest of the way up. There was a lot of blood inside, but no body.
“Move around. Let me see the back of the door panel.”
When he did, Dotson saw it was covered with bloody fingerprints.
“That’s interesting,” Sweep One said. “The only way that could have happened was if someone had been inside the box with the door closed.”




Chapter thirty-three

Marcus Fontaine, aka Dreads, watched from the cab of an abandoned front-end loader as the armed team entered his clubhouse. He assumed they weren’t cops, they didn’t have blue lights on their vehicles or insignias on their uniforms. If it was a raid, the cops always had at least one marked police car with them. Whoever they were, they saved his life, distracting the dogs so he could crawl to safety.
Shifting in the seat, he hissed as a surge of pain cut through his fingers, or what was left of them, searing the nightmare into his memory. He pulled the blood-soaked T-shirt he’d wrapped around them tight to his chest as the images flashed in his mind.
Dreads knew Frank had set them up the second he couldn’t open the door. The shock collars were either dead, or they never worked to begin with. While one pit bull went after Red, Dreads bluffed the other one long enough to get inside the cage that had been knocked over. He got the panel pulled shut, but it wouldn’t lock, so he had to use his fingers to keep it closed.
With his four soldiers dead, Dreads was the only live target, and the monsters played Whack-A-Mole with his fingers, snapping at them wherever they appeared through a vent hole. The dope dealer screamed in agony as they ripped away tips and entire digits. The torture went on for half an hour, and the only thing that kept him from giving up was the thought of what he would do to Frank once he got out.
The dogs eventually got bored. After sniffing the six pit bulls cowering in their cages, they left. Dreads waited several minutes, sobbing and moaning, but he knew he couldn’t stay there, the cages would implicate him in the carjacking. Rolling the dice, he crawled out and slipped under the garage door, then laid in the dirt, waiting for the massive animals to return and finish him. Instead, he heard vehicles coming down the access road. Almost passing out from the pain, he pushed up from the ground and stumbled to the old, rusted front-end loader parked a hundred feet away. He managed to climb inside just as the first SUV entered the clearing.
The pain forced his eyes open. He stared down at his blood-soaked T-shirt. He was sure he’d lost four entire fingers and the tips of three more, but he was too afraid to look. The dogs had sliced one thumb open, but at least it was still there. As horrible as that had been, however, it paled compared to the carnage he had witnessed. He’d seen dozens of people shot and stabbed. Hell, he’d been shot once himself, but that was nothing compared to what happened inside the building.
It was like a bomb had gone off—no, that wasn’t right. A bomb was quick, bang!, and it’s over. Not this. This wasn’t quick. It took time. He could still see Red’s arms and legs flailing as the dog ripped him to pieces, literally eating him alive, and Daryl twitching as the other pit tore at him, wondering if the man could feel it, or if he was dead and it was just his nerves bouncing him around.
What I wouldn’t give for a bottle of Crown Royal, he thought, shaking his head.
 Headlights appeared through the trees as a third SUV arrived. A short bald man, stocky, like a bodybuilder, got out and surveyed the scene, then went inside. Five minutes later, the garage door opened, and the cops, or whoever they were, dragged the two cages into the clearing behind the Quonset hut.
What are they doing? Then it occurred to him. Frank had said they belonged to the military. They’re not here because of the carjacking, they’re here for the dogs. They’re soldiers.
In the gloom, he watched them carry objects from the building and place them inside the cages. In the dark, it was hard to tell what they were. Three of them struggled with a large load. An arm flopped down and dragged on the ground.
“That’s mother-fuckin’ Tank!” he blurted aloud, his pain temporarily forgotten.
The three operatives half-carried, half-dragged the dead man to a cage and stuffed him inside.
What the hell?
In the distance came a thumping sound. It grew louder. A large helicopter, unmarked by lights, appeared over the trees, its prop wash turning the area into a dust storm. Twin cables dropped from it, and as Dreads watched, the soldiers hooked the cables to the two boxes. When they were done, they gestured to the helicopter and the cables retracted, lifting the boxes from the ground. A few seconds later, the helicopter rose higher and disappeared, as if it had never been there.
Just then, six small shapes ran out the Quonset hut door and into the woods.
There go my dogs.
The bald man came outside with one soldier and began gesturing, then he returned to his SUV and drove off. Two of the operatives pulled what looked like handguns from their SUVs and crawled under the cars. Two more came out with water bowls and slid them under the vehicles. A minute later, they carried the water bowls back inside, sloshing liquid as they went.
Gas. Dreads realized. They drilled the gas tanks.
Once they’d carried a couple of dozen bowls of gas inside the building, one of them used the butt of his rifle to break out a window on each vehicle.
“No, not that one,” Dreads almost shouted as a soldier poised his weapon over the red, Chrysler 300 sedan. He smashed the window and dumped in a load of gasoline.
With a whoosh, flames erupted from the garage door, shot through the building and out the front door. Then, one-by-one, the soldiers set the vehicles on fire. Within seconds, the site was a raging inferno. Done with their arson, the six operatives returned to their vehicles and drove off, leaving Dreads to look on in stunned disbelief.
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“Sweep H,” came the staccato reply.
“You have FLIR on that bird?” he asked, speaking of the forward-looking infrared radar used to detect heat signatures.
“That’s a roger.”
“Okay, after you drop your load, refuel and stand by. I’m going to need you to come back here and sweep the area for our missing assets.”
“Roger, Sweep H. Uh, where did you want us to deliver this load?”
“Head to the Mississippi River. Go two miles north of town and drop them in the middle of the channel.”
After several seconds of dead air, Dotson growled, “You copy that last, Sweep H?”
“Good copy, Sweep H.”
Dotson knew the minimum channel depth where the barges ran was not that deep, only about twelve feet, but heavy aluminum boxes, peppered with air holes, would sink like rocks and embed themselves in the muddy bottom of the murky river. The channel catfish would take care of the rest of the problem.
“Sweep Primary to Recon, are you equipped with FLIR?” he asked the reconnaissance plane.
“Negative, Recon.”
“Okay, return to station. Thanks for the help. Good job.”
“Roger that, Recon.”
He sent a text. Fifteen seconds later, his phone rang. “Dotson. My phone is secure,” he answered.
“Well, did the god of hope shine on us?” Flattner asked, sounding wide awake at three in the morning.
“Partially,” Dotson replied. “We got the cages back, but the assets are missing, presumably loose in the woods.” He told his boss what they had found inside the building.
“Okay,” Flattner said. “The thieves are dead, the cages are gone, the site sanitized. The police will chalk it up to gang retaliation. Brilliant idea, by the way, dropping the cages into the river. Now there’s nothing concrete to tie the animals back to PIT Industries.”
“Other than our human assets and a suspect that possibly got away, although he or she is unlikely to admit being part of a felony carjacking with a homicide.”
“Exactly. I don’t think we need to worry about them if they’re still alive. But we need to get those dogs back, dead or alive,” Flattner said. “Anything about them that can lead back to PIT?”
“They have shock collars, but according to Bradley, they’re generic. There’s the obvious tie-in, the stolen PIT van recovered less than two miles from where the animals are running loose. It won’t take a rocket scientist to make the connection if someone else finds those animals first.”
“What’s your plan?”
“The helicopter has FLIR. They’re going to patrol the area. I’ve got six agents with two vehicles. I’ll put four out on foot, with two chase cars. They won’t be able to do much more than contain them until the six-man hunt team gets here from Fort Hood. They’re bringing four-wheelers. It’s thick down by the river.”
“I’m getting a sense of déjà vu,” Flattner said.
Dotson grunted.
“What cover are you going to use?”
The big man drew in a breath. “I’ve been wondering about that. I was going to have them put on police patches and say they were looking for an animal that escaped from the zoo, but that’s too easy to verify. If we run into a real cop, he’ll check with his dispatcher and shoot that story down.”
Flattner thought for a second, then said, “Remember that time, south of New Orleans, when we lost that monitor lizard?”
“Oh, yeah, Operation Komodo. Found it at the back of an old mobile home park. Old drunk living in an abandoned trailer came running out, screaming, Godzilla! Godzilla!”
“Bought him a bottle of Crown Royal to shut him up and he thought he’d died and gone to heaven,” Flattner said, chuckling. “We used DEA patches that time, said we were searching for a marijuana grow.”
“That’s right. Worked great. No one thought a thing about it. It even explained the helicopter.”
“Yep.”
“Well, there you go. Two heads are better than one,” Dotson said.
“So, what about the carjacking?”
“It was the kid.”
“How do you know?”
“I’ll send you a picture.” Dotson clicked a few buttons, then brought the phone back to his ear.
“Looks like a photo of a very bloody arm with a black bracelet on its wrist.”
“Yep, it’s one of the barrier bracelets they use over at PIT to train the animals. I already talked to Bradley, two of them are missing.”
“Two bracelets for two animals. There’s only one way this dead guy could have gotten one.”
“And I got the records for Junior’s cell phone. He called the same number they found on Tilson’s phone from just before the robbery.”
“Stupid, stupid boy,” Flattner said.
“I’ll deal with him as soon as the air clears. Right now, I need to find those dogs.”
“What do you need me to do?”
“Just be on standby in case this gets bloody.” 




Chapter thirty-four

“Red sky in morning, sailors take warning,” Dotson whispered, as the reddish orange sunrise cast long shadows across his Section 17 operatives. They were in the ballpark, standing in about the same spot Frank and Dreads had weeks earlier, though they didn’t know it.
The six-man hunt team, with their four-wheelers and enough firepower to take on a small country, looked bright-eyed and ready to go compared to their counterparts, who had now been awake for over twenty-four hours. All twelve wore black BDUs and armored vests with “DEA” patches stuck to the front and back.
Dotson, who had been awake longer than any of them, looked as if he’d just come off a month-long vacation. He spread the topographical map over the hood of his vehicle. Behind him stood a man in civilian clothing.
“This is the Wolf River,” he said, pointing at a blue strip that meandered through patches of green vegetation. “It’s just a few blocks south of us,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder. “It runs east to west through the city, along the interstate, and dumps into the Mississippi River.”
He stabbed the map. “This is where we recovered the cages and where the animals were last known to be.” The spot was close to the river. “They could have gone anywhere from here, but we think they’re hunkered down in the vegetation near the water. We’ve been monitoring emergency frequencies and there haven’t been any calls about monster dogs.”
The operatives chuckled.
“This is Mr. Bradley, our head trainer,” he said, pointing to the man standing behind him. “He said they train the animals mostly at dusk and at night to get them used to operating in those conditions. He thinks it’s likely the two pit bulls will go to ground during the heat of the day, resting in the shade of the trees, then do their hunting at night, using the river as a water source. They ate well last night, so they shouldn’t be hungry for a while.”
The hunt team glanced over at the others, who were nodding in agreement.
“The area along the river is riddled with ATV trails, so it won’t be hard getting in close. Three hunt team units will go east from the point of origin and three will head west. The sweep team members will ride with you, giving us six two-man teams. A bird with FLIR will be overhead in fifteen minutes; they went to refuel. They made several sweeps last night and got a couple hits near the water right here,” he said, stabbing at a point just west of the Quonset hut. “But it’s heavily wooded and swampy, so we waited for daylight and the right equipment.”
“Ooh, too spooky for you guys?” sneered a burly, bearded hunt team member as he leaned across the handlebars of his four-wheeler. Several of his teammates stifled laughs while the other team returned death stares. Bradley just shook his head.
Dotson silently spun his laptop around so everyone could see the screen. He clicked a file and a photo appeared showing Bradley standing next to one of the pit bulls. It came up past the man’s waist and was as big as a lion. There were a couple of “oh shits” from the Hunt Team members. He clicked another file and played a five-second clip of the animals attacking a mannequin. The group went silent. One more click showed the bodies inside the Quonset hut.
“Fuck me,” said a hunt team member.
“Mr. Bradley,” Dotson said, “care to add anything?”
“I’ve been with these animals since they were puppies, trained with them every day. They know me and I was kind to them, but they would not hesitate to rip my face off if given the opportunity. The only thing that kept that from happening was their conditioning with shock collars, but those batteries are long dead. Don’t fool yourself, these are not normal pit bulls. Imagine the person next to you suddenly doubling in size, tripling in strength, growing two-inch fangs, becoming insanely violent and wanting to eat you. That’s what you’re facing.”
There were murmurs, but no jokes.
“Questions?” Dotson asked.
“What’s our objective?” asked a tough-looking woman with short black hair, leaning against a machine.
“The Sweep teams will have their M-4s, along with dart guns filled with enough juice to take down a grizzly bear, but it takes several seconds for the sedative to kick in. Don’t get killed, but if we can get one, or both, of them back alive, that’s gravy. Either way, our primary objective is to just get them back.”
He turned back to the laptop and clicked again, bringing up photos of the two animals. “This is them, one white with a black muzzle, the other a brindle color.”
“That brindle will be a bitch to see in the brush,” one operative said.
There was a rumbling as a Blackhawk helicopter appeared over the tree line.
“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, show time.”
After the groups departed, Dotson turned to Bradley. “You look like shit.”
The man chuckled. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. Doesn’t seem to have affected you, though.”
“I’m used to this,” Dotson said. “So, what do you think their chances are?”
“Of what? Getting the animals back alive, your people killing them, or them getting killed?”
“Yes.”
The trainer thought for a second, then said, “I’ll be surprised if they can knock them down without killing them. And I’ll be surprised if all twelve of your guys come back in one piece.”
Dotson grunted. “Let me show you something.” He grabbed the bracelet from the Yukon.
Bradley’s eyes went wide. He grabbed it, felt the dried blood ringing the fabric, and threw it on the hood. “Where did you get that?”
“It was on one of the dead guys.” He studied Bradley for a second, then said, “You know what that means, don’t you?”
“Yeah,” Bradley snarled. “That little asshole set this whole thing up. But why would he do it? I mean, he got his own friend killed.”
“My guess? Money. And as far as Tilson getting killed, I think it was intentional. You know what they say, two people can keep a secret if one of them is dead.”
Bradley shook his head at the thought.
“Tell me something, Jimmy. You get what we’re doing with the pit bull program, don’t you?” It was a statement, not a question.
Bradley hesitated.
The big man smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. Top secret contracts, deadly creatures trained to be weapons, armed soldiers wearing DEA patches.”
Bradley said nothing, his face losing color.
“Don’t worry, we won’t kill you. We need you,” Dotson said, a half-smile cracking his usually somber face. “What we don’t need are weak links in our operation, especially people who would intentionally sabotage it. Understand?”
Bradley nodded.
“We’re going to have to make some changes, radical changes. Now, I won’t tell you what those changes will be, but we may ask you to step into a more managerial role. I need to know if, number one, you’re okay with the whole concept of militarizing genetically altered pit bulls, and number two, if you want to continue being a part of this operation.”
Bradley swallowed, then took a deep breath. “Can you tell me what they’re used for?”
Dotson pursed his lips. “What I will tell you is that we use them in the military theater in order to reduce the number of human casualties.”
“So, using these trained dogs means fewer soldiers get killed?”
“Yes, exactly.”
Bradley looked down.
“We do everything we can to protect the animals during those operations, to include special body armor and drone coverage. We have a lot of time and money invested in them, and we don’t want to see them killed,” he lied. He knew that if he told Bradley the truth, that every one of the animals were doomed, either from painful bullet wounds or by slow bacterial infection, he would never agree to help.
Bradley nodded, then looked up. “Then, yeah, absolutely, I’m on board, a hundred percent.”
The government man nodded, then pulled out a cell phone.
“From now on, whenever you need to talk to me, use this phone.” Dotson shook his hand, got into his vehicle, and drove off.




Chapter thirty-five

Sergeant Steve Westerly rolled into the precinct, turned on his computer, and while it booted up, went to the break room to put his lunch in the refrigerator. John Sampson came around the corner.
“Hey, dude, I fucked you,” he said, with a loud laugh. As book sergeant, Sampson handed out the cases.
 “So, what’s new?” Westerly said, rolling his eyes.
“But it’s an interesting one. Millington had a homicide carjacking yesterday. They recovered the stolen van behind the abandoned shopping center at Hollywood and I-240.”
“Why’d we get it? Homicides supposed to handle anything related to a homicide.”
“I know,” Sampson said, “but they’re on course for another record-breaking year, and they’re buried.”
“And we’re not?”
“Hey, don’t tell me. Our boss is the one who volunteered us,” he said, jerking his head toward Lieutenant Forester’s office.
“That makes sense. He wants into homicide so bad he can taste it. Guess he figures it’ll be a feather in his cap if we can solve one for another jurisdiction.”
“You got it.”
“Well, I for one am all for him getting transferred to homicide.”
Sampson chuckled. “You and everyone else, but even the people running this department aren’t that stupid.”
Westerly returned to his desk and read through the case.
“Damn, they shot the dude in the head over a couple of dogs?”
“I know, right? Told you it was interesting,” Sampson said from his cubicle.
He finished looking through the crime scene photos, and then called Sergeant Rodney Botts.
“Hey, Sergeant Botts, this is Sergeant Steve Westerly down in Memphis. I got assigned the recovered stolen vehicle in your homicide case. I wanted to see what I can help you with.”
“You can tell me who did it.”
Westerly laughed. “Man, wouldn’t it be nice if it was that easy?”
“It sure would,” Botts agreed. “And call me Rodney.”
“I’m Steve. I’ve seen people get killed over the change from a quart a beer, so I’m not surprised, but it is curious. They pop this guy in the head for no apparent reason over a couple of dogs?”
“I agree with you. The whole thing smells. It’s all a little too convenient. The witness barely gets a scratch, then aims everything at Tilson, the dead guy. Supposedly, Tilson’s car isn’t ready to be picked up, so he tells his buddy, Franklin Janklin—”
“Franklin Janklin?”
Botts laughed. “Tilson tells Janklin to pull behind the gas station so he can take a leak, uses his own phone to call and text the bad guys, and ends up dead.”
“And Janklin is…”
“Little rich boy. His dad owns the company, PIT Industries. They train pit bulls for security and protection. They’re good. We’ve got a couple of their dogs on the dog squad. Tilson worked at PIT with Janklin.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard of PIT. Good dogs, but expensive.”
“The owner donated ours, otherwise we wouldn’t have ‘em.”
Westerly grunted. “Janklin, being the owner’s son, kinda takes money out of the equation, doesn’t it?”
“Well, it does and it doesn’t,” Botts said. “This is where it gets even weirder. The whole time I’m digging into this, the kid’s father, Janklin Senior, and the head trainer, Jimmy Bradley, seem more concerned about the cargo than about their employee getting his brains blown out.”
“But, according to the report, it was just a couple of dogs.”
“That’s what they said, but when we opened the back of the van and they saw it was empty, you would of thought they were seven years old, and momma just told them Santa didn’t exist. I pushed, but all they would say was that the animals belonged to the military.”
“That is interesting,” Westerly said. “Any ideas?”
“I’m thinking people interested in stealing trained pit bulls would be gang-bangers, dope dealers and dog fighters.”
“Yeah, you’re reading my mind. I’ve got a couple of ideas. Let me check around and I’ll get back to you, Rodney.”
“Okay, Steve, I appreciate it.”
Westerly hung up, then walked over a couple cubicles and poked his head in. “Hey, beautiful.”
Sergeant Beatrice “Betty” Davis looked up from her computer and frowned. Her resemblance to the movie star, along with her take-no-prisoners attitude, earned the brown-skin beauty her nickname.
She rolled her eyes. “Here we go,” she said. “What?” 
“Hey, can’t I give the best-looking detective in the precinct a compliment?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Just the precinct?”
“No, no,” he blurted. “Did I say precinct? I meant the entire department. Hell, possibly the entire state.”
She laughed. “This must be a big favor.”
“Nah, not really,” he said, sitting down in her interview chair. “You still doing that pit bull rescue thing?”
Her eyes brightened. “Yeah! You want one?”
He threw up his hands. “No, no, we already have two dogs. No more pets.”
“Hmm,” she said, turning back to her computer. “So, what’s up?”
“Ever heard of PIT Industries?”
She looked at him. “Yeah, what about ‘em?”
Westerly explained what had happened.
“I can’t believe they blew the guy’s brains out over a couple of dogs.”
“Same here.”
“What do you need from me?”
“Who would be interested enough in pit bulls to do something like this?”
“In that part of town, that’s easy,” Davis said. “Dope boy called Dreads—Marcus Fontaine. He does it all, drugs, women, armed robberies, stealing cars, but he has a special love for fighting dogs, the low-life piece of shit.”
Westerly grinned. “Tell me how you really feel.”
“I can’t stand those sons of bitches. They’re the reason pit bulls have such a bad rap. They train ‘em to fight, then when they get tired of them, they turn ‘em loose or they escape, and they end up hurting or killing someone. Next thing you know, the entire breed is branded as killers,” she said, her voice getting louder. “I have three of them at home. Rescue dogs, all of them. Sweetest things you’ll ever find.”
Westerly knew it was true. For all the fear mongering built up around the animals, he found them to be very gentle—off the job. Unfortunately, most of the pits he encountered as a police officer were attack trained or abused, and as a result, were often dangerous. He once had to shoot a pit bull on a drug raid. He’d have rather shot the suspect.
“What part of town does Dreads operate?”
“North of Chelsea, up around Shannon Elementary.”
His eyes perked up. “That’s close to where they recovered the van. Thanks, Betty. I’ll do some background on this guy, maybe head up there and look around.”
“Let me know when you do and I’ll go with you,” she said, the scowl still marring her face.
Five minutes later, Betty stuck her head inside Westerly’s cubicle. “Hey, I talked to a source who told me Dreads has a clubhouse near the dead end of Rinehart Road.” She put air quotes around clubhouse.
“Good place. Secluded.”
“Yeah, they drop a ton of stolen cars back there.”
“Want to join me?” Westerly asked.
“I’m ready.”
“Okay. I’ll call the Millington guy and see if he wants to meet us there.”




Chapter thirty-six

An hour later, Westerly and Davis pulled into the fire station parking lot on Chelsea near Hollywood.
“Rats. They must be on a call. The firehouse is closed up, and I gotta pee,” Davis said. “That your guy in the gray Impala?”
“Should be,” Westerly said as he pulled onto the lot.
After introductions, Davis told Botts about the clubhouse.
“The place sounds a little sketchy,” Westerly said. “Let’s get a uniform car to go with us so they’ll know we’re the police.”
“Good plan,” Davis said. She grabbed her radio. “7417, have a uniform car meet us at the dead end of Rinehart Road, and show me and 7414 there conducting an investigation.”
The dispatcher replied, “Check 7417. Be advised, the fire department’s on the scene of a fire near that location.”
Westerly raised an eyebrow.
“Check 7417. Show us special at that location.”
Botts followed the two detectives to the dead end where a thin line of smoke was rising from the trees. They continued down the gravel road to a clearing where two pumper trucks flanked a now-smoldering Quonset hut and the carcasses of four burned-out vehicles. The trees around the building were charred skeletons, and grass was black for fifty yards in every direction. It looked like a war zone.
“I don’t know about you guys,” Botts said as they got out of their vehicles, “but I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Nope,” Westerly said.
The firefighters were rolling up hoses and putting other gear away as they approached.
“Hi, Betty,” the fire lieutenant said. “They got you working arson now?”
“Hey, Jerry. Nah, we’re working a carjacking. Thought it might be tied to this place.”
“You’re welcome to look, but I don’t think you’ll find anything. It’s gutted. No bodies, no guns, no dope, just some charred furniture.”
“No dog pens?” Botts asked.
 “Half a dozen of them,” the fireman said, “all melted. Empty, fortunately, but that’s about it.”
The cops looked at each other, then Westerly asked, “You said arson?”
“Yeah. All these cars had their tanks drilled. Whoever did it probably used the gasoline to set everything on fire.”
“No bodies, no shell casings, nothing?” Davis asked.
“Nothing,” the lieutenant said.
“What are the chances that a bunch of gang bangers let someone burn up their cars and their clubhouse without putting up a fight?” Botts said.
“Zero,” Westerly said.
Just then, a firefighter came clomping over in his boots, helmet, and jacket. “You guys might want to check out that old front-end loader. There’s a lot of blood inside.”
The grass had burned right up to the rusted piece of equipment and the machine was still wet from where they had doused it with their hoses. Westerly climbed up to the cab, looked inside and whistled. “Somebody definitely had a bad day. There’s blood everywhere. It’s even pooled on the floor.” Botts and Davis climbed up to look because that’s what cops do.
“That ain’t from a shaving accident, unless it was an epileptic with a straight razor,” Botts said.
Davis said, “I’ll call crime scene.”
While they waited for CSU, they looked around. Like the fire lieutenant had said, other than the obvious signs of arson with the holes drilled in the fuel tanks, there was no evidence of any criminal activity. The fire had been so hot that all the wood inside the structure was charcoal, and the windows had blown out. There were several blackened metal bowls, the melted animal containers, plus remnants of a miniature treadmill.
Botts pointed at it and lifted an eyebrow.
“A dog treadmill,” Davis said. “You chain a dog to it, turn it on and make them run. Builds endurance. These assholes like to fight dogs.”
“Ahh.”
“Hey, you guys, check this out,” Westerly said.
He was at the front door holding a broken piece of two-by-four. As they watched, he pushed the door shut, and held the board at an angle under the door handle. “What do you think?”
Botts nodded. “Looks to me like a good way to keep the door from opening.”
“And keeping someone or something inside,” Davis suggested.
“That was my guess,” Westerly said. “But there was no one and nothing inside.”
“Not now,” Davis noted.
Westerly laid the board aside. “What say we look around?”
 They fanned out. Davis started down a trail and a few seconds later hollered, “Holy shit!”
She was pointing at the ground when the others ran up.
“Whoa, those are big,” Westerly said, looking at the paw imprints.
“Big?” Davis scoffed. “There’re fucking huge.” She pulled out her phone and punched in a number.
“Wally, this is Betty.”
“Hey, darlin’, how are you?”
“I’m good sweetie, how are you?”
Westerly rolled his eyes and Davis gave him a death stare. “You working today, Wally?”
“Yes, I am.”
“I’m gonna Facetime you. I got something you need to see.” As she prepped her phone, she said to the other detectives. “Wally works animal control. Been there forever.” She looked into the phone. “You see me?”
“Yep. Pretty as ever,” Wally said in a heavy southern accent. The grizzled old guy had a deeply wrinkled face and a gray and white ponytail that stuck out from his Animal Control Division ball cap.
Westerly chuckled and shook his head, but Davis ignored him. “Wally, we’re at the Wolf River Bottoms checking on a case. I want you to look at something.” She angled the phone towards the prints.
“Dog prints. Pit bull, I’d say,” Wally replied.
“Okay, hang on.” She pulled a pen from her pocket and laid it down across the print. It fit just inside the indentations. “What do you think of that?”
“I think that’s a pretty good imitation of a dog print.”
“It’s not an imitation, it’s real.”
“Ha, ha, nice try Betty, but next time, don’t make it so big.”
“What are you talking about, Wally? I didn’t make this.”
“Well, somebody did. That’s more than twice the size of the biggest dog print I’ve ever seen.”
She looked at the others, then she said, “Wally, what could have made a print this big?”
“A lion? Only it would have to be a lion with dog feet ‘cause they don’t look anything like that.”
“Hey, Wally, this is Sergeant Westerly. How big would a dog have to be to leave a paw print this large?”
“Upward of three-hundred pounds.”
“Holy shit,” Botts said.
Davis swiveled her phone around and smiled at the man. “Thanks, Wally. We’re going to look around. We’ll call you if we find anything.”
“Hang on a second, Betty,” Wally said. “Number one, if that’s for real, don’t go lookin’ for it. Number two, if you do go lookin’ for it, take shotguns. And number three, don’t bother callin’ me, ‘cause if there’s something in the Wolf River Bottoms big enough to make a print like that, I’m callin’ in sick.”

 “Well,” Westerly said, drawing in a breath, “I hate to do it, but we need to call our supervisor.”
Davis rolled her eyes. “Please don’t call him out here.”
“Call who?” Botts asked.
“Our lieutenant, Leon Forester.”
Botts chuckled. “I take it he’s one of them?”
“Oh, he’s worse than ‘one of them,’” Westerly said. “He’s a total douche bag. But this is one of those weird situations, that if we don’t give him a heads-up, and word gets out, he’ll be an even bigger douche bag.”
“I gotcha,” Botts said. “The only problem now is that thanks to this fire, the only thing I got tying this place to my carjacking is a real strong feeling.”
“The epileptic from the front-end loader might have some answers,” Davis suggested.
Botts grinned.
“Let me ask you guys something,” Westerly said. “You get a van carjacked from a place that trains pit bulls. The owner pretends there was nothing in it worth stealing, but now we have monster dog prints where we think the thieves might hang out.”
“Becoming a little more than just a strong feeling,” Davis said, glancing at Botts.
A drop of rain hit Westerly on the top of his head. “Ah man, they don’t pay me to get wet.” Just then, they heard the thumping of a helicopter. It skimmed the trees above them, then turned back towards the river. Seconds later, automatic weapons fire sounded from that direction.
The three looked at each other, then ran down the trail towards it. Westerly barked into his radio, “7414 to dispatch, we have automatic weapons fire north of our location. Unknown source.”
They ran down the path as the dispatcher put out a call for all units in the area to assist. Davis, petite and athletic, ran ahead, while Westerly, neither petite, nor athletic, was soon gasping for breath. Botts, ten feet in front of him, wasn’t fairing much better.
The trail wove through head-tall grass, and Westerly was about to tell the others to wait when he heard a crashing sound, like someone or something was running through the brush. Whatever it was, it was fast, and it was big. Behind it was a whining sound, like a motorcycle.
“Davis, Botts!” Westerly shouted as the crashing grew louder.
“Oomph! Aaar…” came a collision and a scream. The scream cut off with a loud snap.
Westerly charged around the bend and saw a shaking wall of grass. Blood sprayed through the air. He yanked out his pistol, dove through the brush and came face-to-face with a nightmare. A giant white dog had Botts by the throat, shaking him like a rag doll. The cop’s head flopped from side-to-side, his neck obviously broken. Westerly froze, unable to register the horror before him.
The pit didn’t hesitate. Dropping its prize, it latched onto Westerly’s right forearm. The bone snapped. Westerly screamed and his finger reflexively jerked the trigger. The explosion startled the animal, and it let go.
Westerly fell and kicked with his feet, trying to scramble back, but the animal was on him in an instant. It clamped massive jaws on his side and started pulling him through the grass towards the trees.
Davis burst through the foliage, her gun drawn. She froze, but upon seeing her partner being carried off, she recovered and fired. The giant dog dropped the sergeant and roared before it ran into the brush, chased by half a dozen .40 caliber pistol rounds.




Chapter thirty-seven

“A giant dog?” Lieutenant Leon Forester said, as he stood inside the burned-out Quonset hut looking like a school crossing guard in his bright yellow poncho. “I got a dead cop from another agency and a seriously injured officer, and you want me to tell the chief that a giant dog attacked you?”
“Yes sir, because that’s what happened,” Sergeant Davis said, her voice fighting to be heard over the rain pounding against the metal walls of the structure.
“Jesus Christ, Davis, when’s the last time you were piss tested?”
“Now wait a min—”
“No, you wait a minute. What were you guys doing out here, anyway?”
“Checking out a lead on that carjacking in Millington,” she said. She was soaking wet and miserable.
Forester swung his arms around the room. “Does this look like the scene of a carjacking to you? Looks like an arson scene to me. Are you a cop, or a fireman, Sergeant Davis?”
Her eyes tightened as she gritted her teeth, fighting the urge to smack the man in the face. “This place belongs to a dope dealer named Dreads. We thought he might be involved in the carjacking, so we came to check it out.”
“Oh, so, now you want to be a fireman and a narcotics officer?”
A growl rose from the woman’s throat as she drew back her fist. Then someone called from the garage door.
“Hey, Lieutenant, there’s a guy from the DEA who wants to talk to you.”
Forester spun around and saw a bald muscular man standing just inside the opening, staring at him. He turned back to Davis and said, “We are not done here.” He stood a little straighter, adjusted his tie, and strode over to his visitor, hand extended.
Dotson flashed his DEA credentials, which bore the name “Joseph Johnson.”
“How can I help you, Agent Johnson?” Forester said, a broad smile on his face, as if the dead and injured officers were old news.
“Actually, Lieutenant, I wanted to see if we could help you, and to offer our apologies. I have an interdiction team searching for a large marijuana field down by the river, and it seems we have stumbled into your police investigation. I hope we didn’t cause you any problems.”
“Oh, not at all, not at all,” Forester said, quickly. “There’s nothing here but a case of arson and an overzealous police officer. They tried to tie this place to a carjacking, but there’s nothing here.” He glanced back at Davis, then leaned forward and whispered, “Looks like they didn’t think it through. Now they’re trying to cover their asses by saying a giant dog attacked them.”
“There may be something to that,” Dotson said.
Forester jerked upright. “What?”
“One of my teams jumped a big white pit bull close to here. They chased it away, but I think they unwittingly ran it right into your folks.”
“Huh. But my detective said it was gigantic. As big as a lion.”
“When it jumped out, my guy said it was as big as an elephant. The people in the helicopter said it was the biggest one they’d ever seen. Easily over a hundred and twenty-five pounds, which, as you know, is huge for a pit bull.”
Forester nodded as if he did, though he didn’t have a clue how big pit bulls got.
“Seeing something that big coming at you through the brush can play with your mind. It did my guy, and it didn’t attack him. You might want to give your detective the benefit of the doubt. It’s been a tough day,” Dotson said, adding an edge to his voice.
“Oh, uh, yes, of course. That’s good to know. I appreciate the information.”
Dotson produced a business card and handed it to Forester. “If you have any questions, call me.” He gave a curt nod and walked off, ignoring the lieutenant’s outstretched hand.


[image: image-placeholder]The rain had turned the clearing into a sea of mud as emergency vehicles and news media came and went. Dotson had parked close to the entrance. He trudged back to his SUV, his camo Gortex rain jacket keeping him relatively dry, and called Flattner.
“Flattner. Is your phone secure?” his boss said.
“Yes, it is. We’ve had some progress, but with a complication,” Dotson said.
“Okay.”
“We’ve recovered one animal, the white one. Dead, unfortunately, but not before it killed one cop and injured another.”
“What happened?” Flattner asked, his tone neutral.
“A team jumped it by the river and ran it back toward the building where we recovered the cages. The officers were there looking for a connection to the carjacking. We chased the dog into them and it killed one officer and injured another. A third cop got some shots off, wounding it. Our trackers followed the blood trail and found it a couple hundred yards away. It was barely alive, so they put it down. She must have clipped an artery or something.”
“Hmm. Two eyewitnesses and blood which will have genetic markers—”
“The blood’s not a problem. It’s raining its ass off here. Everything’s been washed away, including paw prints.”
“That’s a lucky break.”
“And I just gave some disinformation to the lieutenant in charge, identified who we were, what we were doing. Told him we jumped a pit bull during our search and ran it toward their people. I said it was unusually large, but made it seem reasonable. I know that creates a link back to PIT because of the carjacking, but with two cops as witnesses, it’d be tough to say it was a panther or something.”
“No, that was the perfect story. Made it plausible while covering up the actual size. Did the supervisor seem to buy it?”
“Seemed to. Some guy named Forester.”
“Leon Forester? Weaselly, red face, bad attitude?” Flattner said.
“Yeah. How’d you know?”
He chuckled. “He’s the one who made my witness problem go away in Operation Night Terror.”
“Ah,” Dotson said as he slid into his SUV and flipped back the hood on his raincoat. “He’s the cop who doctored that guy’s piss test.”
“Yep.”
“Small world. Yeah, he gave me that greasy feeling. You know, where you want to wash your hands after you shake?”
“That’s him. A piece of shit, but a useful piece of shit. This is a lucky break.”
Dotson nodded. “It would be good to have a set of eyes and ears inside the PD.”
“What about the other dog?”
“The hunt team thinks it’s heading west, which is good. It’s mainly industrial in that direction until you get to the Mississippi River. We’re putting pressure on it, but it’s thick down there, like a jungle. And that brindle blends in well. We’ve laid low for a little while. They’ve got a couple dozen cops searching the area, and the Blackhawk was drawing too much attention. I’m bringing in a Bell. It should be overhead within the hour, and we’ll crank back up then.”
“Okay, what do you need from me?”
“Let Cindy know someone may call about DEA Supervisory Special Agent Joseph Johnson. Have her tell ‘em I’m incommunicado in the jungles of South America and that I’ll get with them forthwith.”
Flattner chuckled. “No problem. What about Bradley?”
“He’s on board.”
“Good, because if the police don’t lose interest in PIT Industries, we may have to retool and move the operation elsewhere.”
“Be a shame. We got a million dollars in that facility.”
“You know, Dotson, a guy once told me the United States government spends a million dollars a week on toilet paper.”
The big man considered that for a second, then said, “With the people we got running this country, I think that’s a wise investment.”




Chapter thirty-eight

Bradley was reviewing a meat inventory list when his phone rang. He pulled it out and saw the blank screen. He looked at it, puzzled. Then it rang again.
“Oh, shit!” He slapped the pocket of his cargo pants and pulled out the phone Dotson had given to him that morning.
“Hello.”
“You’re about to get a frantic visit from your boss.” Dotson said.
“What? How do you know that?”
“Cujo killed one cop and injured another.”
“Oh, my god,” he said, falling back into his seat.
“Cujo’s dead. We’re hunting Chomp, but I wanted to give you a heads-up. Janklin will probably be in a state of panic because he chose not to tell us about this, and it’s blown up in his face.”
“Oh, fuck,” Bradley said, feeling his own growing panic.
“You’re going to tell him you already alerted us and that we have initiated a search.”
“I can’t do that!” Bradley barked.
Dotson ignored him and continued. “Then you’re going to tell him that this has happened to us before and that we’ll be able to fix it without it coming back on him or his company.”
“It has? You can?” Bradley said, sitting up, his eyes growing wide.
“The important thing is that he remains calm, keeps his mouth shut, and above all, does not call the police. If they come around asking questions, he is to stick to the story that the van had a pair of normal pit bulls in it when it was stolen. That goes double for Frankie. If those two can keep their cool, we should be able to resolve this with nobody else getting hurt. And don’t tell him about the barrier bracelet we found. I’ll take care of that.”
“But…” Bradley paused, then drew in a deep breath. “What do you want me to do?”
“Nothing. Just keep Janklin and Frank calm and incommunicado. And tell them that’s a direct order from me.”
There was an edge in the man’s voice that sent a chill through Bradley.
“O-okay,” he stammered.
“Tell your assistants what happened. Remind them of the NDA and the security clearances they signed. Assure them that if they keep their mouths shut, none of this will come back on them. Tell them they’ll still have their jobs, along with a nice bonus.”
“They won’t be a problem,” Bradley assured him.
“Good.”
“Uh,” Bradley said, looking at the security camera feed.
“What?”
“Here comes Janklin.”
Dotson chuckled. “Okay, if you have any problem with him. Let me know.”


[image: image-placeholder]As expected, Janklin exploded when Bradley told him Dotson already knew about the carjacking. But as the government man had predicted, he quickly calmed down when he was told they would fix it. In fact, by the end of their conversation, Janklin was complimenting himself on how well he’d handled the situation.
The PIT owner actually smiled and said, “Frank’s going to stay with Millie and me for a couple of days, ‘incommunicado’, until things blow over. He’s still traumatized from the robbery and Cyrus getting killed.”
Bradley looked away to hide his disgust.
Janklin patted him on the shoulder, and said, “Don’t worry, we’ll weather this storm and PIT Industries will come out of it stronger than ever.”
He left, never once showing any concern for the dead and injured cops, or his dead employee.


[image: image-placeholder]Frank hung up the phone and sat back in the basement of his family’s 5,000 square foot Shelby Forest estate. He glanced at the cash on the coffee table. Fifty grand in fives, tens, and twenties, with a few ones thrown in, no doubt from junkies buying dope with whatever money they could beg, borrow or steal.
But money was money, and it looked pretty cool all stacked up while he fantasized about it being all hundreds. Picking up the game controller, he resumed Call of Duty: Black Ops 4, sipped on his beer, and thought about the latest developments.
“Stick to the story,” his father had told him.
Of course, he was going to stick to the story. Was his old man stupid enough to think he’d tell the cops he lied, especially after one of them got killed? And why wasn’t there anything on the news about all the bodies in the clubhouse? He knew they were dead. He’d seen it himself. If they weren’t, he’d be getting some seriously threatening phone messages by now. Maybe it was part of the “cleaning things up” the government man had told Bradley.
The more he thought about it, the better Frank felt. It made sense the government would cover up the incident. What else would they do, say that two of their giant killer dogs were on the loose? No, they would catch the animals, then spin it to make it all go away. After that, they’d reevaluate, see that changes needed to be made in the program, recognize Frank’s value in the operation and put him in charge. Then he’d finally get rid of Bradley.




Chapter thirty-nine

Jessup stood under the bimini looking out across McKellar Lake and watched the storm clouds blow past, a gray day growing grayer as he listened to the voice on his phone.
“So that’s it then?” Jessup said. “There’s nothing else I can do?”
“That was the last appeal process, Jake. Short of someone coming forward and admitting they tampered with the urinalysis, there’s nothing the Civil Service Commission can, or will, do. And no one in their right mind would do that. I’m sorry.”
So, there it was, Jessup thought as he hung up. He would never get his job back with the police department. He couldn’t even get a job in another department with that mark on his record.
He thought about his options. He’d just bounced himself out of the best job he’d had since the police department, and he was burning through his savings. His assets were a fifteen-year-old truck and a thirty-year-old boat without a motor. At least Stu had waved his slip fee for three months as a reward for catching the pirates.
Jessup entered the cabin of his boat and went to the galley where the whiskey and liter of Diet Coke waited. He threw some ice into a plastic cup and was getting ready to pour the soda when his phone rang.
 
He pulled up to the emergency room entrance fifteen minutes later and ran inside. A burly guard stood at the emergency room entrance, his arms crossed like a sumo wrestler. He held up a hand and said, “Emergency personnel only.”
Jessup’s shoulders sagged. As a cop, he’d walked past the guards a thousand times, and no one ever gave him a second look. He was about to protest when a familiar face appeared at the window. The electric door opened.
“He’s good, Sam. He’s a cop,” Sergeant Betty Davis said.
Sam looked at Jessup, dressed in shorts and a Hawaiian shirt, and scrunched up his face.
“Undercover,” Jessup said.
 “Why didn’t you show me your badge?”
“‘Cause I’m undercover,” he said as he slid past the man and entered the restricted area. As usual, the ER was a beehive of activity as they dodged gurneys and sidestepped harried medical personnel.
“Thanks for calling me, Betty.” He noticed her matted hair, wet clothing, and the dark rings around her bloodshot eyes. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” she said, stopping in front of the second operating room.
 Jessup looked in at his friend, hooked up to a hundred wires and tubes. “How is he?”
“Not good. He’s going to live, but half his right arm got torn off. Snapped in two.”
“What…? How…?” Jessup gasped. His mind immediately went to car wreck.
The woman’s eyes seemed unfocused as she stared in at the team working on Westerly. “It killed the Millington detective; broke his neck. The vest saved Steve when it bit him in the side, but it broke some ribs.”
Jessup’s mouth fell open, but no words came out. He gently placed a hand on her shoulder. She looked at him. “Betty, what are you talking about? What happened?”
“A giant fucking dog attacked us. It killed Botts and almost killed Steve. That’s what the fuck happened!” she said, her voice getting loud.
He drew back, startled. If it had been anyone but Davis, he’d think this was some kind of sick joke. Then he asked, “Botts is the cop that got killed?”
The question seemed to shake her from her daze. She closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. “We were at a burned-out shack off North Hollywood looking for evidence from a homicide carjacking in Millington. We heard gunshots, ran into the woods to investigate, and a gigantic dog attacked us. It killed Botts and almost killed Steve. I shot at it, and it ran off.”
“Holy shit,” Jessup muttered. “Where did it come from?”
“The Wolf River Bottoms. Some DEA interdiction team jumped it and chased it toward us. I think it was an animal from the carjacking.”
Jessup squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “Betty, I’m sorry, but you have me completely turned around.”
She spun, her eyes wide, jaw clenched. She seemed ready to scream, but she caught herself and held up her hands.
“I’m sorry, Jake. This has been a day from hell. Somebody jacked a van in Millington. The van belongs to a dog training place called PIT Industries; it had a couple of pit bulls in it. The perps killed one employee, then burned the van near Hollywood and the interstate. I know some dope boys around there that fight pits.”
“You’re talking about Dreads.”
“Yeah,” Davis said. “So, me, Steve, and Dewey Botts, the Millington detective, went to their clubhouse to check it out, only it’s been torched by the time we get there.”
“That can’t be a coincidence.”
“Exactly. The place is empty, no people, no bodies, four burned-out cars, obvious arson. So, while we’re checking around, we hear automatic weapons fire down by the river. We head that way and run into a fuckin’ canine velociraptor. It hit Botts first, grabbed him by the neck, snapping it. It grabbed Steve’s arm and almost bit it in two, then it bit him in the side, across his vest.”
“How could it do that? Steve’s not a little guy.”
“It was fuckin’ huge,” she said, spreading her arms out. “I’m talking lion sized. Twice as big as Steve and three times bigger than me, and quick as a fuckin’ snake.”
“Big as a lion?” Jessup said, his eyes narrowing.
A snarl crossed the woman’s face. “Yeah, Jake, big as a lion.” She pulled out her phone, clicked some buttons, and held up the photo of the paw print with the ball-point pen laying across it.
“Holy crap,” he muttered. His mind flashed back to the river, and the paw prints on the Arkansas T-shirt.
“So please don’t pull a Forester and act like I’m out of my mind.”
Jessup felt an immediate sense of shame at the mention of the man’s name. After the baboon incident, Davis had never questioned his story, and she had been one of the few people who believed him when he claimed the urinalysis that had ended his career had been rigged. Now, here he was doubting her story when the proof was staring him in the face. His cheeks burned.
He grabbed her by both arms and looked her in the eye. “Betty, I believe every word you said, and I’m gonna help you get to the bottom of this.”
“What the hell are you doing here?” Lieutenant Leon Forester bellowed as he walked through the automatic doors. “Jessup, who let you in?”
“I asked him to—”
“I didn’t ask you, Sergeant Davis,” he yelled. He closed on Jessup. “This area is for law enforcement and medical personnel only, and the last time I checked, you were neither.” Cops and other workers in the ICU turned to watch them. “You—” Forester stabbed a finger towards Jessup’s face. “—need to carry your happy ass outta here.”
Jessup drew back his shoulders, clenched his jaw and hissed, “I told you last time what I’d do if you stuck that finger in my face again.”
“Is there a problem here?” a voice came from behind them. They turned to see a tall, slender, bearded man in doctor scrubs. Jessup knew him. They’d become friends during his frequent visits to the ER as a detective. That friendship solidified when they saw each other at an AA meeting. Jessup felt his face flush, sure the man could tell he was drinking again. He sucked in a breath. “Hey, Pete.”
“Jake,” the doctor said with a smile.
Forester stepped forward and thrust out his chin. “I was just telling him he had to leave, doctor.”
“Sergeant Jessup has my authorization to stay as long as he likes,” the doctor replied.
The lieutenant arched up. “But he’s not a sergeant anymore. Hell, he’s not even a cop.”
“He has my authorization to stay,” Pete said, staring at the man.
Jessup turned to Forester and grinned.
With a huff, Forester spun on his heels and stalked out. The doctor watched him leave, then shook his head. “That guy’s been a dick ever since I’ve known him.”
Davis choked down a laugh.
“Haven’t seen you lately,” Pete said, turning to Jessup.
“Yeah, well, you know how it is,” he replied, stumbling over his words. “Got a lot going on.”
Pete smiled and nodded. “I know, brother. Come on back.” Then he shook Jessup’s hand and walked back to the treatment room. Jessup discretely rubbed his eyes, while Davis turned away and appeared to be going over her notes.
Just then, the doors to the operating room opened. A surgeon walked out looking tired and frustrated.
Davis walked over to her. “Can you tell us anything, doc?”
The woman paused, looked around, then said, “We got his ribs back in place and the lung should heal nicely. He’ll live.”
“What about his arm?”
She exhaled and shook her head. “It’s more than we can deal with here. Soon as he’s stabilized, we’ll fly him to Nashville. There’s a limb replantation specialist there, one of the best in the country. They might be able to save it.” Then she turned and walked off, leaving them in stunned silence. Jessup looked through the window at his friend, breathing through a machine, and felt his anger grow.
“Betty, can you forward me any pictures you have from today? I’m going to check on some things.”
“You won’t find much. What the fire didn’t destroy, the rain washed away.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve got a lot of time on my hands,” he said with a grin. “And I gotta do something.”
She clicked some buttons and a few seconds later, his phone chimed seven times. Jessup scrolled through them and stopped on one.
“What’s this?” he asked, holding up the photo of the bloody interior of the front-end loader.
“One of our mysteries. It was near the burned building. We don’t know whose blood it is or how it got there.”
“Another coincidence?” he said with a grunt. “Tell me again about the feds being out there.”
“DEA searching for a marijuana field. Guys on four-wheelers, a helicopter, the whole works.”
Jessup’s radar immediately went up. He knew some DEA guys, and he knew they had much bigger fish to fry. No way they were going to waste their time searching for a patch of marijuana unless it was the size of Idaho. “You get any names?”
“Their boss came over to see if he could help. Short, bald guy, but built like a bodybuilder. His name was Johnson. Uh, James…, no, Joseph, Joseph Johnson.”
Jessup nodded. “Okay, keep your phone on. I’ll let you know what I find.”




Chapter forty

Jessup was almost to the exit door when Forester stepped in front of him.
“Jessup, I don’t need you interfering with my investigation. You’re not a cop anymore.” He brought his face close but kept his finger to himself.
“I don’t know what you mean, lyin’, I mean, Leon. I’m just here visiting a sick friend.”
“Don’t give me that. I know you.”
Jessup glanced past his shoulder and saw a petite woman leaning against his truck. The corners of his lips curled up.
“I’m going to give you one more warning…” Forester hesitated when he saw Jessup peering at his forehead. “What are you looking at?”
Jessup squinted and moved closer. “That patch of skin right there,” he said, pushing at the man’s temple with an index finger. “My grandma had a spot exactly like that.”
Forester jerked his head back. “What spot? What are you talking about?”
Jessup kept squinting. “Yep, just like that,” he said, shaking his head. “Doctors said if she would have come in sooner, they might have been able to save her.”
The color drained from the man’s face. He turned to the window to check his reflection while fingering the spot. Jessup grinned and walked out.
 
“Is this a social visit or are FDA special agents writing parking tickets now?” he said as he walked up.
“Didn’t have to,” Flowers said, motioning with her head. “You already got one.”
Jessup didn’t bite. “No, I didn’t. Unwritten rule. The police don’t write parking tickets in front of the ER when an officer gets hurt. Too many cop-friendly people showing up to visit.”
“Good rule,” she said. “So, how’s he doing?”
Jessup told her what the doctor had said about Westerly and what Davis had told him about the incident.
She frowned. “I heard on the news that the dead officer had a wife and two kids.”
Jessup shook his head, then asked, “So, what are you doing here, Flowers?”
She nodded towards the emergency room.
 His brow wrinkled. “You think this has something to do with what you’re investigating?”
“I think it might. There’s a lot of strange stuff going on. The carjacking, burned cars and buildings, animal attacks.”
“How do you know all that?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I work for the government. We know all and see all.”
“And tell nothing.”
She nodded in agreement, then pulled out a manila envelope. She took out a photo. It was a crime scene image of the bite marks on Westerly’s bulletproof vest. The radius on it was eight inches.
“These are crime scene photos. Where did you get them?”
She gave him a “duh” look, then said. “Unless an alligator bit your friend, this is not a normal bite radius.”
“Betty said it was a dog, pit bull, big as a lion.”
“Well, that would match the bite marks, but it’s about all we have to go on. The rain washed away all the other evidence.”
“Hang on,” Jessup said, and pulled out his phone. He brought up the photo of the paw print.
“Holy crap.”
“My words exactly.”
“Can you send that to me?”
“Sure.” He sent her all of Davis’s pictures.
When she saw they had come through, she put her phone away. “That should help me get started.” She grabbed the envelope and turned to leave.
“Whoa, wait a minute. I’m going with you,” Jessup said.
“A couple of weeks ago you didn’t seem interested.”
“That was before my friend almost got killed,” he growled. “I’m in.”
Flowers smiled and nodded.
 
Jessup found a different parking spot, then got into Flowers’ Ford Taurus. The dark blue paint was faded on the hood and roof, and the interior, while clean, was threadbare.
“Nice ride,” Jessup said as he fell into the passenger seat. “Does it have air?”
She glared at him.
“127,000 miles,” he said, looking at the odometer. “Figured all you feds had new Chargers, or something.”
“That’s the FBI. I work for the FDA, remember?”
“Ah, gotcha.”
She went to grab the gearshift, but he put his hand over hers. “Hold up, Flowers, before we go anywhere, you need to tell me what the heck is going on. What do you know that you’re not telling me?”
“What are you talking about?”
He twisted in his seat and looked at her. “You show up at my job a few weeks ago, ‘just checking me out’, and giving me some cryptic BS about rumors of animal experiments in the area. Then a giant dog kills a cop and injures my friend, and miraculously you show up at the hospital. I don’t do ‘coincidence.’”
“Like I said, an informant told me there might be something going on in the Memphis area involving experimental animals. That’s why I came here, to see if there was anything to it. You know the area, the people, you were a cop here. I figured you were the best choice to ask for help. That’s all.”
“And you just happened to show up now, two weeks later?”
“I’ve been monitoring things, watching news feeds, checking SAAR alerts.”
“What’s that?”
“Suspicious Animal Activity Reports. It’s a computer program. Scours emergency broadcasts, social media, news broadcasts for unusual activity involving animals. Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time it’s stuff like simple dog bites, snakes in a bathtub, or a bear digging through garbage, but this morning it picked up an MPD dispatch of a giant dog attacking cops. Naturally, that got my attention.”
“How’d you get here so quick?”
“I was on I-10 in New Orleans, heading to Texas. I took a detour.”
He stared at her. “You’re not telling me everything.”
She looked down, avoiding his eyes. “Look, I want your help and I need your help, but there are some things I can’t tell you.”
Jessup shook his head, yanked on the door handle, and started to get out.
“Wait, where are you going?”
“Listen, Flowers, I don’t need you to tell me anything. With or without you, I’m gonna hunt this thing down because it killed a cop and almost killed my friend. Then I’m going to figure out who’s behind it and put an end to it so it won’t happen again. Now, if we’re going to work together on this, you’re going to have to tell me what’s going on. All of it, no BS.”
She looked out the window, as if considering, then took in a deep breath. “Ever since the incident on the river, I’ve been getting leads on military projects involving the use of animals. Some of those tips, like the baboons, are from military personnel involved with the projects, and some are from lab personnel who don’t like what they’re seeing.
“Now rumors are coming in that the government is using genetic manipulation to ‘augment’ animals to make them bigger, stronger, faster, see and hear better, that sort of thing. Until recently, though, they’ve just been rumors. Then someone contacted me, don’t know who. He won’t identify himself, or even tell me where he’s located. He claims that he works at a lab where they manufacture animals for the military.”
Jessup sat back in his seat and closed the door. “Manufacture?”
“Not science fiction stuff like Jurassic Park,” she explained. “This is established science, in vitro fertilization. They take genetically altered eggs, insert them into hosts of the same species and the newborns exhibit the enhanced features. When they’ve grown large enough, they ship the animals off to the military for training and utilization. The Chinese came up with the process.”
“Of course,” Jessup said sourly.
“Animals have a gene called myostatin, which inhibits muscle growth. The Chinese figured out a way to remove myostatin from embryos. The resultant offspring showed dramatically increased muscle mass, tendon strength, size and speed.”
“What animals did they experiment with?”
“Mice… and dogs.”
As Flowers drove down Chelsea Avenue, Jessup asked, “How come you’re doing this all by yourself? I didn’t think federal agents worked alone.”
“There just aren’t that many of us. We have fewer than two hundred agents.”
He gawked at her. “Two-hundred? Total? There’s more FBI agents than that in a big office.”
She chuckled. “We like to think of ourselves as being very elite.”
“Hell, that’s borderline non-existent.”
“The unit’s not that old. It started in 1991 after a rash of food tampering scares.” 
“Yeah, I remember some of that stuff. That pain reliever laced with potassium cyanide, and something to do with toothpaste.” 
“Officially, I’m with the Office of Criminal Investigations, a unit within the Food and Drug Administration. We investigate violations of the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act, the Federal Anti-Tampering Act, and other related federal statutes. We mainly concentrate on issues that present a danger to public health.”
“Food safety,” Jessup said, shaking his head. “That’s important stuff. Those cases can get huge. You don’t have the manpower.”
She nodded. “We work with other federal agencies on them but are quickly overshadowed if it turns into something.”
“So, it’s not just you feds running over the locals. It’s feds running over feds?”
“Oh, yeah,” Flowers said. “With so many organizations vying for federal funding, that fifteen minutes of fame applies equally. Everybody’s looking for the next case that will bring them some notoriety.” 
“Whatever happened to just do the right thing?”
“They’re too busy trying to protect their turf.”
“With so few of you, I’m surprised they can spare you to work on something like this.”
“My bosses aren’t happy about it, and that’s why I don’t have any help. There just aren’t enough of us.”
“And that’s why you need to show some results; to justify keeping the investigations going.”
Flowers just nodded.
As she drove towards Rinehart Road, Jessup asked, “So, you think this mad scientist lab is somewhere in Memphis?”
“No, I don’t,” she said. “I think they produce the animals in one location, then ship them off for training.”
“Kinda like Tyson Chicken, only in reverse. Instead of bringing them in live and shipping out the parts, they bring in the parts and ship out a new animal.”
She grimaced. “Yeah, I guess. The production facility could be anywhere in the world.”
“So, this place produces giant dogs, then ships them to Memphis for training.”
“That’s what I’m thinking.”
“What are you hoping to find if we catch one of these animals, a tattoo that says, ‘if found, please return me to the evil laboratory’?”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know, since there’s no federal law banning the production of GMOs.” She caught his look. “Genetically modified organisms.”
“So where’s your venue?”
“I don’t have one, yet.”
“And your bosses are okay with you going on a fishing expedition?”
She pursed her lips and turned a little red.
“What is it, Flowers? I can read you like a crystal ball.”
She turned redder.
“Well?” he said, still staring at her.
She lifted her head and stuck out her chin. “I’m in charge of a new department. The Genetics Investigations Team.”
“Wait a minute,” he said. He fished through his pants pocket and pulled out a crumpled business card.
Flowers peered at it. “You kept that? I figured it went in the trash as soon as I walked off your boat.”
“Yeah, well, I was having a hoarder moment.” He stabbed a finger at the small black symbol with the letters GENIT. “That’s what this is, huh?”
Flowers smiled and nodded curtly. “Yes, GENIT investigates clandestine labs genetically creating or altering animals.”
“Even though there’s currently no law prohibiting it?”
“Correct. Those friends of mine on Capitol Hill I told you about? They know labs are already producing new species, and that federal money is paying for a lot of that research.”
Jessup lifted his eyebrows.
“Oh, yeah, there’s a lot of money going into it. And they’re concerned about what would happen if something the government created got loose and threatened innocent lives.”
Jessup gave her an incredulous stare.
She realized what she said and shook her head. “Sorry, that was dumb. The Pyatt River incident helped spawn the GENIT program. They don’t want it to happen again. They’re trying to get ahead of it and perhaps regulate it before the genie gets out of the bottle.”
“Clever. GENIT to stop the genie.”
She smiled.
“How many do you have on your team?”
She turned red again.
He grinned. “Well?”
She exhaled through her nose. “Just me, so far.”
Jessup almost laughed, but controlled himself, saying instead, “They must trust you.”
“My bosses don’t like it. They think it’s a waste of time, but for now, I have outside support. I won’t keep it, though, unless I can show them some results.”
“Well, we’d better not waste any more time.”
She brightened. “You’ll help me?”
“Yeah, I guess. But if we do this, you’re going to have to come up with a secret handshake.”
She beamed. “Deal.”




Chapter forty-one

 Air One, the dark blue police helicopter, buzzed the tree line as Flowers and Jessup pulled onto Rinehart Road. A squad car was blocking the entrance to the gravel drive leading to the quarry. The officer did a double take when he saw the FDA identification Flowers flashed, but he let them through.
The mostly dirt and gravel trail was now two muddy ruts, and the clearing looked like the aftermath of a four-day Bonnaroo concert thanks to the heavy rain and traffic. A lot of the vehicles had cleared out, but there were still a few police cars. Jessup saw a K-9 officer he knew.
“Hey, Danny,” he said, walking up to a short, muscular officer with a faded afro and a black band affixed to his badge in honor of his fallen comrade. Next to him stood a small, pure black Belgian Malinois. The animal locked unblinking eyes on Jessup.
A big smile crossed the man’s face. He gave him a one-armed embrace and asked, “Jake, how are you dude?”
“I’m good, I’m good. How about you… and Viper?” he replied, watching the animal from of the corner of his eye.
“We’re good.” Then he chuckled. “Still won’t look him in the eye, will you?
Jessup held the dog man’s gaze but refused to look down at the animal. “Danny, your dog scares the shit out of me. Every time I look at him, I feel like a giant hot dog.”
Danny laughed. “Well, your friend’s not afraid.”
Jessup looked and saw Flowers on one knee rubbing the attack dog’s neck, cooing, “Oh, aren’t you a pretty baby. You good puppy.”
Viper was eating it up, wagging his tail and licking the agent in the face.
Jessup looked at the dog and smiled. Viper snapped his head up and stared back.
“Your dog wants to eat me, Danny,” he hissed, looking away again.
The man grinned. “Nah, just a nibble or two.”
Without turning, Jessup tilted his head toward Flowers. “This is April Flowers. She’s a fed looking into the case. April, Danny Dante, and you know Viper.”
She stood up and shook hands with the officer. “I love your dog. He’s so sweet.”
Danny smirked, and Jessup rolled his eyes.
“So, what are you guys checking out?”
“We’re trying to get a line on the animal, see if we can figure out where it came from and how it got here,” Jessup said.
Dante shook his head and rubbed his neck. There was doubt in his eyes. “Did I hear right? A giant pit bull, big as a bear?”
“If Betty said she saw it, then it happened.”
“Good enough for me, partner. We’ve been trying to track it, but that rainstorm couldn’t have come through at a worse time. It washed away all the blood and prints. We did find something interesting a couple of hundred yards into the trees, though. Come on.” Dante unclipped the dog and tromped toward the woods.
They followed, and Flowers asked Jessup, “He’s one of the smallest police dogs I’ve ever seen. Why do they call him Viper?”
In a hushed, almost reverent tone, he replied, “That dog is smoke, lightning, a snake and a Tasmanian Devil all rolled into one. I’ve never seen anything so fast. If Danny puts him on you, don’t even try to run, just accept your fate, you’re going to die.”
Flowers covered her face and laughed.
“I’m not joking. That dog is not normal. Doesn’t even bark.”
“Sounds like the perfect dog to me,” she said, smiling.
“Yeah, if you’re Stephen King.”
Dante stopped in a large area of tamped-down grass. The ground beneath it was muddy, as if people and equipment had been operating there. Four-wheeler tracks led off in two different directions toward the river.
“What do you make of it?” Flowers asked.
“I hunt, so I use four-wheelers a lot. Notice that trail coming in from over there?” Dante pointed to the left. “It’s not very compacted, and the brush is knocked toward us, which indicates the ATVs were coming into the clearing.” He pointed to the other path, heading down the slope. “That grass is knocked away from the clearing, so that’s how they left. Now, see how deep the tread marks are in the ground leading away?”
“Looks twice as deep,” Jessup said, walking over.
“Whoever came up here, left with a heavy load,” Flowers said.
“Yep. I’ve had big deer on the back of my four-wheeler, a hundred and fifty pounds, and it didn’t dig into the ground that far. Not even close,” Dante said.
“Where’s it lead?” Jessup asked.
“To an open spot by the river. A ton of ATV tracks, mostly washed out, but you can tell.”
“Big enough for a helicopter to put down in?” Jessup asked.
Dante thought about it, then shrugged. “Maybe. A small one. But definitely big enough to winch something out.”
Flowers and Jessup looked at each other, both recalling that day on the Pyatt River when the government agents arrived.
 
“You think those DEA guys can give you any more information?” Dante asked as they hiked back to the quarry.
“That’s probably our best bet, if we can get ahold of them,” Flowers said, rubbing Viper’s head as they walked. The animal savored the attention, his tail swishing rapidly, his tongue hanging down.
“You can probably catch ‘em. Still got a few hours of daylight left.”
“What do you mean?” Jessup asked.
“Just before you got here, Air One said he saw their chopper further west, along the Wolf, heading toward Mud Island. I guess they’re still looking for their weed patch.”
“We’d better hustle over there then,” Jessup said as they reached the tree line.
“Don’t you want to look at—” Flowers started.
“No, we saw what we needed to see,” Jessup said, cutting her off. He turned to the dog man. “Thanks, brother. You be careful.” He gave Dante a hug, watching Viper from the corner of his eye.
“Anytime, Jake. You got my number if you need something. But aren’t you forgetting someone?”
 Jessup slowly turned his head and looked at Viper, who stared at him, lips drawn back, body trembling with anticipation.
Jessup sucked in a breath. “Yeah, next time I want my throat ripped out, you’ll be the first one I call, Danny.”
“What’s going on, Jake?” Flowers asked as they hurried back to her car. “We haven’t even looked inside the building yet.”
“Who do you think the big boogie man is behind all this?” he asked.
She cast him a glance but said nothing.
“Section 17, right?”
“They have the resources… and the history,” she agreed.
“That’s right. They had the resources to drop into Arkansas at a minute’s notice, assume the identity of the CDC and destroy all evidence of those baboon attacks.”
“The DEA…”
“Yeah,” he said, looking over at her. “The DEA.”
She stomped on the gas and spun the Taurus in a circle, slinging mud fifty feet in all directions. As she raced down the gravel road, she tossed her cell phone to Jessup. 
“Google DEA in Memphis and call their office.”
Jessup did and handed her the phone as it rang.
“Drug Enforcement Administration, Memphis,” a man said. “How can I help you?”
“Hi, this is Special Agent April Flowers with the FDA. I was wondering who I could talk to about an operation you have going on there.”
“You’re with the what?”
Jessup smiled and looked out the passenger window.
“The Food and Drug Administration,” Flowers said firmly.
“O-kay,” the man said. “This is Special Agent Rodgers. How can I help you?”
“I’m in Memphis searching for cancerous chemicals dumped illegally by a lab here,” she lied. “I saw some of your people on four-wheelers and in a helicopter by the Wolf River. I assume they’re doing an interdiction. I wanted to warn them to be careful so they don’t get into something that could cause certain body parts to drop off.”
Jessup threw his hand over his mouth to block a laugh. 
“Oh, shit. You say they’re our people?”
“We saw what looked like DEA patches on their gear.”
“I don’t know who they were, but it wasn’t us. We’re as busy as that proverbial one-legged man. I wish we had time to run around on four-wheelers. But it’s an alphabet soup out there with all these new federal agencies being created. Could have been anybody.”
“Think it could be locals?”
“Nah, we have task force officers from all the local LEOs. We’d know if someone was doing an interdiction.”
“Okay, that makes me feel better. I appreciate it,” Flowers said.
“No problem. And be careful around that stuff.”
She terminated the call, a grim look on her face. “Looks like a duck, walks like a duck…”
“But it ain’t a duck,” Jessup said, staring ahead.
She sped around the Hollywood cloverleaf, merged onto I-240, then shot westbound down the interstate.
“There it is,” Jessup said, pointing out the windshield to their eleven o’clock. They saw a small helicopter cruising a hundred feet over the trees. It was on a slow, steady course toward the Mississippi, not running search pattern circles. They couldn’t see any ATVs through the heavy vegetation along the river.
“Stay straight,” Jessup said, pointing to an exit. “That’s a connector that dead ends at Danny Thomas Street a couple of miles down. We can go south from there and maybe intercept them.”





Chapter forty-two

She took the exit and was soon going ninety miles per hour.
“Damn, Flowers, now I see how you got here so quick from New Orleans.”
She looked over and grinned.
“Hurry, the copter’s almost to the bridge.”
She pushed it to a hundred, then jammed on the brakes as they hit the exit to loop south onto Thomas. Smoke from burning brake pads wafted into the passenger compartment, and Jessup shivered at the leer on the woman’s face as she gripped the steering wheel.
“There’s the bridge,” he said, stabbing a finger at the windshield. “The chopper’s almost to it.”
Ten seconds later Flowers skidded the car to a stop atop the overpass. They got to the railing just as the Bell helicopter thundered past. Below they heard the scream of small engines over-revving, like dirt-bikes on a motocross track.
To their right, a four-wheeler flashed by on the north shore of the river, its driver and rider barely holding on as it jumped a berm and went airborne for a second. A second machine slid sideways to a stop on the same side of the river. The rider jumped off, jerked a rifle from his shoulder, and aimed across the water to the south side.
Adrenaline slammed into Jessup as he leaned over the guardrail and the crashing and splashing sound grew louder. Suddenly, a huge brown mass shot from beneath the bridge like a galloping horse. One operative fired, but it made no sound, and Jessup thought they were using suppressed weapons. Then he saw the odd-looking rifle.
“Tranq gun! They’re trying to catch it!” he shouted.
The dart sailed past harmlessly, two feet behind the creature.
“My god, it’s so fast,” Flowers said.
“You get a look at it?”
“No, just a blur.”
An ATV flew from under the bridge and into the foliage behind it. Two more machines followed, while above the helicopter downdraft kicked up a dust storm on the bridge.
“Come on,” Jessup yelled, sprinting back to the car. He pointed down the street. “At that light, turn right.”
Flowers floored the accelerator and skidded into traffic, cutting off another driver, an action potentially more dangerous than chasing a mutant animal, given the propensity of Memphis drivers to shoot first and forgive later. She flew around the corner, steering into the skid, the old suspension rattling and clanking as the tires skipped across potholes.
“Don’t forget,” Jessup said through gritted teeth, “127,000 miles.”
“Ah,” Flowers said, as they went airborne over a set of railroad tracks, “but they’re highway miles.”
The street hadn’t seen a paving truck in ten years, but at the speed she was going, the tires didn’t have time to fall into the holes.
Jessup looked at the mountain of dark clouds approaching the Mississippi River from Arkansas. “I don’t like that sky.”
Flowers glanced up and he shouted in alarm, “Hey, you just drive!”
“Turn right at the dead end,” he said as Second Street loomed much too quickly before them. He pushed back in his seat. “Slow it down, Flowers! Flowers… slow down!”
The agent braked at the last minute and bounced sideways across the road, the anti-lock brake system chattering like a pissed off chipmunk. Jessup saw the grin on her face and shook his head. She punched the accelerator and headed north.
“They’ll come out right there,” he said, stabbing his finger at the bridge intersecting Second Street and North Mud Island Road, half-a-block ahead. As he said it, an ATV flew up the bank and across Second Street, grabbing five feet of air. It would have been an amazing feat had the driver landed correctly, but he jackknifed, throwing them end-over-end across the dirt berm bordering the river.
With their helmets and flak jackets, they might have lived, but before they stopped rolling the giant dog was over the berm and on them.
Flowers jammed on the brakes and threw the car into a skid, stopping in the middle of the intersection, their eyes locked on the scene in jaw-dropping awe.
“A monster pit bull on steroids,” Jessup whispered.
The pit bull clamped its teeth around the driver’s neck and jerked up, flipping the man through the air like a dishrag, before slamming him back into the ground. It dropped the body, then turned to the stunned passenger.
The woman’s helmet had flown off and her long blonde hair covered her face as she pushed herself to her knees, unaware the monster was standing three feet away. Flowers instinctively jammed down on the car horn. The woman jerked her head up, saw the beast, and screamed. The giant dog lunged and bit her across the head, silencing her as her arms and legs spasmed in her death throes.
The helicopter flew overhead as more ATVs topped the ridge and bore down on the monster. The brown, black, and blood mottled beast snatched up its prize and raced across the road to the treelined harbor like a cat carrying a mouse. The operatives opened fire with dart guns and automatic weapons, but the animal made it into the thicket and disappeared.
“My god,” Flowers said, as they sat sideways in the middle of Second Street, “did you see how fast it killed them?”
A horn sounded behind her and she pulled forward but jammed on the brakes as a black Yukon speeding south on Second flew over the bridge and skidded to a stop on North Mud Island Road. It shot forward, ignoring the hovering helicopter and the dead agent.
The bird set down near the corpse. Two people jumped out and recovered the body. It immediately lifted off, leaving the destroyed four-wheeler and puddles of blood as the only evidence that anything had happened.
Jessup shook his head to clear the sense of déjà vu.
Flowers stomped on the gas and shot down the street in pursuit. Ahead of them, a massive bank of clouds rolled across the Mississippi River. A strong downdraft buffeted the car and kicked dirt and debris into the air.  
“At least this will keep people inside,” he said nodding at the curtain of water heading toward them.
“We need to call the police,” Flowers said.
“They’re already here,” he replied, pointing at the ten remaining operatives pulled to the side of the road, replacing DEA patches with POLICE insignia.
“They come prepared, don’t they?” she said, slowing down. One of them glared at her and motioned for her to move on.
“I’ll call Betty and get the cavalry out here. Eighteen hundred people live on this island, and if we don’t stop that thing, there’s going to be a massacre.”




Chapter forty-three

Keeping one eye on the GPS and the other on the road, Dotson drove as fast as he dared down Second Street as it wound past the commuter airport. Blowing by a garbage truck, he ran a yellow sedan into a ditch, then saw the bridge incline ahead of him. The helicopter canted forward, closing in.
“Sweep Air, target approaching Second Street bridge,” the pilot’s voice rattled.
 “Hunt Four, check. We’re trying to get ahead of it!” a voice shouted over a screaming motor.
 Just as Dotson’s truck hit the bridge, a four-wheeler flew across the road and crashed on the other side.
“Crazy fucker,” he said.
“They’re down! They’re down!” shouted the chopper pilot. Then, “Oh, fuck! The dog, watch out for the dog!”
Prop wash rocked Dotson’s SUV as they both crested the bridge.
“Oh, shit, it’s got her!” someone screamed over the radio.
“Shoot that motherfucker!” said another voice. Gunshots rang out.
Dotson slid sideways onto North Mud Island Road, then jammed on his brakes, skidding to a stop to keep from driving through the crossfire. The pit ran to the trees with something in its mouth. Dotson realized it was one of his operatives.
He snatched up the radio. “Sweep Air, pick up that other body, then continue the search.”
After a moment’s hesitation they responded, “Sweep Air, check.”
Dotson watched in his rear-view mirror as the bird sat down on the grass. He stomped the accelerator and got back into the chase.
Glancing at the laptop strapped in the seat next to him, he watched the Memphis police dispatcher program for any calls related to his mission. So far there was nothing, but he knew the ATV crash would prompt an accident call. With the rain coming, the cops would be busy, and it would take them a while to respond. He planned to be gone long before that.
He grabbed his radio. “Sweep Primary to all Hunt and Sweep units. I don’t want anyone going into the woods after this thing. Set up a perimeter and wait for it to come out. Sweep Air, keep lighting it up with your FLIR.”
He knew they’d be pissed. They all wanted to go in after the woman, but he’d seen the blood trail. She was dead. They knew it, too. He wouldn’t waste his time telling them to bring the animal in alive. Instead, he said, “Switch to the POLICE patches and then kill it.”




Chapter forty-four

 Mildred Glankler liked living on Mud Island. She liked her little townhouse, tucked away on Down Stream Drive, away from the river. There was too much activity along the water, too many vehicles, too much noise, too many people running up and down the green way… too many children. She lived in the adults only section where there weren’t too many children. None, actually, unless her neighbors had their grandkids visit.
Mildred Glankler didn’t have kids of her own, didn’t need ‘em, didn’t want ‘em. For thirty-five years, she raised other people’s kids as an English teacher with Memphis City Schools. She was sick of ‘em. When she and Garth got married, he hadn’t complained when she told him she didn’t want kids of her own.
Garth wasn’t a big complainer. He went to work at the post office, then came home and sat in front of the TV while she scraped red marks across poorly written essays and grumbled about the lack of parental guidance. He didn’t complain when she brought home Sparky, the Pomeranian that hadn’t stopped barking since birth. He didn’t even complain when he had his myocardial infarction. The only reason she even noticed was because it was Thursday night, and he hadn’t switched the channel to the latest episode of Lost.
But Garth had been a good provider. He’d had plenty of insurance. She wouldn’t have to worry. So, that day at work, when she got on the PA and said, “All you little cretins need to get inside, right now!” and the administration suggested it was time for her to put away her chalk and erasers, she didn’t complain, she just filed her papers, sold the house in Bartlett, and moved to Mud Island.
Yes, she and Sparky were happy—unless the grandkids were visiting next door, running around, squealing and making a racket on the front lawn, desecrating the communal sidewalk with colored chalk. Like today. She’d seen it. The blue, stick figure woman with stringy hair being bitten on the leg by a stick dog, red chalk blood dripping from its jaws. Little cretins.
But she always got her revenge, or at least Sparky did, thanks to the invisible fence and the doggie door. Whenever the two kids went outside to play, Sparky would shoot from the house, take up post at the very edge of the lawn, his shock collar clicking a proximity warning like a Geiger counter at Chernobyl, and yap non-stop until they got annoyed and went back inside—as they had today. The timbre of his bark was akin to the chalk squeal Mrs. Glankler had perfected in her class. It tested even her resolve. As soon as they retreated, Sparky yipped triumphantly, and scampered back inside.
Distant thunder rumbled as a burst of air from the approaching storm pushed Sparky’s pet door open a few inches. The dog sprang from the couch and shot through it, unleashing a staccato string of barks as rain began slapping against the living room window.
“Sparky, get back in here,” Glankler bellowed. The last thing she wanted was a smelly wet dog stinking up the place. She ran to the window and looked out, expecting to see the animal barking at the neighbor’s grandkids, but he wasn’t there. She looked in the other direction and saw him at the edge of the driveway, barking furiously at something by the side of the house.
“Probably another raccoon,” she muttered. There were a thousand of them down by the canal, always getting into her trash, then the dog wouldn’t come inside until she either dragged him in or the creature went away. Shrugging on her raincoat, she headed for the door, then hesitated and grabbed the broom from the closet. Sometimes those things needed convincing before they hightailed it back to the bushes.
Fat raindrops pelted her as she stepped onto her front porch. She smirked when she glanced at the sidewalk art and saw the stick lady and dog melting away. Rain drops splattered her glasses, obscuring her view and making her squint as she stepped off the porch.
Sparky was barking in earnest now, dashing back and forth along a two-foot patch of grass, emitting an occasional yelp whenever the shock collar activated.
“What is it, boy?” she said, marching forward, broom held at port arms. There was something on the driveway, something big, but she couldn’t make it out in the storm’s gloom and through her rain-wet glasses. She thought about the outside light switch by the front door.
The thing lunged at the little dog, but every time Sparky’s shock collar clacked, it jumped back and growled. Mrs. Glankler, unimpeded by a shock collar, charged forward, broom held high, but the creature stood its ground. As her foot hit the driveway, lightning flared, and she saw it. Her eyes flew wide. She screamed, threw the broom, and tried to run, but the pit bull was on her. It latched onto her leg and jerked her off her feet, slamming her head onto the concrete and blessing her with unconsciousness. Sparky looked on and yapped as it fed.




Chapter forty-five

The four-wheelers split up and scoured the neighborhood, their engine noise dampened somewhat by the heavy rain. Unsure which one to follow, Flowers stuck with the helicopter, while Jessup relayed the information to Davis.
“She’s going to start making calls,” he said, hanging up.
 “Just what is ‘Mud Island’?” Flowers asked, “It’s a terrible name.”
Jessup chuckled. “You’re right, but they’ve called it that for a long time. It’s not actually an island, just a sliver of land running along the Mississippi River, connected to the mainland at the north end by that road we just came across. The Wolf River Harbor, part of the Mississippi, separates it from downtown Memphis. There’s a marina and some touristy stuff at the south end, but up here, it’s all residential; condos, apartments, houses. They made it to look kinda like New Orleans, or the beach.”
“Pretty cool looking area. Is that road we just came down the only way in and out?”
“No, there’s a vehicle bridge near the other end that dumps out at the Pyramid.”
“That’s where that sporting goods store is, right?”
“Yep.”
“That is the strangest thing. It’s frickin’ huge.”
“I know, it’s weird. The city built it as a sports complex. They picked a pyramid design because of our ‘sister city’ in Memphis, Egy—there!” he suddenly shouted, stabbing a finger at a four-wheeler as it burst from a side street.
Flowers accelerated, spinning the tires on the wet pavement as two more ATVs closed in from other directions. Overhead, the helicopter swooped down, its noise competing with the rumbling thunder and cracks of lightning.
“I can’t believe they’re staying up in this storm,” Flowers said, flicking the wipers on high.
“They’re desperate. They can’t let this thing get away,” he said, clutching the handhold above his head. “And they’re going to have a dim view of us interfering.”
She shot him a glance, then slid onto Down Stream Drive.
“There it is!” she shouted as the huge animal shot across the street and ran between the houses. She swerved onto the next street, trying to stay parallel to it. “What are we going to do if we catch it?”
Jessup looked at her and shrugged. “I got a .380 Glock. What about you?”
“A Sig 226.”
He huffed. “Better than a .380 Glock.”
She jammed the brakes, reached over, and punched a button in the glove box. The trunk lid popped open.
“What are you doing?”
“Come on,” she said, jumping out and running to the back. In the trunk was a long metal lockbox anchored to the floor. She punched in a code and the lid opened to reveal a Remington 870 shotgun and a Colt AR15 assault rifle.
He grinned. “Now you’re talkin’.” 
He grabbed the shotgun and she took the rifle, but as they were getting back into the car, a four-wheeler shot past. The passenger twisted around, looked at them, then said something to the driver.
“I think we’re busted,” Flowers said, slamming the car back into drive.
“Yeah,” Jessup said, “that dog ain’t gonna be the only thing gettin’ hunted now.”


[image: image-placeholder]Dotson pulled to the curb and studied the street layout on his GPS. Rain pelted his car. The thick clouds brought an early dusk, causing the streetlights to pop on.
A barking dog complaint clicked on the screen for 1712 Down Stream Drive. He checked the map and saw it just a few blocks away. Could be nothing, but nothing was all they had right now. He put it out over the air.
Seven seconds later, “Sweep Air, over the location, target spotted. Got a body in the driveway. It’s not ours.”
Dotson gunned the accelerator as four-wheelers appeared from side streets and converged on the location.
“Hunt Two, it crossed Down Stream, heading west through the houses.”
“It’s coming out onto Island Place, Hunt Five,” a woman said above a whining engine.
“On it, Sweep Air. Still on Island Place, damn that thing is fast—Okay, just lost it between Island Place and Marrakesh Circle. Somebody needs to shoot down the alley.”
“Hunt Three, on it.”
“Hunt Six, we’ve got company. Male white, female white, shotgun and rifle, dark blue Ford Taurus. No uniforms.”
“Sweep Primary, everybody keep an eye out for that vehicle and grab a tag. Let me know if they interfere with the operation but take no action unless advised.” Dotson grabbed his phone and punched in a number.
“Hello.”
“Lieutenant Forester, this is Special Agent Johnson.”
“Special Agent Johnson how are you sir?” came the quick reply.
“I’m good. Did you get a phone call from my boss, Mr. Perkins?”
“Yes sir, I did. If I had known you two—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Dotson said, cutting him off. “I appreciate that. Right now, we’re conducting an operation on Mud Island and we’re trying to keep it as low key as possible. Can you help me out with that?”
“Absolutely, anything he or you need, just say the word.”
“Great. It would help if you could redirect attention from here to another location, maybe where we were earlier today?”
“Dead end of Rinehart Road?”
“Exactly. Tell your dispatcher that the white pit bull and another brown one were just seen in the area, foaming at the mouth, chasing people. Tell them you want all units to head in that direction.”
“Sure, I can do that.”
“Also, there’s a dark blue Ford Taurus on the island interfering with us. They might be law enforcement.”
“I don’t know of any Taurus’s. We have Impalas and Chargers. Might be another organization.”
“They might pose a problem.”
“Okay, I’ll head that way with a couple of my guys and check them out.”
“Very good. I know Mr. Perkins will be very grateful.”
“Yes sir. Whatever you guys need, I’ll take care of it.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Dotson said, smiling as he hung up.
He pushed a speed dial number.
“Flattner.”
“This is Dotson. My phone is secure.”
“Is it finished?”
“No, we’re chasing him now. Wouldn’t have bothered you but wanted to give you a heads-up. A couple minutes ago a team spotted two people with long guns in a cruiser. They were only a block from where we saw the pit.”
“Did you check with Forester?”
“Just got off the phone with him. He doesn’t think it’s one of theirs, but he’s coming out here to intercept them.”
“That’s interesting. Let me know what you find out.”
“Will do. He’s also putting out some bogus calls to draw units away from Mud Island.”
“Good. I figured he would be of some use.”
Dotson chuckled. “When I mentioned your name, he almost genuflected. You’re like a deity to him.”
“People like him are useful. They’ll do whatever you need if you find the right buttons to push. Did he mention the DEA cover from earlier?”
“No, but he knows the score. He may be sleazy, but he’s not dumb. I told him to stick with the story of rabid pit bulls attacking people.” 
“They recover our agent’s body yet?”
“No, but we have a GPS marker where the dog came out of the thicket. We should be able to backtrack from there once we take the thing down.”
“Is that thunder I hear?”
“Yeah, the rain gods are coming through again. It’s keeping people inside and washing away a lot of evidence.”
“Very good,” Flattner said. “Keep me informed.”
“All right.”




Chapter forty-six

Flowers spun the tires on the wet asphalt, trying to catch a four-wheeler, but it turned down the next street and disappeared.
“Where to?” she asked.
“No clue,” Jessup said, craning his neck to see up through the windshield. “Look for the bird.”
The wipers were cranked to high, and they slowed to a crawl in the driving rain. They both jumped as a burst of lightning exploded overhead and thunder rocked the ground.
“Shit!” Jessup barked. “That was clo—”
Suddenly, the fence next to them blew outward, pelting the side of the car with shards of wood. The charging pit bull tried to stop but slid several feet in the wet grass before, slamming into the back door of the Taurus, rocking it violently. Close behind it was a four-wheeler, the engine screaming, the passenger hanging on with one arm while aiming a machine gun with the other. Seeing the car, the driver snatched at the brake lever. The machine lurched to the left and slid sideways through the grass. The balloon tires caught the sidewalk’s edge and the ATV flipped past the rear of the car, sending the driver and rider tumbling into the street.
With a roar that shook the car, the enraged pit bull spun on them. It bit down on the passenger’s thigh, lifted him off the asphalt, and slammed him down while he screamed in pain and terror.
Jessup jumped out and racked the shotgun. He couldn’t shoot the dog without hitting the man, so he fired into the air. The startled animal dropped the rider and spun toward Jessup. Eyes wide with fury, it drew back its blood-smeared jowls and let loose a growl that sounded like rolling thunder.
“Oh, shit!” He spun and dove into the car. He slammed the door shut and hit the dash just as the thing struck the vehicle. It snapped and bit at the window a foot from Jessup’s face.
“Shoot it! Shoot it!” he screamed, as Flowers aimed her pistol.
“I can’t! Behind it!”
Jessup saw a couple standing on a porch directly in the line of fire. The dog must have sensed them because it stopped trying to get at him and spun around. The pair fought with each other to get back inside their house and slammed the door.
Prop wash suddenly rocked the Taurus as the helicopter hovered twenty feet overhead. The pit abandoned its attack and took off down the street, followed by howling ATVs.
“That was intense,” Flowers said as she accelerated after them.
“You are the master of understatement,” Jessup replied, sucking in air and trying to slow his thundering heartbeat. He saw it cut through another yard. “There it goes!”
She slid around a turn, trying to get ahead of it, while more four-wheelers shot past her.
“It stopped to attack those soldiers,” Flowers said. “Why would it do that? Wouldn’t it just want to escape?”
“A normal animal would, but these aren’t normal. They’re trained.”
“Trained to do what?”
“To kill,” he replied, peering through the downpour. “You see what it had around its neck?”
“Looked like a shock collar.”
“That’s exactly what it was. I don’t know what the military is using these dogs for, but they’re lethal.”
She slowed for a stop sign and watched a car shoot by heading in the same direction, a bright blue plastic bubble on the roof announcing Precision Pizza.
“Go, go, go,” Jessup said.
Ahead, they saw the vehicle pull to the curb. The driver jumped out and jogged toward a house, carrying a large red pizza warmer over his head to keep the rain off. Behind him, between the houses, ATV headlights strobed as the helicopter roared overhead. The delivery man stopped and peered up at the bird, stepping onto the porch at the same time the awaiting customers came outside to investigate the noise.
Still looking up at the helicopter, they didn’t see the pit bull burst from the shadows across the street. When the woman did see it, it was too late. She screamed, grabbed the door handle, and was pulling it open when the pit bull leapt onto the porch and plowed into the pizza driver, slamming him into the couple. Glass shattered as the woman smashed into the door, knocking her halfway into the house. The animal bit the delivery man across the face, instantly silencing him. It tromped onto the back of the male customer, driving him down onto his wife, who was attempting to crawl into the house. The man screamed until the dog bit him in the back. It jerked its head up, bringing with it a chunk of flesh. The woman shrieked and flailed helplessly beneath 500 pounds until the monster stilled her with a quick snap of its jaws.
There was a rattling sound, and a line of holes stitched across the wall as an operative opened fire. A couple rounds hit the creature. It roared in pain and bounded off, leaving a blood trail that was quickly washed away by the rain.
Flowers sat frozen, her foot on the brake, the car in drive, staring at the carnage from the middle of the street.
“April,” Jessup said, trying to pull her from the trance. “April.” Then he shouted, “Flowers! Let’s roll! It’s heading to the river.”
Shaking her head as if waking from a dream, she looked at him, snarled, and hit the gas.




Chapter forty-seven

Bubba Spencer never heard anything so good as the rocks scraping the bottom of his skiff as it slid onto the boat ramp at the north end of Mud Island. Twenty minutes earlier, he had never been more scared.
He knew it was going to be tight, but his weather app had said the second round of storms wouldn’t hit until eight. That gave him plenty of time to get on the water and get in a few hours of fishing. Instead, the front rolled in two hours early. 
Frickin’ weatherman, he groused. That’s what I should have been. Getting’ paid for being wrong.
A quick boat ride across the Mississippi to the Loosahatchie Bar, just across from Mud Island. Piece of cake or would have been if his old Evinrude hadn’t started cutting out on him. Sure, it had been a couple of years since he’d changed the plugs, but that wasn’t the issue. The issue was those damned politicians mucking up the gas, adding all that ethanol crap. Everybody knew it gummed up two-stroke carburetors, but did those assholes in DC care about that? No, all they cared about was keeping the corn farmers happy, and the campaign contributions rolling in.
Even with the motor acting up, it would have been fine. Okay, so maybe he shoulda turned upriver and let that southbound barge go by instead of trying to cut in front of it. He still had plenty of time to get past, or would have if the motor hadn’t picked that exact moment to crap out. Then the storm hit, kickin’ up wind from the south, and everyone knows that when you get a heavy breeze blowing up against that Mississippi River current it gets choppy with a capital C.
He was surprised he didn’t break the starter cord jerkin’ on it like that. He was even more surprised he didn’t soil his pants when the barge captain laid on a ten second burst from his twin air horns. If it hadn’t been for the trolling motor, he might not have made it. But he did, despite six inches of water on the deck from the rain and the waves slopping over the gunnels.
Dripping wet and on shaky legs, Spencer crawled out of the boat then tied it to a tree to hold it in place while he backed his trailer down the ramp. He crawled into the cab of the old Dodge. When the engine started, it sounded almost as good to him as the boat scraping against the boat ramp. He laid his head back against the headrest, popped open his last cold beer, and took a sip while the engine warmed up and his heart rate slowed.
As he sat there, he noticed three or four single headlights weaving and jerking through the gloom back toward Harbor Town.
What kind of idiot rides a motorcycle in weather like this? They looked like they were coming his way. Then he saw the lights of the helicopter and thought, You gotta be an even bigger idiot to fly around in a thunderstorm.
“Won’t see me doing something that stupid in weather like…” he said but caught himself.
He drained the rest of the beer and backed his trailer down the steep ramp into the water. The storm had let up a little, and when he got out of the cab, he could hear the whine of small motors mixed with the helicopter's roar.
He took a few steps and the sounds grew even louder.
I might see some action, he thought. He looked up the ramp and saw the silhouette of a large animal. The hairs lifted on the back of his neck. It was too thick to be a deer, too big to be… anything from around here. He waited for it to move away, but it turned to face him.
Spencer’s heart rate jerked up a notch. He took a step toward the truck door, and the creature took a step, still hidden in the shadows, just beyond the reach of the headlights. He took another step. The animal matched it. Three feet from the door, he heard the rumbling growl and his breath froze in his chest. One part of his brain screamed “Run!” while another said “Stand still!”
Then it stepped into the headlights.
Spencer’s mouth fell open, but no sound came out. He lunged for the truck but hit a patch of slime and went down on one knee. With a roar, the pit bull charged down the ramp, its phenomenal speed aided by gravity. Instinctively, Spencer twisted around, took three lunging steps, and dove into the river. He spun onto his back in time to see the giant dog flying toward him, its jaws opening impossibly wide. He heard a crack and saw the animal jerk just before it landed on him and smothered his terrified scream.




Chapter forty-eight

Flowers floored the pedal and shot up Island Drive trying to catch up to the pursuit.
“They’re cutting across the grass,” Jessup said.
“What’s over there?”
“A big parking lot with a boat ramp. Just keep going. The entrance is at the far end. We’ll get stuck if we get onto the grass.”
“Roger,” she replied, her lips compressed into a tight grin, her eyes bright.
Jessup shook his head, “And don’t call me Roger.”
She laughed and pressed the pedal harder, passing an SUV parked on the side of the road.
“They’re converging on the boat ramp.” He saw a truck backed in with its headlights pointing up. “There’s the dog! On the ramp!” He saw the boater and his heart sank because he knew they would be too late.
“Stop!” he barked as he scooped up the AR15. Flowers hit the brakes and the Taurus slid through the wet grass, stopping beside a vehicle barrier. 
“Roll down your window, quick.”
The glass slid down and Jessup jammed the muzzle of the .223 through the opening and flipped the selector switch to three-round burst.
“Eyes and ears,” he said as he took aim, but she already had her face turned away and her hands over her ears. It was a one-in-a-hundred shot, but he knew the fisherman didn’t stand a chance against the creature, so he lined up the steel sights and pulled the trigger.
The muzzle lifted from the recoil and blocked his view. When it came down, the dog and the man were both gone. The explosion of the three-round burst inside the car ripped at his eardrums and he winced in pain.
“Did I get it?” he yelled louder than he had to.
“I don’t know,” Flowers said, “I had my head turned away.”
The operatives swarmed the boat ramp, while overhead, the helicopter lit up the scene with its spotlight. 
“We gotta get down there and get a picture or something,” Jessup said, the pain subsiding. He pointed. “There’s the parking lot entrance. Go, go, go.”
The tires dug furrows in the grass as Flowers gunned the engine and fishtailed onto the road.


[image: image-placeholder]Dotson stayed north of the chase and pulled onto Island Drive, the main road that ran parallel to the Mississippi River. Just then, the animal bolted between the houses onto the greenway, a wide strip of grass between Island Drive and the river. It ran north, back toward the Wolf River, staying close to the shoreline.
Paralleling the chase, Dotson saw headlights come on in the parking lot at the north end of the island. He watched someone back a truck and trailer down the ramp to the water.
What kind of idiot goes out on the water in weather like this? he wondered.
Shaking his head, Dotson watched the monstrous animal charge onto the parking lot. He hoped it would run past the boat ramp but knew it would not. He reached over the seat and pulled up a hard plastic carrying case. He carefully removed his M40A1 sniper rifle. It was the military version of the Remington 700 and was the rifle he’d used during his tenure as a sniper with the Marine Corps Force Recon.
The elite unit now used the MK13 Mod 7, manufactured by NSWC Crane, but he was a big believer in “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” His thirty-seven confirmed kills with the M40A1 proved it wasn’t broken. He snapped the Nightforce scope onto the tracks, rolled down the window and got into position.
Just then, an old Ford Taurus shot past and skidded to a stop on the grass fifty feet in front of him. Dotson assumed it was the mystery pair they were hunting but ignored them for the moment and turned back to the animal. The dog didn’t run past. The ATVs were a hundred yards back and wouldn’t get there in time.
 Turning on the scope, he took aim and tracked the animal as it went down the ramp.
Stand still, he silently urged the fisherman, but the man slipped, then turned and ran. Dotson led the animal by a foot and just as he pulled the trigger, he heard a three-round burst of gunfire. The animal jerked like it had been hit, but then disappeared behind the truck.
He looked up and saw the Taurus fishtail back onto Island Drive and head for the parking lot entrance. Through its back window, he saw the silhouette of a rifle. He snatched up his phone to call Forester just as the lieutenant’s Charger shot by, followed by another cruiser. A second later, they had the Taurus stopped at the entrance. 
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Jessup jerked his head around. In the glow of the copter’s spotlight he saw the monster dog laying half in the water at the base of the ramp. “We gotta get down there, quick. That’s our evidence. We need to get pictures of the thing and maybe ID some of those assholes.”
Just as Flowers turned into the parking lot, blue lights lit up the night. A black Charger swerved in front of her, and she braked hard. A white Charger swooped in behind their car and blocked them.
“What the heck are you doing?” she shouted as she reached for her door handle, but before she or Jessup could get out, they were staring at two shotguns and a pistol.
“Get your fuckin’ hands up!” someone commanded. They slowly raised their hands.
A tall, skinny guy with a badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck jerked open the driver’s side door. “Get out and put your hands on the car.”
“I’m a federal agent,” Flowers protested.
“I don’t give a fuck who you are. Get your hands on the car,” the man said. 
“Hawthorn and Settles. I shoulda known,” Jessup said as he stood up. “Still doing Lyin’ Leon’s dirty work for him, huh?”
“Shut up, Jessup. You know the drill,” Hawthorne said, the taller of the two. 
“Why are you stopping us?” he demanded.
“Got a call of a man shooting a shotgun in the middle of the street. Gave your description and car.” He glanced around Jessup, looked inside, and smiled. “And guess what I see on the floorboard, a shotgun.”
“And we saw you shooting a rifle out of your car window,” Settles said with his own grin. “You of all people should know it’s against the law to fire a weapon inside the city limits.”
Jessup glared. “I was trying to keep a giant dog from eating a guy.”
“Oh, are we back to man-eating animals from Mars again, Jessup?” came a voice from behind him.
Jessup turned to see the smiling red face of Lieutenant Leon Forester.
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Gonna have a hell of a story to tell, he thought. Too bad no one’s ever going to believe him.
Dotson could commiserate. Somebody just made one hell of a shot. He didn’t know if it was him or Jessup or both. Either way, a hundred and fifty yards, at night, in the rain, with a moving target. Unfortunately, no one would ever know about it. Such was the plight of a sniper.
The shooting wasn’t the only critical aspect, though. You had to know where to shoot from, and with the fisherman being the only target in the area, he had a hunch the animal might target him. The hunch panned out, though he hadn’t expected a second shooter. The important thing was to get the animals and clean up loose ends.
He looked down the road as two of those loose ends were being addressed. Through the scope, he watched Forester and his men pull a man and woman from the vehicle.
Very good Leon, you came through.
A minute later, Dotson got a text from him. We have your suspects. Taking them to the precinct.
Good job. Hold them there. Will advise, he sent back.
Pleased with the way the day had turned out, he placed the weapon and scope back into the case, then called Flattner.
“Flattner.”
“Hey, boss. My phone is secure. It’s taken care of. Had to kill it, unfortunately.”
“I assumed you’d have to. How much residual?”
“Four civilians dead on the island, but they’re covered. Nothing will come back on us.”
“Good. Ever find out who our mystery guests were?”
“Foresters locking them up as we speak. I should have names and backgrounds within half an hour.”
“Very good. I’m heading into a meeting. Email me the information, and I’ll get back with you later.”
“All right.”
“Good job,” Flattner said.
Dotson hung up and looked out the window as the helicopter winched the massive beast into the air.




Chapter forty-nine

They sat in the interrogation room, their ankles cuffed to a metal bench for two hours before the door opened and the two detectives walked in. One short and dumpy, the other tall and lanky. They both radiated arrogant condescension. Jessup glared at them and shook his head.
“Agent Flowers, meet Sergeants Terry Settles and Ron Hawthorne, aka, Mutt and Jeff, aka, flunkies for Lieutenant Lyin’ Leon Forester.” Hawthorne chuckled, but the smirk on Settles’ puffy face shifted to a frown. “Still carrying Forester’s water, huh? Even you two morons should know better than to trust that guy.”
Settles hand fell on the pepper spray on his belt and Flowers sat back. Then he smiled and unclipped the handcuff key hanging next to it. Bending down, he grabbed the metal loop attached to Jessup’s ankle and twisted it, making him grimace.
“You know your problem, Jessup? You never learned when to keep your mouth shut,” the doughy faced detective said as he turned the key and released the manacle. He undid Flowers’ cuff without the twist, then stood up.
Hawthorne tossed cell phones, keys and other personal property onto a table and turned to leave.
“What the hell’s going on?” Jessup demanded.
“You’re free to go,” Forester said, appearing in the doorway.
“What’s the meaning of this, Lieutenant?” Flowers asked, glaring at him.
“Like we said at the scene, we got a call about a man shooting a weapon in the middle of Harbor Town. Got a description and you two fit it, so we brought you in.” Then he shrugged. “Witness couldn’t ID you, so you’re both free to go.”
“This is bullshit, Forester. You know about that giant pit bull. You’re just covering for them again,” Jessup said.
The lieutenant shook his head. “There you go again with that paranoid conspiracy talk. Yeah, there were a couple of rabid pits running loose. One injured Steve and killed the Millington cop. Another one killed an old lady and almost killed a fisherman. It was tragic, but we shot both animals.”
Flowers’s eyes flared. “What about the three people on the porch?”
“The drive-by shooting? Another tragedy. Bullet holes riddling the walls.” He clicked his teeth. “More of the senseless violence plaguing our city, I’m afraid.”
“That’s bull!” she said as she jumped to her feet and balled up her fists. “I saw that animal attack them with my own eyes.”
Forester tilted his head. “Really? Where’s your proof?”
She literally shook with rage as she stared at him.
Jessup grabbed her arm. “Come on, let’s get outta here.”
Flowers shook free from his grip and stormed out the door, bumping Forester as she passed. The man grinned and nodded after her. “Better control your pet, Jessup. I don’t care if she is a federal agent, I can still charge her with assault.”
“Oh, you ain’t been assaulted yet, Lyin’ Leon,” he said, bumping him even harder as he walked out.
“Hey, Mutt and Jeff,” Jessup said to the detectives standing by the coffee machine. “Where are our weapons and the car?”
“Where you left it, all nice and secure. Weapons are in the trunk. No law against having firearms in your vehicle, you know,” Hawthorne said, grinning.
“You givin’ us a ride back?” he demanded.
“Call a fuckin’ Uber,” Settles said, and Hawthorne gave a short laugh.
 
Her hands clenched, Flowers stormed into the parking lot and started to pace.
“It’s happening. They’re getting away with it again.”
Jessup said nothing but felt his own growing sense of helplessness. What was he doing here? What happened to Steve and that Millington detective was terrible, but what could he do about it? He wasn’t even a cop anymore. Besides, this wasn’t his fight. All he had done was dredge up a bunch of memories he’d spent a year trying to bury. Nothing had changed; everywhere he went, people died.
He eyed the liquor store across from the precinct. If he had any sense he’d send Flowers on her way, walk over, buy a bottle, go back to his boat, and forget the entire mess.
Yeah, fuck this, he thought. He started to say something when her phone rang.
“Hello?” Her brow wrinkled. “Who is this? What?” She looked at the phone and tapped the screen.
“Can you both hear me?” said the male voice.
Jessup looked at her, and she shrugged.
“Yeah, we hear you,” Jessup said.
“Though I know of you, Mr. Jessup, it’s a pleasure to finally talk to you. Ms. Flowers, I’ve been chasing your shadow for over a year. Well done.”
“Who is this?” she asked.
“You can call me Perkins, Harry Perkins.”
The name meant nothing to Jessup, but her eyes went wide. “The CDC.”
“Very good, Ms. Flowers.”
“It’s Agent Flowers, and you’re not really with the CDC. There’s no one there by that name. I checked.”
 “Of course you did. I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t. But I go by several names and acronyms.”
“Like your little DEA ploy today?” she asked.
“That was an associate. After our little romp in the river last year, I assumed more responsibilities. Keeps me from venturing out into the field as much as I’d like, but duty calls.”
Jessup glared at the phone. “Your little romp cost twenty-three lives.”
“Ah, Mr. Jessup. I’d have thought that after almost losing your own life—and losing your career—you’d be more inclined to keep a low profile. How’s that whole sobriety thing working out for you these days? I hear you’re back to your old level plus some. What is it they say, cunning, baffling, powerful?”
“Go fuck yourself,” Jessup spat.
The man chuckled. “Actually, that’s why I called, to keep you two from ‘fucking’ yourselves. This is twice now that you two have interfered directly with one of my operations. And Agent Flowers came close on three other occasions.”
She looked at Jessup, her eyes brightening.
“But you saved one of my agents today by distracting the pit bull, so you get a pass. However, if you continue to meddle in my affairs, you’re going to fall victim to one of those unfortunate accidents that always seems to crop up around you.”
Jessup ground his teeth and felt a growl building in his throat.
“Meddling in your affairs, or in the affairs of Section 17?” Flowers said.
There was silence, then the call disconnected.
“I think you hurt his feelings. Good job,” Jessup said, holding up his hand for a high five.
She slapped it, then asked, “What now?”
“I guess we call an Uber.”
“Sure you wouldn’t rather walk across the street and buy a bottle?”
He chuckled, then shook his head. “In an attempt to be rigorously honest, it seriously crossed my mind.”
“So…”
“He pissed me off.”
She grinned. “Good, I like you better pissed off.”
“Ha! I should have married you then.”
Turning bright red, Flowers pulled her phone up to her face. “I’ll call an Uber.”
Just then, a horn sounded, and a gray Chevrolet Malibu pulled up.
“Now what?” Jessup said.
The side window rolled down and Sergeant Betty Davis gave them her signature smile. “You guys need a ride?”




Chapter fifty

They filled Davis in on what had happened since they left the hospital.
“Thank God those things are dead, but all those people killed…” she said, shaking her head. “And the three stooges are covering it up?”
“Yep,” Jessup said.
“That would explain that bullshit call out to Rinehart Road,” Davis said as she turned onto the bridge leading to Harbor Town.
“What do you mean?” Flowers asked.
“After I got your call, me and three of the other guys were heading your way from the hospital when Forester called us. He said they spotted a white and a brown pit bull running down the street near Shannon Elementary. Said they were big and foaming at the mouth.”
Flowers shook her head.
“My gut told me to listen to you and head to the island instead, but Forester gave us a direct order. So, we turned around and headed that way. When we got to the area, nobody had seen any dogs running loose. I knew then it was bullshit. By the time we got turned around, Hawthorne and Settles said they had two in custody at the north end of Mud Island.”
“That was us,” Flowers said.
“I assumed so, since Jake wasn’t answering his phone. I was heading back to the office when Forester sent us on another bullshit call. We just got back.”
“Lyin’ Leon,” Jessup said, shaking his head.
“What’s this all about, Jake?” Davis asked.
He looked at Flowers, then said, “Betty, all I can say is that Forester is running cover for some people who are doing shady shit that’s getting a lot of people killed and injured.”
She frowned, obviously displeased with this less-than-complete answer, then asked, “Just tell me this, do these people have anything to do with what happened to Steve?”
“Yes,” they replied in unison.
She set her jaw. “Then tell me what you need me to do.”
Jessup smiled and squeezed her shoulder.
“Do we have any idea what happened inside that Quonset hut?” Flowers asked as they pulled up to her car.
“No,” Davis said, shaking her head. “That fire destroyed all the evidence on the inside and the rain took care of everything on the outside.”
“What about the blood inside the tractor?” he asked.
“What blood?” Flowers asked.
“I guess I forgot to tell you. They found a bunch of fresh blood inside a front-end loader parked near the building. Stands to reason it’s tied to what happened.”
“Be nice to ID the guy with a DNA check, but even if it’s on file, TBI is eight months behind on their DNA samples,” Davis said, speaking of the Tennessee Bureau of Investigations, the investigative arm of the Tennessee Highway Patrol.
“I got a guy in DC who can probably get it done in a week, but that won’t help much,” Flowers said.
Jessup chuckled. “Let’s ship it off to Hollywood. They can do it in less than an hour.”
Davis rolled her eyes.
“If there’s that much blood, that means someone’s pretty messed up,” Flowers said.
Davis nodded. “Yeah, it was a lot. It would be a noticeable wound. We checked all the hospitals but didn’t find any unexplained serious injuries.”
“Can you put out some feelers? Maybe bring in some of Dreads’ people?” Jessup suggested.
“That’s the funny thing. Nobody’s seen or heard from Dreads or his crew since yesterday. Those burned cars belonged to them.”
“That’s interesting,” he said, exchanging a glance with Flowers.
“My informants are asking around. If I hear something, I’ll let you know.”
“Thanks, Betty,” he said, patting her shoulder. “But don’t put yourself in a trick bag trying to help us. Forester will hurt you if he can.”
“Screw that weasel. He messes with me I’ll throw a bogus EEOC complaint on him and shut him down for six months.”
It was Flowers’ turn to laugh. Then she gave the woman a hug.
  
“So, what’s the plan?” Flowers asked as she drove him back to his truck.
“Something Betty said keeps coming to mind. Sergeant Botts said the owners of the carjacked van claimed there were a couple of pit bulls in it but acted like it was no big deal. Botts seemed to think they were lying, that whatever had been in the van was a big deal.”
“What was the name of the company again?”
“PIT Industries. They train pit bulls for security and protection,” Jessup said.
Flowers looked at him. “They train pit bulls and killer pit bulls are on the loose? Aren’t you the one who said you don’t believe in coincidences?”
He nodded. “But if that’s where the dogs came from, why wouldn’t they tell the police about it? You said yourself there’s nothing illegal about this genetic manipulation stuff. I would think that for liability reasons alone, they’d want the cops to know how dangerous the animals are.”
She frowned and pursed her lips.
“Right now, we’ve got nothing tying the company to Rinehart Road,” he continued. “But it is a lead. If we don’t come up with a connection soon, we need to go there and check it out.”
His phone rang, and he put it on speaker. “Hey Davis, miss me already?”
“I dream about you every night,” she replied in a southern belle voice.
Flowers snorted.
“What’s up?”
“Just heard there’s a dog fight tomorrow at a ring close to Dreads’ place. It’s the one his crew uses to fight their dogs. Might be a good place to get some intel, maybe run down one of Dreads’ people.”
“Tomorrow’s Saturday. Hang on.” He turned to Flowers. “Do you feds work on Saturdays?”
Davis laughed and Flowers gave him a withering look.
“I’ve never been to one. It’s worth a shot,” he said.
“Well, you’re in luck,” Davis said. “A friend of mine is going. He’s an undercover dog fight investigator. I met him through the pit rescue program. He’ll meet us before the fight and tell us everything we need to know.”
“Wow, an undercover dog fighting investigator,” Jessup said. “That’s cool. Okay, text me the time and place and we’ll see you tomorrow.”




Chapter fifty-one

The next morning, Jessup filled his travel mug with coffee as he waited for Flowers in the hotel lobby. Scenes of the ‘Mud Island Massacre,’ as the media were calling it, flashed across the screens, zooming in on the blood-splattered, bullet-ridden siding, the shattered door window, and fluttering crime scene tape.
A female reporter, a gleam in her eye, spoke excitedly about the “random drive-by shooting” that had taken the lives of a pizza delivery man and a young couple.
“In a statement, the mayor said he was shocked at this display of senseless violence and pleaded with the public for help in finding the perpetrators. Asked if he thought the gunmen riding four-wheelers were juveniles, he said he didn’t know, but if they were, he would push to have them tried as adults.
“He praised the police department’s air unit who chased the suspects across Mud Island despite the threatening storm, and the bravery of MPD Lieutenant Leon Forester and two of his men, Sergeants Terry Hawthorne and Ron Settles, who pursued the suspects at great personal risk.”
Forester appeared on the screen, Hawthorne and Settles behind him, wet, disheveled, and forlorn looking. “We won’t stop looking until we find the perpetrators of this senseless act,” he said into the camera. “We will not and cannot allow this kind of thing to continue in our fine city.”
“Enjoying the show?” Flowers said as she walked up.
Jessup shook his head. “I was about to say ‘unbelievable’, but not really. They say anything about the old lady who got killed or the guy on the boat ramp?”
“Nope. Not even in the newspaper, though the second page has a story about the police killing two pit bulls suspected of killing a Millington officer and wounding another.”
“My god, the power these people have.”
“It’s scary,” Flowers said. “I called the senator and the congressman backing GENIT and told them about it.”
“What did they say?”
“They were concerned and upset. And they weren’t happy that I didn’t get any physical proof of the animals.”
Jessup snorted. “You tell them about the helicopters, the armed operatives and the dirty cops we had to contend with?”
“Oh yeah, but people at that level only want results. They don’t want to hear excuses.”
They took Jessup’s pickup, figuring it would blend in better at a dogfight, and headed to the golf course at Overton Park. As they pulled up, they spotted Davis in an animated conversation with an old biker with long brown hair and a beard. She was jabbing a finger at the ground, emphasizing whatever it was she was saying.
“Oh man,” Jessup said as they pulled up. “What has she gotten herself into now?” But as they got out, they heard them both laughing at something the man had said.
“We about to walk into a shootout?” he asked, holding his hands up playfully.
“Nah, I was just filling Juan in on yesterday’s disaster. Juan, Jake Jessup and April Flowers. Jake, April, this is Juan Fernandez, undercover extraordinaire for the SPAA,” Davis said, speaking of the Society to Prevent Animal Abuse.
“I didn’t know they had an enforcement unit,” Jessup said, shaking the man’s hand.
“We’re more like contractors,” he replied. “Mostly retired law enforcement, animal control officers, fish and wildlife, that kind of thing.”
“You look like you’re retired from the Hells Angels,” Flowers said, taking in the ponytail and the tat sleeves covering the burly man’s arms.
Fernandez grinned, shook her hand, then pointed. “Harley’s right over there. It’s great cover. Headed up the animal abuse unit for the New Mexico State Police until I retired three years ago. This gig gets me out of the house three or four months out of the year—and out of my wife’s hair.”
Flowers smiled.
“Juan’s working with the West Tennessee Drug Task Force on a RICO investigation,” Davis said.
“You’re doing a RICO on dog fighting?” Jessup said. Racketeering Influenced Corrupt Organization cases were high-level federal and local investigations that involved several aspects of crime.
“Not per se, though we could,” he explained. “Dog fighting is a predicate offense. It’s a felony in all fifty states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin Islands. So, we could charge people based on their participation alone, but the fines and jail time would be minimal. Since the people involved in drug trafficking, gun running and prostitution often have an interest in dog fighting, we use that to gather intel on those other crimes and then hit them with a charge that has teeth.”
Flowers scowled. “Peddling dope to kids isn’t enough for these jerks? They have to hurt animals, too?”
Fernandez turned to Jessup and smiled. “I like her.”
“Yeah, you gotta watch those FDA gals, they can be vicious.” Ignoring his partner’s scathing look, Jessup turned to Davis. “So, what are we doing, Betty?”
“Juan got word there’s going to be a fight at a ring about a mile from where Steve was attacked.”
“A ring?” Flowers said.
“Dog fighting ring,” Fernandez said. “It can be anything from an open area to a chain-link enclosure, like in a full-contact cage match.”
“And you think someone there might know something about the pit bulls?” Jessup asked.
Davis shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s close to Dreads’ place, and it’s where they always fought their dogs, so it’s worth a shot. Three sets of eyes are better than one.”
“I can’t tell you who we’re targeting with our RICO, but I can tell you we’d be interested in any information concerning Marcus Fontaine, aka Dreads, and his cohorts,” Fernandez said. “Today is just for intel. No arrests or trouble expected. Low key. Okay?”
“Sounds good,” Jessup replied. “Betty said nobody’s seen Dreads or his cronies in the last day and a half. Maybe we can get a line on ‘em.”
Fernandez nodded. “Get your mind right, though. This ain’t gonna be pretty. These low lifes get off on watching one animal tear another one to bits. And by ‘low lifes’, I don’t just mean dope boys and gang bangers. I’ve seen everyone from schoolteachers, to preachers, to law enforcement themselves at these things. Depravity knows no social bounds.”
“Will there be a lot of blood?” Flowers asked.
“Sometimes, but not always. A lot of them withhold water from the dogs before a fight to dehydrate them, that way when they get bit they don’t bleed as much.”
“Jesus,” Davis said.
“You see a lot of money waved around at these things, too, but this one’s pretty small. It’ll probably only bring five grand a fight.”
“Only five thousand dollars?” Flowers said.
“Yeah. That’s nothing,” the biker said. “I’ve seen purses up to half a million at the big, professional fights.”
Jessup let out a low whistle.
“There’s big money in it. People do it for a living. A breeder with a good family line can get upward of twenty-thousand dollars a pup. A female with a good pedigree can have six to ten puppies, twice a year; that’s serious money.”
“Spend twenty grand, then turn around and fight the animal?” Jessup asked.
“Sure. If it does well, a dog can bring in ten times that in the course of six months.”
“And if it doesn’t?” Flowers said.
Fernandez gave a sad smile. “They don’t own these dogs because they love animals. If it doesn’t produce, they put it down. Bullet to the head, drowning, hanging—”
“Hanging?” Jessup blurted.
The big man nodded. “They have no conscience. You remember that NFL player who got caught up in dog fighting a few years back? That’s how he killed his losing dogs. Hung them in a tree in his backyard. Didn’t want to shoot ‘em because he was afraid it would attract attention.”
Flowers looked away.
“What’s really disgusting is that the NFL let him play football for seven more years after he got out of prison. But don’t get me started,” he said, holding up a hand.
Davis said, “You expect something like this out in the sticks, not here in the middle of the city.”
“The big fights are out in the countryside because of the crowds, but you can run a fight in your backyard just as easily. Street level stuff. That ‘my dog can beat your dog’ thing. Post someone out front to tell you if the police are coming and the risk of getting caught is nil.”
“Okay,” Jessup said. “How do you want to do this? We’re dressed down, but we definitely don’t look like bikers.”
“The fights on the east side of Hollywood, near I-240, just before you get to the Wolf River.”
Jessup looked at Davis.
“Yeah,” she said. “That’s why I called you. It’s a ten-minute drive from the quarry. A dirt road that leads to the river.”
“Wait, I know the trail you’re talking about,” Jessup said. “But it’s pretty overgrown. I thought it was more-or-less a four-wheeler trail leading to the Bottoms.”
“It is,” Fernandez said, “but it also leads to a dog fighting ring.”
“Midnight shift goes there sometimes to sleep if there hasn’t been a lot of rain,” Davis said.
“Good place to drop off stolen cars, too,” Jessup added.
Fernandez asked, “You guys got guns?”
They both nodded.
“Good. I’ll follow you on my bike. Pull down the trail a little way, then park and walk in while I ride in past you. Ol’ Jennie is loud and I’m loud, so everybody will watch me. You slide in behind me and join the crowd, then I’ll come find you.”
Flowers’ brow creased. “Jennie?”
Fernandez threw his leg over the dark green motorcycle and patted the shining fuel tank. “My baby. Nineteen seventy-eight Shovelhead. Named her after my wife.”
She arched an eyebrow.
“Hey, beats calling out the wrong name in the heat of passion.”
Davis laughed as Fernandez pushed a button, and Jennie roared to life.




Chapter fifty-two

Jessup drove down Hollywood Boulevard and turned right onto the dirt road just south of the interstate. He glanced in the rearview mirror to keep track of Fernandez. He maneuvered around several rain-filled potholes as he worked his way down the trail, going as far as he felt comfortable. Then he turned the big truck around and parked on the grass ahead of a line of vehicles that snaked into the woods.
In the distance, they heard a chorus of hoots and yells. A couple of hard-looking teens stared at them from down the trail.
“I bet they’re the look-outs,” Flowers said, trying not to catch their eyes. Just as one of them pulled out a phone and punched in a number, Hernandez came roaring up on Jennie.
He grinned, nodded towards the lookout, and said, “Those two shit-heads are about to set up a welcoming committee for you. But they know me, so give me a big hug and a high five and all will be copacetic.”
Flowers gave the UC a hug and threw in a peck on the cheek, while Jessup slapped hands with him and pretended to comment on the bike. The guard stuck the phone back in his pocket. After a second, Hernandez rode up to them and stopped, the eighty cubic inch motor rumbling through the straight tailpipes. While they talked, Jessup and Flowers walked past without getting a second look.
Flowers bumped him. “Looks like you wouldn’t mind having a Jennie of your own.”
“Probably be safer than riding in a car with you driving.” She smacked him on the shoulder, and they kept walking.
The shouts and cheers grew louder as they rounded a stand of trees and entered a clearing. A group of about fifty people were crowded around a stainless-steel watering trough, like those used on farms. A dog yelped, which was followed by moans and shouts of glee. The crowd broke up and Jessup saw two people step over the two-foot-high metal tub wall. One was smiling and carrying a brown and white pit bull, while the other dragged a whimpering, bloodied animal by a thick chain. He glanced at Flowers, who had turned pale.
A rumble filled the air as Fernandez rode up on his Harley. He revved it a few times, shaking the ground—and Jessups’ fillings—and drawing appreciative hoots and whistles from the crowd. The big biker parked and walked over to a large, heavyset guy standing by a mini dog treadmill with a For Sale sign on it.
A Mr. T lookalike, he had about twenty gold chains around his fat neck. He talked loudly and swung his arms as he pointed out the different settings on the machine to the undercover officer. Behind him sat a red Cadillac Escalade with tinted windows.
Flowers elbowed Jessup. “What’s up with the little treadmill?”
“It’s for conditioning dogs. You chain them to it, turn it on, and the animal keeps running until you turn it off.”
She scowled.
Fernandez talked to the man for a few more minutes, then looked down at his phone and shook his head. He walked over to Jessup and Flowers. “Something just came up,” he said. “I gotta roll. You guys gonna be okay here?”
Flowers nodded. “We’re good. I think the throng has accepted us—unfortunately.”
He smiled tightly. “Puts things in perspective. Those people you always thought were such assholes don’t look so bad compared to this group. And that big guy I was talking to? His name’s Bubba. He’s Dreads’ cousin, down from Chicago. He’s on our RICO list. I’m not sure what he’s doing here but you might want to keep an eye on him.”
“Okay. Thanks Juan,” Jessup said. “Be careful.”
 As the biker climbed back on Jennie, someone yelled, “Let’s have a fight!” Amid a chorus of whoops and cheers, two men climbed into the ring with their dogs, restrained by heavy chains.
The sound of the Harley faded, but it was replaced by the rumble of another big engine as an orange four-wheel-drive Ford Raptor pickup sitting high on meaty tires arrived. The truck easily traversed the muddy terrain. It pulled past the crowd and looped around to face the exit. A few spectators turned to watch, but most kept their eyes locked on the ring. The truck’s driver turned off the engine but did not get out.
“Wonder who that is?” Flowers said.
Jessup shrugged, then noticed Bubba was staring at the orange truck. The big guy walked to the Escalade and knocked on the window. He appeared to be talking to the occupant. A second later, the front passenger door popped open and a dark black man, wearing a blue Hawaiian shirt, a bright red ball cap and sunglasses got out. Jessup’s eyes widened when he saw the man’s heavily bandaged hands.
“Flowers,” he hissed, and nodded in that direction.
“Whoa. He put those where they didn’t belong.”
The air was suddenly filled with growling, barking, whining, and yelping as the dogfight began. The crowd roared with excitement, but Jessup kept his eyes locked on the other scene that was unfolding.
“Hey,” Flowers said, nodding toward the orange truck. The driver had opened the door and was standing on the running board, watching the crowd as if looking for someone. He was in his early twenty’s, thin and lanky with shoulder-length brown hair, and wearing mirrored aviator sunglasses that screamed, “I’m an asshole.”
Red ball cap turned to speak to the fat man, and they could see the man’s dreadlocks pulled back into a ponytail.
“I think we just found Dreads,” Jessup said.
“He must have been the one bleeding in that tractor.”
It occurred to Jessup that the kid in the truck couldn’t see Dreads standing behind Bubba.
A loud yip caught Jessup’s attention, and he turned to see the two pit bulls tearing at each other, snapping and biting, lunging in and out, seeking an opening, occasionally finding one, then latching onto an exposed area. The white pit was smeared red with blood from a half-dozen wounds, while the brindle, though smaller, seemed in better shape, quicker, better able to dodge its opponent.
Jessup looked at the ecstatic crowd, not knowing whether to scream or start shooting. Then he noticed that most of them had pistols stuffed into their belts. Everyone was represented, white, black, Hispanic, male, female. There were even a few children watching, their eyes wide with horror or fascination.
He turned back to Dreads, who was now staring hard at the kid in the truck, while Bubba was talking into a cell phone. Jessup’s spidey senses kicked into high gear. The kid must have felt something, too, because he suddenly jumped into the cab of the truck, turned the ignition, and tore off, spinning all four tires and kicking up mud and grass.
The fat man yanked out a pistol and charged after the fleeing vehicle, but it drove behind the crowd before he could get off a shot. It tore past them, the driver invisible behind the limo tint, but Jessup caught the personalized tag: PIT2.
Bubba and Dreads jumped into the Escalade. The red SUV slewed backwards, spinning tires, then shot forward in pursuit.
“What was that all about?” Flowers asked.
Jessup shook his head. “No clue, but I think we just made our connection.”
There was a loud yelp, and the crowd roared as the brindle savagely ripped at the neck of the white pit bull. Though the white dog was at least fifteen pounds heavier, she was older, her face so thick with scar tissue that she looked like a shar pei. The younger tan and black pit, quicker, with more endurance, kept its larger opponent on the defensive, wearing her out.
Flowers grabbed onto Jessup’s arm, watching the grizzly, blood-splattered scene unfold as the two owners stood in the ring, waving their arms, and screaming at the animals.
“Fight or I’ll kill you, you fuckin’ bitch!” said the pimple-faced thug, his rotting teeth clenched, a Swastika tattoo at the base of his shaved head.
“Get ‘em Brutus!” cackled the fat black man wearing a gold sequined T-shirt that read, ‘Player’ and waving around a fist full of money.
With another loud yelp, the white pit bull lay on her side and stopped fighting.
“Whoo-hoo!” shouted Player, while the Nazi cursed and spat on the ground. Player tried to pull his dog away, but it wouldn’t release the other animal. He jammed a blue plastic break stick between its jaws, then twisted and pulled until it gave up and let go. He turned to his opponent and held out his hand. The Nazi scowled and handed over a stack of bills, then he looped a choke collar over his dog’s neck, lifted it over the edge of the ring by the collar, and stalked off into the woods, dragging the bleeding pit behind him.
Player hoisted his dog out of the tub as two more participants climbed in, eager to earn their share of the pie.
Jessup suddenly thought of Stella, EZ’s dog.
“Let’s get outta here before I kill somebody,” he growled.
They were working their way through the crowd when they heard a gunshot. Several people let out a whoop of laughter.
Next to Jessup, a snaggle-toothed, skin-head wearing a dirty Metallica T-shirt laughed and said, “Damn, dude, save a bullet. I’ll hang the bitch for you next time.”
A second later, the man was on his back spitting out rotten teeth. Jessup loomed over him, prepared to knock out the rest. Flowers grabbed him by the arm and tried to drag him away.
“Why you fuckin’ with Lil’ D?” said another skinhead as he and a couple of his buddies pushed through the crowd.
Jessup’s face morphed into a snarl. He yanked out his Glock, stalked over to the new skinhead, and put the barrel of the pistol to his head. “Want me to fuck with you, dude?” he growled.
The man’s eyes went wide, and everyone around him parted like the Red Sea.
“Jake let’s get out of here,” Flowers said, pulling again on his arm.
Jessup hissed, shoved the guy’s head backward with the barrel of the gun, turned and stalked off.




Chapter fifty-three

“That went well,” Flowers said as she climbed into his truck.
“Would have gone better with some carpet bombing,” Jessup said.
“What happened to ‘low key’?”
“Nobody’s dead,” he said, grinning.
“You seem to be in a good mood.”
“I am. We finally have a lead.”
Her brow wrinkled.
“Hang on.” He punched a number into his phone. “Hey Betty, can you run a tag for me?... Tennessee personalized PIT2, papa, india, tango, the number 2… Okay, I’ll wait.” He turned to Flowers. “That’s the tag on the orange truck.” He went back to the phone. “Yeah… Okay… Franklin Janklin…”
Flowers spun towards him. “Franklin Janklin?”
Jessup shrugged, then said, “DBA PIT Industries?... Gotcha… Ah, okay, so PIT Industries owns the carjacked van, huh?... Well, he showed up at the fight… You’re just leaving the hospital? Hang on, let me put you on speaker. Okay, what’s the latest on Steve?”
“They just airlifted him to Vanderbilt. He should be in surgery within the next two hours.”
Jessup grunted. “Man, what did they do with his arm in the meantime? Ugh, never mind. Just keep me updated. I’ll let you know what we find at PIT.”
“Okay,” Davis said, “will do.”
Jessup clicked off and turned to Flowers. “A PIT van gets carjacked, Dreads’ clubhouse gets torched leaving no evidence but some blood in a front-end loader. Killer pit bulls show up in the woods. We go to a dogfight and find Dreads, who looks like he was cleaning out a garbage disposal while it was running, then the kid from PIT shows up, sees Dreads, and gets chased at gunpoint.”
“Maybe he found out that Dreads and his gang were involved and came to investigate?”
“Why not call the cops? And why were Dreads and his guys ready to shoot him?”
“What is PIT Industries?” Flowers asked.
“Some dog training place. Can you Google it?”
“Doing it now… Okay, says it’s one of the biggest, most reputable guard dog training facilities in the nation. Uses only pit bulls. Been around for over twenty-five years.” She whistled. “The dogs can go for upward of $50,000 each.”
“Well, there’s a good reason to jack a van,” Jessup said. “Let’s say you’re right, and the kid found out Dreads and his crew committed the theft. How would he know about the dog fight? How would he know what Dreads looks like? And why would he run, unless he knew they were looking for him?”
“Looking for him for what?”
Jessup shook his head. “No clue.”
“I think we’re missing the point. Sure, thugs would carjack someone to steal a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of trained pit bulls, but we’re here because two giant dogs killed a cop, wounded your friend, then killed a bunch of other people. Where did they come from? Are they associated with this PIT Industries? Is the carjacking tied to the mutant dogs?”
“Again, I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Me either. So, what’s our plan?”
“Let’s get cleaned up, then we’ll go pay PIT Industries a visit.”


[image: image-placeholder]EZ Proctor put a final coat of polyurethane on the piece of driftwood, propped it to dry, then turned to Stella, who was dozing in the sunlight.
“You ready to go for a walk?” he said.
The old pit bull slapped her tail a couple of times, then climbed to her feet and headed to the front door. EZ grabbed the leash but didn’t attach it as they walked onto the pier.
He exchanged greetings with some other liveaboards, and the pair walked past the marina office and up the hill to the parking lot. They headed towards Stella’s grassy area and EZ saw Joey Bezzle, a teenager who worked part time at the marina, talking to a red-faced man with short hair and wearing a suit.
It’s that guy from the police station, EZ thought. What’s he doin’ here?
Joey turned and pointed toward the north end of the marina. EZ followed their gaze. They were looking at Jessup’s boat. The man said something else to the boy, then strode towards him and Stella.
The man paused.
EZ assumed he had recognized him and would say something about the motor theft. Instead, he snarled, “Get that mutt on a leash or you’ll be picking it up at the pound.” Then he stormed away, got into a black Dodge Charger with emergency lights in the grill, and shot off toward the marina exit.
EZ approached the boy. “Hey, Joey, how are you mon?”
“What’s up, EZ? Hey, Stella,” the teen said reaching down and scratching the pit bull behind the ears.
“What was that?”
The boy squinted and said, “Some cop. Said he was working on a case. I figured it was the stolen engine thing.”
“What’d he want?”
“Asked about Jake. If he lived here, which boat was his.”
“Huh.”
“I told him to give me his name and I’d tell Jake to call, but he said not to worry about it and left.”
“Hmm, that’s strange,” the old man said, rubbing his face.
“I saw the name on his ID card. Began with an F.”
“Forester?”
“Yeah,” Joey said, pointing. “That was it.”
“Okay, mon,” the Jamaican said. “I better get walkin’ before Stella rips off my leg.”
The boy laughed.
He turned back. “Hey, do me a favor, if you see that guy again, you come tell me, okay?”
“Sure will EZ.”
The teenager continued with his trash pickup. EZ pulled out his cell phone and placed a call.




Chapter fifty-four

Jessup pulled into the lot and saw Stella leading EZ around the perimeter of the marina parking lot, checking out the new smells.
“Hey, guys.” He bent down and jostled the dog’s ears. “Finding anything good, girl?”
Stella wagged her tail vigorously for a few seconds, then resumed her hunt.
“How are you doing, Jake?” said EZ, offering his hand.
He almost said “good” but then told his new friend about the events of the last couple of days.
“Geez, sounds like more baboon stuff.”
“Same people are involved, I’m afraid.”
The old man looked at Jessup as if considering something, then he pointed a wrinkled ebony finger at him. “You be careful, mon. I don’t want that happening to you again.”
“I hear you, brother. Me either.”
“And messin’ with them people who fight dogs, they’re evil. Watch your back.”
“You’re right, they are not good people.” He looked down at the gentle pit bull and imagined someone forcing her to fight to the death. His stomach clenched. “I gotta get cleaned up and get back in the fight. I’ll let you know how it turns out.”
“Okay, mon. You be careful. Me and Stella, we keep an eye on your boat. Make sure no two-legged rats get onboard.”
Jessup chuckled and rubbed the dog’s ears again. “Run off the four-legged ones, too, okay Stella?”
 
He grabbed his shaving kit, clothes, and a towel, and started for the shower at the marina office. He noticed the half-full bottle of George Dickel, surprised that he hadn’t thought about drinking until then.
One drink won’t hurt. Besides, I deserve it after that dogfight, he thought.
He grabbed a twenty-ounce plastic cup, threw in some ice, and mixed a stiff drink, then headed to the office. He spotted EZ and Stella returning from their walk as he approached the door. He hid the drink behind his leg as he slipped inside. Shame washed over him, and he wondered why he was hiding the drink. EZ wasn’t his keeper. Jessup was a grown man; he could drink whenever he wanted. He shook his head, entered the shower room and got cleaned up.
Back at the hotel, he parked next to Flowers’ car. He took a breath mint and a stick of chewing gum from the glove box and grabbed his travel mug.
“You ready?” she asked as she came walking out of the hotel.
“Give me one minute,” he said, holding up his to-go cup. “I’m going to grab some coffee. I need a little boost. Want one?”
She gave him a small smile and shook her head.
A couple minutes later, he climbed into her car, chewing the stick of gum. “All right, I’m ready,” he said, not looking at her.
Flowers pulled out of the parking lot and drove toward the interstate.
“So, what’s the plan?” she asked. “Should we go in and pretend we’re interested in buying a dog? Or ID ourselves and tell them why we’re there?”
“I think our best bet it to pretend we’re customers. If we say we’re investigating the carjacking, we’d need police creds to sound plausible.” He grinned. “We could just say we wanted to buy a giant pit bull.”
She returned a small smile.
“Something wrong?” he asked, taking another sip of his coffee.
She shook her head and kept driving.
They turned off the highway, drove a few miles toward Shelby Forrest before turning onto Spate Road. They followed it for a mile until they came to a gravel drive marked with a sign bearing the silhouette of a muscular dog with the words PIT Industries in bold print.
The gravel road cut through several acres of oak and pecan trees, with a small pond visible in the distance. It had the feel of a city park.
They passed through a small grove of trees, and finally arrived at a metal building marked with a large PIT Industries sign. An asphalt parking lot surrounded the front and sides of the structure.
“Nice place,” Flowers said as she drove through the lot.
They passed a silver F-250 Platinum pickup parked near a portico at the middle of the building.
“Check it out,” Jessup said, nodding towards the license plate which read, “PIT1.” “Must be Daddy.”
The only other vehicle in the parking lot was a faded red Chevrolet extended cab pickup, parked further down the lot.
“Keep driving,” Jessup said. “Let’s see what’s on the other side.”
Flowers pulled around the end, and they saw a chain-link fence extending from the rear of the building. Inside the enclosure, a trainer was running a pit bulldog through an obstacle course. The dog charged at them as they got out and approached the fence. The trainer yelled a command and the animal stopped in its tracks.
“Can I help you?” said a voice behind them. They spun around and saw a slender man approaching them. He was wearing tan cargo pants and a green Polo shirt with PIT embroidered above the pocket. His smile seemed forced.
Flowers took in a deep breath, then threw out a hand and gushed, “Hi! My name’s Priscilla Kravitz and this is my husband, Ralph. We’ve heard so much about your company and how wonderful your dogs are.”
Jessup pulled his head back, surprised, but recovered quickly and grinned.
“Uh, hi. I’m Theodore Janklin. I’m the owner.”
“I’m so pleased to meet you, Mr. Janklin. We’re sorry to just drop in on you like this, but we were driving by and saw your sign, and I said to Ralph, ‘I think that’s where Edith and James got their dog.’ Do you remember Edith and James Johnson? They live in Hot Springs.”
“No, the name doesn’t ring a bell,” Janklin said, his eyes narrowing.
“No, of course you don’t,” she said. “How silly of me. You can’t be expected to remember every customer. Anyway, I told Ralph, while we’re here, let’s stop in.” She smiled at him expectantly.
“I appreciate you folks coming by, but we see customers by appointment only. We’re very busy, and since it’s Saturday afternoon, we don’t have many people working.”
“Oh,” she said pouting. “There’s no way we can get a quick tour? See some of the puppies?”
“No, I’m afraid not. I can get you some brochures and a price sheet if you want to step into the office.”
“That would be wonderful, Mr. Janklin,” she purred.
“Pull around to the front and I’ll meet you at the door.”
They got back into the car, and Jessup turned to her. “Where did all that come from?”
Flowers grimaced. “I don’t know, I just started talking, and it all came tumbling out.”
He chuckled. “Mr. and Mrs. Kravitz? Isn’t that the old lady from Bewitched?”
Her brow creased. “What is Bewitched?”
“Never mind,” he sighed.
Janklin met them in the lobby with a stack of brochures. Jessup and Flowers commented on the photos of the guard dogs hanging on the walls. She tried again to get a tour of the facility, but Janklin wouldn’t budge. He told them to call Monday to set up an appointment.
They thanked him and, as they turned to leave, Jessup noticed the surveillance camera pointed directly at them.


[image: image-placeholder] As soon as they got into their vehicle and pulled away, Janklin went to his office and searched through his sales records. As he expected, they had never sold a dog to anyone named James and Edith Johnson of Hot Springs.
He called Bradley. “Jimmy, come by the main building. Something strange just happened.”


[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Derrick Flattner received a text from Dotson. We have a problem.
A short video clip followed, showing surveillance of Jake Jessup and April Flowers inside PIT Industries.
Flattner spat an uncharacteristic curse, then dialed Dotson’s phone number.
“Dotson.”
“Is your phone secure?” Flattner asked.
“Yep.”
“So, when did they show up?”
“About an hour ago.”
“We’re going to have to close up shop immediately,” Flattner said.
“Yeah, I’m afraid you’re right. I’ll take care of it.”
“Is the other site ready?”
“Yes. Bradley and his two assistants have been advised. They’ll come here and help with the transfer, then help offload in Mississippi.”
“I’m very disappointed. They obviously didn’t take my advice to heart.”
“Would you like me to advise them in a more direct manner?” Dotson asked.
Flattner sighed. “I’d like to do that myself, but I don’t think we’ll have to. I have a feeling they’ll come to us.”
“And if they don’t?”
“Our mutual friend is on standby with Plan B.”




Chapter fifty-five

“So what now?” Flowers asked as they pulled away from the PIT building.
“I don’t know,” Jessup said, staring through the windshield. “Nothing here raised any flags to me. The training area around back looked normal enough. Maybe we were wrong. Maybe it was just a coincidence the monster pits showed up after the carjacking.”
“You don’t really think that.”
He shrugged.
“Hey, someone’s coming,” she said.
“Where?” he asked, looking ahead, toward the entrance.
“Behind us. From that access road.”
Jessup turned and saw a white F150 crew cab pickup come down a gravel drive behind the PIT complex. A sign at the front of the drive said, “Service Area.” The man driving the truck parked next to Janklin’s and hurried inside. He was of average build, about forty years of age, with close-cropped hair, and dressed in clothes similar to Janklin’s.
“Let’s find someplace to sit and watch,” Jessup said.
She pulled alongside a stand of trees where they were sort of concealed but could still see the entrance.
“Interesting him showing up right after we left, whoever he is.”
“He’s Jimmy Bradley, head trainer. Been with the company for almost twenty-five years,” Flowers said, reading from one of the brochures Janklin had given them.
Jessup stabbed the second photo in the pamphlet. “And there’s that kid, Franklin Janklin, right next to Daddy. They both have the same arrogant smile. But where did Bradley come from?” he wondered aloud, eyeing the access road. “Like I said, I doubt it’s a coincidence him hustling over here as soon as we leave.”
“Giving up on coincidences so quickly?” she said with a weak smile.
“Yeah, I know.” He leaned his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “But it’s hard to stay confident and motivated when all you hit are roadblocks.”
“It says service area. Maybe that’s where they store supplies?”
“That road looks brand new,” Jessup said. “See the crown, how the gravel is uniform and fresh?”
“Yeah.”
“Compare it to the road we came in on, ruts worn in it from years of vehicle traffic, and see how old the gravel looks?”
“You’re right. The service road does look new.”
“Seems to me a storage area would be about as old, if not older, than the original building.”
“It’s pretty well hidden behind those trees. Can’t see anything from here,” she noted.
Five minutes later, Bradley left the PIT office and drove back down the service road.
“Okay, now I’m really curious,” Flowers said. She reached behind her seat and grabbed a laptop bag.
His eyes narrowed. “I don’t remember you carrying that from the hotel.”
“That’s because I keep it in the car.”
“In the back seat?”
“Yeah,” she said defensively.
“This is Memphis, Tennessee, theft-from-vehicle capital of the world. At least lock it in your trunk.”
She waved him off, then opened the expensive laptop. She connected it to her cell phone, brought up Google Earth, and zoomed in on their location. “There’s nothing back there, according to the satellite image.”
Jessup pointed to the screen. “This image is two years old, so whatever is back there hasn’t been there long. We could pull around, but then we’d be tipping our hand. Might be best to sneak in.”
“Looks like you can get to it from this side road, then cut through the woods. There aren’t any houses nearby.”
“Yeah, good plan. Just wish I hadn’t changed.”
She glanced at his faded jeans and old running shoes.
“Hey, these are my best jeans. They’re broken in just right.” Then he pointed at the Hawaiian shirt he was wearing. “And this is a Tony Bahama in mint condition. I found it at the thrift store for five bucks.”
“Would you like to go back and change?”
“Nah,” he said. “I’ll sacrifice for the team.”
“Yeah, well, I have to change. Besides, we need to wait until it gets dark.”
“Good point.”
Just then, an old pickup and a small SUV exited the service road and continued past the PIT building.
“That’s two more people doing something back there,” Flowers said.
“And we stick out like a turd in a punchbowl sitting here,” Jessup hissed. He yanked an ancient map from the glove box and unfolded it, pretending to study it as the vehicles drove past. The younger guy driving the pickup ignored them, but the red-headed female in the SUV stared at them and lifted a phone to her ear.
“Busted,” he said. “Give it a minute, then let’s pull out.”
Flowers looked at the employee photos. “They aren’t in the pamphlet.”
“Think they’re new?” he said.
She lifted an eyebrow. “Coincidence?”
He grunted. “Time for a little cross-country.”
Flowers was silent on the ride back, and Jessup assumed she was formulating a plan in her head. When they pulled into the hotel parking lot, he said, “You’ve been quiet. What’s up?”
“Nothing.”
“Don’t give me that, Flowers. I can read you like a book.”
She glared, then after a second said, “I don’t know about tonight. I’m going to think about it and let you know.”
He jerked back. “What are you talking about?”
“After everything that’s happened, I just don’t want to rush into anything. Besides, it’s not your problem. You wouldn’t even be out here if I hadn’t dragged you into this.”
“Are you firing me?”
She parked next to his truck and faced him. “There’s nothing to fire you from. The dog that attacked Steve is dead, so you did what you said you were going to do. I appreciate the help, but I can handle it from here. You can get on with your life.”
“What the hell does that mean? You came to me. I put my butt on the line, and now you’re telling me to pick up my blocks and go play somewhere else?”
“No,” she said, her eyes flashing. “I’m telling you to take your bottle and go drink somewhere else!”
His jaw dropped, and for a second, he was too stunned to talk. Then his neck muscles bulged, and he ground his teeth. “Are you saying I’m drunk?”
“I could smell the alcohol on you when you got into my car. You think those mints and chewing gum cover it up?”
“I had one drink before I got here, that’s it.”
“Still got that bottle under the seat of your truck?”
His face flushed as he growled, “My life is none of your business.”
“Your right, it’s not,” she said, and she got out of her car and stormed into the hotel.




Chapter fifty-six

Frank took a swig from his fifth beer. He fumbled with the rolling papers, spilling half the weed onto the tray. Trying again, he finally rolled an acceptably tight joint, lit it, and took a heavy drag. It had been hours since he left the dogfight, but his panic had not subsided.
How can it be? he wondered.
There was no way Dreads could have gotten out of that building without being ripped to shreds, but somehow, he had. Who else survived? Maybe he shouldn’t have taken off at the dogfight. If he had stayed, he could have talked to Dreads, told him how glad he was that he was still alive. Tried to convince him it was an accident; that he didn’t know the shock collars wouldn’t work.
“Yeah, right, and pigs will fly.” Frank knew the situation as soon as that big guy whipped out that cannon. If it hadn’t been for all the mud, he might not have gotten away.
He creeped over to a basement window and again checked the driveway for uninvited visitors. Dreads couldn’t go to the cops. What would he say? I killed a guy and stole a van with two giant pit bulls? No, Frank knew his best bet was to lie low and let things die down.
His phone buzzed with a text from a number he didn’t recognize. It was a video clip. He started it and his own face appeared on the screen. He was inside the clubhouse, talking. His stomach dropped as soon as he heard his words over the speaker.
“There’s one more thing I need you to do. I want you to kill Cyrus. He’s weak. He knows about you guys and about my debts. If any of this gets out, he’ll give us all up.”
“Wait a minute, I just want to make sure I got this straight. You want my guys to carjack you and Cyrus, and take the two pit bulls to clear your debt and give you fifty large, right?”
“Right.”
“And then you want us to do what with Cyrus?”
“Kill him.”
“You a cold-blooded mother fucker.”
Frank suddenly lurched to the side of the couch and threw up in a trash can. While he was hyperventilating, a second text came in and he jerked upright as if someone had hit him with a cattle prod.
I want my 50k back, the 50 you owed me, plus another 50 unless you want the cops and everyone else to see this video. and I want it now.
Frank covered his face with his hands and fell back against the sofa.
What was he going to do? He still had the fifty, but he sure as hell didn’t have a hundred thousand more. Maybe it was a bluff. Dreads couldn’t go to the police. He’d be implicating himself. Then he realized, Dreads hadn’t killed Cyrus, Tank did, and Tank was definitely dead.
His stomach heaved again. He grabbed the waste can, puked up more beer, then gagged.
Think, he told himself.
He had to buy some time. He could give Dreads the fifty, then say he needed more time to get the rest. But where would he get another hundred grand? And what was to stop Dreads from blackmailing him for more money in the future? No, he needed a permanent solution to this problem.
I’m waitin mother fucker, came the next text.
Frank held his shaking hands to his head. Then he had an idea. It was insane, but he couldn’t think of any other way to get out of this mess. He snatched up the phone and punched in, I can get you the 50k tonight, but I need more time to get the rest.
A few seconds later, he got the expected reply. No, all of it tonight, bitch, or I send the video.
He waited half a minute before he sent the next text. Okay, there’s money in the safe at the business. Don’t know if it’s a hundred, but it will be close. Can meet you there.
It better be real close mother fucker, Dreads replied.
Can’t do it until after dark. Ten. How do I know you won’t send it to police anyway?
You just gonna have to trust me like I trusted you, came the reply.




Chapter fifty-seven

Tires screeched as Jessup slammed the truck into drive and hit the gas. He raced through several lights before he remembered he was no longer a cop and slowed down.
He seethed.
Where does she get off telling me how I should and shouldn’t act? She has no idea what I’ve gone through; everything I’ve dealt with. I risk everything to help her, and this is how she shows her thanks? By ridiculing me and calling me a drunk? Who the hell does she think she is?
He slammed to a stop at the next light and snarled at an old couple in the car next to him when they looked over. The light turned green, and he pounded on the gas, chirping the tires, then cursed when the next light changed before he could run it. He braked hard again, and the bottle of booze slid from under the seat.
He snatched it up and threw it on the seat next to him. He glared at the light and prayed it would change before the old couple caught up to him. It didn’t. They glanced at him as they pulled alongside. He pretended to ignore them, then turned down the side street, even though it took him in the wrong direction.
He saw an Eazy Chek store at the next corner. A strange mix of relief and dread came over him. He could stop and get a Diet Coke to mix a drink for the ride home. He glanced at the amber liquid sloshing in the bottle. He could taste the burn as it hit the back of his throat.
I won’t have much, just a few ounces, just enough to take the edge off. I can start fresh tomorrow.
That’s what he’d do. Tomorrow he’d call the guys at his old unit, check on Steve, maybe even plan a coming-home party for him. After that, he’d start getting together with them every couple of weeks for lunch. He’d visit Davie, spend a week, maybe two. And he wouldn’t drink while he was out there. He could stop for a week or two. Just the thought of catching up with his son drained away the guilt and filled him with joy.
Yeah, tomorrow will be different.
He started to turn into the lot, but a marked squad car pulled in ahead of him. Jessup recognized one officer. He continued down the street, telling himself he wasn’t in the mood to talk. The euphoria he had just felt vanished in an instant.
Why hadn’t he gone in? Why couldn’t he talk to them? He knew why. He knew in his heart that nothing would change tomorrow. He looked at the whiskey bottle with its 80 proof promises and the cellphone sitting next to it.
Pick it up, he said to himself. Call Davie right now. Don’t wait until tomorrow.
But he could no more pick up that seven-ounce phone than he could his truck.
A car honked behind him, and he looked up at the green light. He missed the last gas station before the marina, but he had whiskey and a liter of Diet Coke waiting at the boat.
Just a few ounces. Things will be different tomorrow.
Suddenly, his throat tightened, and his breath hitched. He pulled to the side of the road, laid his head against the steering wheel, and cried.




Chapter fifty-eight

EZ was watering the plants when Stella lifted her head and trotted to the door. A second later, there was a knock.  
“Joey, what’s up mon?” EZ said, seeing the teenager.
“Hey, EZ. Remember earlier today you told me to let you know if I saw that cop again?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, he’s in the back parking lot talking to a couple of guys with a fishing boat.”
“What are they doing?”
“They’re just standing around, talking, but they keep looking over at Jake’s boat.”
“Is he home?”
“His truck’s gone.”
“Maybe they just talkin’ about the fishin’.”
“They don’t really look like fishermen to me.”
“Weird. Okay, Joey, thanks for that.”
“Sure thing, EZ. See you Stella,” he said, bending down to pet the dog.
After the boy left, EZ grabbed Stella’s leash.
“C’mon girl. Let’s see what we can see.”
He couldn’t see the back parking lot from the marina, so they walked up the long aluminum ramp to the main parking lot. At the top, EZ saw Forester get into his car and the two men get into a truck with a boat and trailer attached. The two men backed down the long slope to the boat ramp and prepared to launch their blue fiberglass fishing boat.
EZ and Stella returned to the marina office and watched from a bank of windows overlooking the north dock. From this vantage point, he watched as the two men backed the boat off the trailer into the muddy lake water. The driver parked the vehicle to the side, then jogged back and jumped onto the fishing boat. They slowly pulled away before jetting across the water. They headed around to the back side of Treasure Island.
Thinking it was nothing, EZ turned to leave until he saw the black Challenger parked near the front entrance.
“What you waitin’ for, mon?” he mumbled. Then he looked at Stella. “What do you think?” The pit bull walked twice in a circle, then plunked down onto the floor. “Okay, then,” said the old Jamaican. He pulled out a chair and sat down.
Several minutes later, the fishing boat came around the north end of the island and puttered along the length of the marina, from north to south, studying Jessup’s trawler as they went by. After they passed the marina, they turned around and headed back toward the ramp. The passenger lifted something to his face and appeared to speak. It was a handheld radio.
The boat came even with Jessup’s trawler and it suddenly turned in and pulled alongside the bigger vessel where EZ could no longer see it. He yanked out his phone and dialed a number. A second later he said, “I think it’s happenin’, mon.”
He listened for a second, then clicked off and activated the video recorder on his phone. Holding the cellphone up to the window, he panned it between Jessup’s boat and Forester’s vehicle.
The trawler rocked as the two men climbed aboard. Staying low, they crept into the cabin. They were only inside for a couple of minutes before they came out and got back into the fishing boat. They backed up and drove the vessel to the other side of the island, reappearing ten minutes later and pulling up to the ramp.
The passenger retrieved the truck and backed the trailer into the water. After loading the boat and strapping it down, they left the marina parking lot, followed by Forester in the black Charger.
EZ texted, They’re gone. Then he forwarded a copy of the video he had just taken.
“Okay, girl, let’s go for that walk.”




Chapter fifty-nine

Flowers drove past PIT Industries and pulled down the side road she hoped would take her close to the rear of the complex. She felt physically and emotionally drained. Telling Jessup she didn’t want his help was the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life. These past few days had been the first time in months she’d actually been excited about the GENIT project.
For once, she wasn’t working the case alone. She didn’t want to investigate the cases by herself. She had tried to recruit a couple of her colleagues, but they were happy grinding out the day-to-day minutiae of government work. It was safer, more secure. “You’re sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong,” they told her. “Don’t rock the boat.”
She and Jessup worked well together. They shared ideas and brought different strengths to the table. She was the people person, and he more of a thinker. He was an extra set of eyes, and she trusted him.
But if you trust him, why did you kick him off the case?
Because I’m not going to be responsible for driving him further into the bottle, she thought. But if it was the right thing to do, why did she feel like she’d made the biggest mistake of her life?
The narrow two-lane road was a washboard, and the lack of streetlights didn’t help with navigation. Flowers flipped on the high beams and studied the laptop sitting next to her while simultaneously dodging potholes. According to the map, she was almost there.
She looked up and yelped as a vehicle loomed out of the darkness. She hit the brakes and skidded to a stop, her eyes wide and her heart lurching.
“Damn, Flowers, you really are trying to kill me with that car!” Jessup said, leaning back on the tailgate, his legs pulled high.
Flowers let out a breath and fell back in her seat. Then she chuckled and got out.
“Have a seat in my office,” he said, sliding over a little and resting his feet on the hood of the Taurus.
She shook her head and shimmied up. Trying to sound stern, she said, “What are you doing here?”
“Couldn’t let you go out and have all the fun. Besides, I bet you didn’t bring this.” He held up a can of bug spray.
She grabbed it and read the label. “Forty percent DEET? Are you trying to alter my genetics?”
“We’re a mile from the Loosahatchie River. The mosquitoes here are so thick they can suck you dry in ten minutes.”
“Yeah, I see,” she said, waving an arm through the air. She began spraying herself from head to toe. “But will it repel killer dogs?”
He reached into his backpack and pulled out a can of pepper spray.
She looked at it and chuckled. “Seriously?”
He shrugged and put it back.
“Listen, Jake, I appreciate you—”
He held up a hand. “You were right to be concerned, April, but I haven’t had anything to drink.”
“It’s not just the drinking, Jake. When I approached you at the college and at the hospital, I put you in the middle of the very thing that drove you back to drinking. I’m sure it dredged up all those old memories. I didn’t have any right to do that. You don’t know how bad I felt when I came to your boat last year and saw you were drinking again. I had already blamed myself for the baboons getting loose and killing all those people, and then when you lost your job over it.”
“Let me tell you a couple of things,” Jessup said. “Number one, I was already drinking when you showed up a few weeks ago, so that ain’t on you. When I got fired, I started drinking because I felt sorry for myself. I made it off that river alive and all those other people died, but all I could think about was poor little me. After that, I hated myself for my selfishness and hypocrisy. That’s what kept me drinking, not you.
“Number two. The pit bulls didn’t bring back memories of the Pyatt. I’ve thought about the river every day and dreamed about it almost every night since it happened, so you can’t claim credit for that. You also can’t claim credit for the calamity of the last couple of days, ‘cause that’s not your fault either.”
She smiled sadly. “I think we had this same conversation on your boat.”
“Yeah,” he said, looking at the sky. “We’ve both been bit pretty hard by that co-dependent bug. Unfortunately, I don’t think they make a spray for that.”
“To be honest with you, what I said at the hotel was for my sake. I didn’t want to feel responsible because ‘your co-dependence’ drove you to do something you didn’t really want to do. I don’t want that on my conscience anymore.”
Jessup nodded. “I get that, and I appreciate it, but I’m here because I want to get the people responsible for all the killings, here in Memphis and on the Pyatt. They need to be held accountable.”
“And no drinking?”
“No drinking. Scouts honor,” he said, holding up three fingers.
“You were a Boy Scout?”
“Yeah, for about two weeks, before I got kicked out for fighting.”
She snorted a laugh.
“In fact…” He reached behind him and brought up a half-empty bottle of whiskey. He unscrewed the lid, held it over the side of the truck, and poured it onto the ground.
He gave her a tight grin and said, “Thank you for getting my attention.”
She looked at him, then smiled and nodded.
He grabbed his backpack. “Shall we?”
“Yeah, let’s go.”
 
 They pushed their way through briars and thickets and eventually came to a chain-link fence. They followed it for five minutes until they saw the outline of the PIT Industries building. Security lights mounted on the corners illuminated the empty parking lot. The new gravel road that led into the woods was barely visible.
They turned off their headlamps, and Flowers asked, “Over or under?”
Jessup dropped his backpack on the ground, unzipped it, and pulled out a set of bolt-cutters. “Through.”
“What else you got in there?” she said, angling her head to look inside the bag.
He pulled out the pepper spray and a bright yellow stun gun. “I don’t know if these will do us any good, but I figure they can’t hurt.” He handed her the spray and stuffed the stun gun into his back pocket.
“Got your .380?” she asked as he snipped the fence links.
“Brought my .40 this time, though I don’t know how much good it will do on those monsters.”
“They’re just dogs.”
“I don’t know if I’d consider them dogs anymore. They’re genetically altered animals, in a class by themselves. Three-hundred pounds of pure muscle. You saw how that thing went after those soldiers and those people on the porch. It was in a psychotic rage. I don’t know how you control something like that.”
“Which makes them the perfect weapon.”
“Yeah, as long as they’re pointed in the right direction,” he said.
Careful to remain in the shadows, they ran to the gravel road, then followed it. The gravel crunching under their feet sounded thunderous in the relative quiet, despite the roar of the cicadas.
“You nervous?” Flowers whispered.
“I’m a little hiked up, but nothing like when that veloci-pit came at me.”
 A few minutes later, they saw lights through the trees, then they came to a clearing.
“Wow, looks new,” Jessup said, admiring the metal structure surrounded by the tall, chain-link fence. The building had security lights on all four corners and a single light over an entry door on the side.
“Not bad for a storage shed. Looks nicer than the main building,” Flowers said.
“Yeah, everybody installs a twenty-thousand-dollar security fence around a half-million-dollar metal building to store their extra dog food.”
Still in the shadows, they followed the barrier until they saw several large sheds, enclosed by another fence.
“What do you make of those?” Flowers asked.
“Since there’s another fence, my guess is it’s a training area for the dogs.
“Yeah, and that fence is taller.”
“More stout, too, judging from the size of the support poles. And look at the razor wire at the top.”
They continued around to the back of the perimeter fence.  
“Look at that,” Jessup said, nodding toward the enclosures attached to the back of the steel building.
“Individual kennels, just like at the other site, but these are a lot bigger.”
“Hmm, curiouser and curiouser. Shall we take a closer look?”




Chapter sixty

Carl Dotson sat back in the chair and smiled as he watched the pair on the surveillance cameras. They’d shown up a couple of hours sooner than he had expected, so he’d have plenty of time to deal with them before the teams came to close the site.
It was a shame. The operation had been going well, producing two dogs every two weeks for the past four months. Memphis was centrally located for logistics and supplies, with areas remote enough to avoid detection, or so they had thought.
As usual, an internal issue started the problem, i.e., people. In this case because of a personal debt, just like the baboons. But no matter how much you cajoled, threatened, rewarded, or appealed to patriotism, people were people. They said and did stupid things. Of course, in their minds, their actions were always justified.
But Dotson’s job wasn’t to understand the whys, it was to fix things. He was the bullet in the chamber, not unlike the animals sitting in their cages below. The thought made him smile.
He rotated the camera and followed their progress as they made their way to the back of the complex. They appeared to be having a discussion, and then Jessup started snipping the fence wire.
Dotson could just shoot them as armed trespassers; they posed a threat and refused to lower their weapons. No one would question him, but he had something much more entertaining in mind.


[image: image-placeholder]After Jessup clipped three feet of links, Flowers said, “This place will probably have an alarm, you know.”
“Yeah, but we’re way out in the sticks. I’d say we have at least fifteen to twenty minutes to look around before the police get here. We’ll just have to get in and get out.”
She nodded, pushed the fencing aside, and they crawled through.
He headed for the interior fence, but Flowers walked up to the door.
“Where are you going?” he whispered. “It’s gonna be locked.”
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a strange-looking gun with bent metal tips protruding from the end.
He straightened a little. “A lock-pick gun? Did they teach you that in FDA agent school?”
“Hardly. You Tube.”
Flowers peered through the reinforced window.
“Break room,” she said softly. She started to insert the tool, but paused, grabbed the door handle, gave it a twist, and mouthed, “Locked.”
Jessup smiled and gave her a thumbs up. She inserted the device and manipulated it. In the still night, the clicks it made sounded like gunshots, and Jessup cringed as he knelt beside her.
The garage door windows were painted over, but someone had scraped a corner clear. He peered through it into the warehouse, then said, “You do know we’re going from criminal trespass to burglary, right? A misdemeanor to a felony?”
She just shrugged and the lockpick kept clicking. Neither of them saw the black shape round the corner of the building and creep toward them, but they both heard the low growl. Flowers froze and the hairs on Jessup’s nape shot up. He slowly turned. The black pit bull looked like a Chihuahua compared to the mutant they’d encountered on Mud Island, but it was big enough and its teeth looked like steak knives as the dog crouched down and prepared to attack.
“Keep working, keep working!” Jessup hissed as he held the bolt cutters up.
“Don’t hit him!” Flowers hissed back, pushing the can of pepper spray into his hand. Jessup snatched it from her and pressed the button just as the animal lunged at him.
The oily yellow spray hit the pit in the eyes. It yelped and veered off, scraping its front paws across its eyes.
“Sorry, puppy!” Flowers moaned as she continued working.
“Hurry up!” he said, holding the spray before him like it was a cross warding off a vampire.
The dog shook its head, its red, puffy, rage-filled eyes locked on him. It advanced another step.
“Flowers!” he growled.
Click. The door opened. She grabbed him by the shirt and yanked him in just as the animal leapt.
Jessup fell into the room and kicked the door shut. The guard dog rammed the metal panel, growling, barking, and scratching at the barrier in frustration.
“That was fun,” Jessup said, lying on his back and gasping for breath.
Flowers peered through the window at the dog, which was slobbering and shaking its head, trying to clear away the spray.
“Poor thing. I feel bad.”
“Not as bad as you’d feel if he tore a chunk out of you.” He stood up and looked at the alarm panel. “Lucky break, the system’s off.”
Flashing him a toothy grin, she said, “Then we don’t have to hurry.”
She looked around. “This is the break room.” Then she pointed at the stairs against the back wall. “Offices?”
“That would be my guess.”
“That should have all the evidence we need to prove our case.”
“Let’s make sure we have a case first,” Jessup said, nodding toward the door leading to the warehouse. “If the mutant dogs are here, that’s where they’ll be.”




Chapter sixty-one

Dotson wished he had some popcorn to eat while he watched the show. He’d have to send Flattner a clip of Jessup’s face when the guard dog came around the corner of the building.
The low light camera system provided great video, and with the high-quality audio, it was like being in a home theater. Dotson had to admit he was a little surprised the pepper spray deterred the animal as much as it did. He didn’t blame it; he hated that stuff himself, but he wondered how the altered pits would react to it.
While he watched the pair in the break room, he slipped his Glock 30 from his shoulder rig. He preferred the larger .45 caliber for its knock-down power. You had fewer rounds, but if your aim was good, that didn’t really matter. He wiped it down, and then it was time to go downstairs and introduce the couple to the family pets.
Just then, a red light flashed as a vehicle broke the contact beam near the main road. He slipped his weapon back into its holster, brought up that camera, and saw Frank’s orange pickup pull down the drive. The truck parked in front of the main building, and Frank got out.
“What are you doing here, Franklin?” Dotson wondered aloud. He glanced at the other screen and saw Jessup and Flowers enter the warehouse.  
The light flashed again as a red Cadillac Escalade, and a silver van pulled onto the road. The two vehicles made their way to the main building, then stopped near Frank’s truck. Several people piled out, all armed. The first was a black man with long hair. His hands were wrapped in something white. He jumped from the SUV wielding a baseball bat. 
“What the hell?” Dotson said, chuckling. Now, he really wished he had some popcorn.
The black guy with long hair—was it dreadlocks? —slammed the baseball bat against the hood of Frank’s pickup. Frank threw up his hands and started shouting, and the guy with the bat did a Babe Ruth pose, ready to slam it against his head. Unfortunately, those cameras didn’t have audio.
Frank backed off and gestured toward PIT City. Everyone got back into their vehicles and drove up the gravel road.
“What are you up to, Frankie?”
Dotson weighed his options. They were obviously coming to the secure facility. Eight armed subjects, plus Frank, plus the cop and the FDA agent, both of whom would be proficient with firearms, against his single-stack, seven round Glock with two spare magazines.
Not bad odds, he thought, might even be fun.
He could handle the eight thugs with little trouble. The other two would be trickier, but still not a problem. Then he thought it might be more fun to let it unfold, see what happened, and pick up the pieces.
Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.
[image: image-placeholder]Flowers peered through the window into the warehouse, but all she saw was blinking lights. She drew her pistol and slowly pushed the door open, half expecting to get her face bitten off by a giant dog, but that didn’t happen. Their heads intact, she and Jessup went in and were hit by the strong, musky scent of dogs.
“There’s some kind of animal in here,” she said, shining her light around.
“This looks like some kind of charging panel,” Jessup said, studying a board next to the door with a line of glowing red lights. “It’s got twelve hooks, but they’re all empty.”
“What do you think it’s for?”
He shrugged. “No clue.”
“There’s another garage door and a side door leading out to that tiny town,” Flowers noted.
“There’s a fork-lift,” Jessup said, lighting it up with his headlamp. “Wow, look at the size of these bowls,” he said, walking over to the stainless-steel double sink area. He held one up. “They’re big as mixing bowl, but heavier… Holy shit, this one has a puncture hole.”
“Strange,” Flowers said, pulling something from a shelf over the sink.
“What?”
She held up a large brown bottle. “Liquid trazodone.”
“I didn’t know they made it in liquid form.”
“They don’t,” Flowers said, “you have to convert the pills into a liquid. It’s not difficult, but why would you do it?”
Jessup held up a handful of large plastic hypodermic injectors. “They’re either really into turkeys, or…”
She lifted her eyebrows. “Believe it or not, but that’s about the size of the injector I stuck you with at the river.”
He grimaced.
She pulled out her phone and started to video record the facility, then paused and said, “What’s that noise?”
“Attic fans,” Jessup replied, pointing at the ceiling. “Sucks the hot air out and draws in the cooler air from below. Old houses used to have them before air conditioning. They work well except on the really hot days.”
“No, not that,” she said, tilting her head to listen. “It’s more like a rumbling sound.”
“Yeah, I hear it now.”
She walked around the end of the counter and could now feel the noise through the soles of her shoes. She turned her head and screamed.
With a roar, the pit bull slammed against the cage door hard enough to rock the walls. Flowers fell backward, pulling out her pistol as she hit the ground, pointing the shaking barrel at the monster as it tore at the metal barrier, trying to get at her. Spittle flew from its massive jaws. Nine other furious beasts joined its raging challenge until the din seemed to shake the entire building.
She scooted backward, then felt Jessup grab her and help her to her feet. He swept his light across the cages, lighting up the ten creatures, all barking challenges and fighting to get at the intruders.
“Now we know where they came from,” Flowers said in a shaky voice. She resumed her video.
“Yeah, and two of the cages are empty.”
Relatively confident the animals couldn’t get out and rip them to pieces, they walked the row of cages, examining the animals. A couple dogs tore at the metal, trying to bite their way through, but most of them simply barked and growled. The most frightening one was a solid white pit bull that stood in the middle of its cage, its teeth bared, jowls pulled back, body shaking with anticipation. Its eyes locked on Flowers. The growl vibrated through her body like a dull dental drill bit, and though five feet of space and half-inch metal bars separated them, Flowers’ heart pounded. The nameplate on the gate read “Terror.”
“What’s this?” Jessup asked, breaking her from her trance. She turned as he yanked open the door on a large cooler. He hefted a plastic wrapped chunk of meat. “Check it out.”
As soon as he held it up, all ten dogs went silent and sat obediently at their cage doors.
Flowers gasped. “Did you see that?” She grabbed a slab. “This says five pounds.”
“Same here.” He pulled out a couple of more. “They’re all five pounds.”
“These things eat better than I do,” she said, examining the meat. “Wonder what cut it…” Suddenly her eyes got wide, and her mouth dropped open. She threw the meat to the floor as if spiders were crawling on it and stepped away, her face growing pale.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked.
“The baboons. They fed the baboons…”
Jessup sucked in a breath. “You mean this is human meat?” He jerked open the cooler door and looked at the hundreds of pounds of red meat. “But how—where—”
Flowers clamped her eyes shut and shook her head. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know!” she shouted, her fists clamped tight. “What is wrong with these people?”
Just then, they heard gravel crunching in the parking lot.
“Someone’s here,” Jessup whispered.
They ran to the garage door and peered through the scraped area on the painted window.
Jessup said, “It’s the owner’s kid, and that red Escalade from the dogfight and a silver van… You ain’t gonna believe this shit. It’s Dreads and those fuckin’ skinheads from the dogfight.”
“The Nazis?”
His face morphed into a snarl. “Yeah.”
The front door opened.
“Jake,” Flowers hissed, and pointed to the door leading out back to the training area.
They ran.




Chapter sixty-two

Frank led the red Escalade and the silver van through the security gate of PIT City and parked in front of the garage door. Dreads shouldn’t be alive, but Frank couldn’t deny the story; the gnawed fingers told the tale. His huge pupils said he was mainlining meth to hide the pain, and while the gang leader couldn’t pull a trigger, he could swing a baseball bat. 
He scowled at the large dent in the center of the truck’s hood.
You’ll pay for that, he thought.
Frank had tried to convince Dreads the dog attack was an accident, but he was pretty sure he was a dead man as soon as the drug dealer got his money. His plan hadn’t included the man bringing an army with him.
Black dopers and skinhead Nazis, WTF? Wasn’t that… unethical or something?
All he could do now was go with it and hope he didn’t get killed in a crossfire.
For the tenth time, Frank reached into his pocket and felt the bracelet. He’d never been near an animal in the open, but he knew the bracelets worked if the shock collars were charged up. And they would be as long as the pit bulls stayed near the charging ports mounted in each of the cages.
He thought Bradley would never leave so he could sneak in and grab a bracelet.
Sneak in, he thought, shaking his head. He shouldn’t have to sneak anywhere, but he’d soon take care of that.
Dreads piled out of the Escalade, baseball bat in hand, and smacked it against the hood of Frank’s truck again while the Mister T lookalike with the gold chains stood nearby, looking every bit as menacing as Tank had.
“Let’s go!” Dreads shouted. Then to the big man, “Come on, Bubba.”
Gritting his teeth, Frank got out and walked to the entry door, surrounded by the eclectic group.
A skinhead grabbed the handle.
“It’s locked,” Frank said, holding up the key, but the man turned the knob and pushed it open, grinning a partially toothed smile.
Inside, Frank looked at the alarm panel. It was off.
What the hell? I know I set it when I left.
A hand caught him on the shoulder and swung him around and Dreads growled, “Okay, Frankie, where’s the rest of the money?”
“Out there,” he said, nodding at the door leading to the warehouse.
“Then let’s go.” Dreads pushed him forward with the tip of the bat.
“Hey, what’s back there?” asked a skinhead with cut up lips and a Metallica T-shirt.
“Your five hundred dollars, Lil’ D,” Dreads replied.
Lil’ D grinned, revealing several missing teeth. “Then let’s go.”


[image: image-placeholder]Dotson watched the caravan of vehicles pull up to the building and the strange cast of characters offload. The pepper-sprayed black pit bull looked around the corner of the building, and then retreated.
“Smart dog.”
On the audio he heard the apparent leader of the group, the man with the dreadlocks, shout, “Let’s go.” Dotson sat up in his seat and gazed at the man’s gauze-wrapped nubs. “What did you do to your hands, brother?” Then his mind flashed back to the bloody interior of the dog crate.
“Flattner’s not gonna believe this shit,” he said, glancing up to make sure it was recording.
The strange mishmash of black gangbangers and white Nazi skinheads followed Frank through the entry door. Dotson had locked the office door and jammed a chair under the handle in case they decided to come upstairs first. He wasn’t worried about them, but it would complicate matters if he got into a shootout too soon.
He noted Frank’s puzzled look when he saw the alarm turned off.
“That’s not the only surprise I have in store for you, Frankie.”




Chapter sixty-three

Jessup and Flowers sprinted to the windowless door. He grabbed the handle, then stopped and looked at the green and red lights next to the door. The green one was on. There were ten dogs in pens, but could there be more outside?
“Hey, what’s back here?” came a voice.
He took a deep breath and pushed the door open, pulling Flowers out with him. Riding the door closed, he stood with his back to it and held his breath. Flowers had her gun out and was scanning the area, but there was no threat.
He heard a click and saw light stream out from under the door.
“Holy shit, look at the size of these fuckin’ dogs!” someone said, just as the animals went wild, barking and howling at these new intruders.
Gritting her teeth, Flowers pointed at the six small buildings. Jessup nodded, and they ran to them, stopping around the corner of the first one.
“What do you think those guys are doing here?” Flowers said.
“Didn’t sound like a social visit. Remember at the dog fight? Dreads tried to shoot the kid.”
“Doesn’t make sense.”
“Gotta be some kind of payback for something.”
She looked at her phone screen. “No service.”
“Same here,” Jessup said. “We had service at the main building earlier today.”
“Maybe they’re blocking the signal.”
When Jessup gave her a look, she said, “Remember who we’re dealing with.”
He grunted. “Let’s find a place to hide.”


[image: image-placeholder]Lil’ D pushed through the door, found a bank of switches, and turned on the lights.
“Holy shit, look at the size of these fuckin’ dogs!” he shouted as the room erupted in barks and growls.
“Hey, man, that ain’t normal,” a short, heavyset skinhead yelled above the din. He had two-inch flesh tunnels in each earlobe and an SS lightning bolt tattoo along the left side of his neck.
“No shit, Sherlock,” Lil D said.
Dreads stood next to Frank, away from the crowd, keeping Bubba between him and the dogs. He slammed the bat against the floor and spat, “Where’s the money?”
Frank pointed to an electrical junction box attached to the wall inside the third cage. “That’s a fake electrical box. It’s actually a safe,” he lied.
Dreads grunted and shook his head. “That’s horseshit, man,”
“No, seriously. What better place to put it?” he said, pointing at the animal. The white pit bull charged forward, as if answering a challenge.
“Terror, huh?” Dreads said, jabbing the bat toward the nameplate. “I know you’re lyin’, but I’ll play your game. Go in and get it.”
“First, I gotta let it outside,” Frank said. “Else it’ll be suicide.”
The gang leader’s eyes tightened. “Do what you gotta do.”
Frank approached the cage and the giant dog went ballistic, biting at the bars and snarling. He punched a button on a control panel, raising the roll-up door, but Terror stayed rooted in place, barking a ferocious challenge.
 “I gotta bribe it with some meat,” Frank said. He turned towards the cooler and noticed the two slabs laying on the floor. What the hell?
“No, I’ll tell you what. I’ll take care of this bitch,” Dreads said. He looked at Bubba, then jabbed the bat at the enraged animal. “Take Terror out.”
Grinning, Bubba pulled out a silver semi-automatic pistol, pointed it at the white pit bull, and fired. The pit jerked back from the gate with a yelp, blood pouring from a hole in its left shoulder. The exploding round drove the other dogs into more of a frenzy. With a roar, Terror rebounded and slammed against the steel fence hard enough to shake the building supports.
“You want some more?” Bubba growled. He aimed, but before he could pull the trigger, there was a click and the light on the front of the cage changed from green to red. The door swung inward, leaving nothing but air between him and Terror.
The pit bull crouched, eyes locked on its prey, muscles rippling, its haunches vibrating like a tuning fork.
Like a cartoon character who’d just seen a ghost, the big man’s arms went out to his sides. His hands shook and he dropped the gun. Frozen in place, words from a childhood prayer bubbled from his lips as liquid pooled around his shoes.
The dog attacked.


[image: image-placeholder]Flowers glanced around and said, “This is like a mini city. There’s even a car and a mailbox.”
“Yeah, the sign on the side said PIT City. Clever. Your tax dollars at work. Might as well check them out while we’re waiting.” 
They passed through the partially open door of the middle building on their left and smelled rotting meat. Jessup clicked on his headlamp and shined it around the room. It lit up a headless body chained to the wall.
“They use this place for a haunted house during Halloween?” Flowers said, holding a hand over her nose and mouth. “It stinks.”
“It’s a mannequin,” Jessup said, kicking the plastic head near its feet.
“Yeah, I didn’t think it was real,” she replied drolly as she started video recording again. “It doesn’t smell that bad.”
“That’s because they hose the place down.” He pointed at a drain hole in the corner. He picked at the plastic netting around the neck area of the dummy. It was sticky with blood.
“I bet they wrap the head and neck with meat and let the dogs attack them. Simulates attacking real people.”
“They did that with the baboons,” Flowers said. “But they used soldiers in padded suits.”
“Look at these puncture wounds,” Jessup said, poking his finger through a half-inch hole in the thick plastic of the shoulder. “There’s not a padded suit thick enough for me to do that. It would have to be armored.” The mannequin’s arms suddenly jerked upward and the body rattled and shook. Jessup yelped and jumped back, while Flowers yanked out her pistol and aimed it at the headless threat.
“Holy shit, that scared me,” Jessup said, laughing nervously. “You can put that away, I think. You can only kill the undead with a head shot, and it doesn’t have a head.”
He peered into the neck opening and saw the gears and wires. “It’s animated. Slick setup, very realistic.”
They heard a gunshot and ran outside. Above the sound of the dogs, they heard raucous laugher from inside. With a rattle and click, the rear garage door lifted. Suddenly, the laughter turned to screams of terror mixed with furious howls.
Jessup and Flowers looked at each other and ran.


[image: image-placeholder]Dotson watched Jessup and Flowers enter building number three. When Jessup looked into the neck opening of the mannequin, he pushed a button, making it come to life, then laughed when he lurched backward.
Gotta have a little fun on this job.
When he heard the guy with dreads asked about the rest of the money, Dotson was pretty sure he had it figured out; the carjacking, the murder, and the wristbands found at the Quonset hut.
Frankie set these guys up to do his dirty work, then used the pit bulls to knock them off, only this guy jumped into the metal kennel and saved himself, or at least, most of himself. Now it was payback time.
He chuckled and shook his head. “You’re going to try it again, aren’t you, Frankie? Well, all of you are about to get a lesson in Karma.”
While the group was looking at the pit bulls, Dotson sneaked downstairs, locked the break room door, then went back up to begin the show.
Over the speaker, he heard Frank say something about a safe in the third cage. A few seconds later, the head guy gave an order. When the big guy pulled out a pistol and shot Terror, the government agent slammed his fist down on the table and growled, “Oh, bad move, bro.”
He stabbed a button, then grinned at the look on the big man’s face when the steel door swung open.




Chapter sixty-four

Almost quicker than the eye could follow, the mutant pit bull shot out of the cage, its claws scraping the concrete, seeking traction. It slammed into Bubba and drove the 300-pound man across the room and into the opposite wall, denting the metal panel. Enraged, Terror bit down on the man’s face over and over until it was mush. Then the monster stood on the corpse, turned its blood-covered maw to the remaining men, and released a low growl that cut to their souls.
A motor turned on and the rear garage door rose slowly. Everyone but Dreads and Frank ran as Terror charged after them. Two men dove and rolled under the partially opened panel, while two others ran through the side door. Lil’ D and Sherlock dove to the floor and started crawling through the two-foot opening under the garage door and were halfway out when Sherlock was jerked back inside as if attached to a bungee. Lil’ D scrambled to his feet and ran, pursued by the screams behind him.
“You did this!” Dreads shouted, lifting the ball bat towards Frank.
“N—no!” he stammered, holding up his arms to ward off an attack.
There was another click. The dope dealer turned and saw another red light flash on. Forgoing revenge, he ran through the open garage door as the gate on enclosure number four popped open.
 The brown and black pit stepped forward, lifted its head, and howled like a wolf, its enormous body almost filling the cage opening. The sign above it read “Cesar,” and when it locked its eyes on him, Frank felt a visceral fear.
I’m going to die, he thought. He had the bracelet, but he knew the dog would rip him to shreds before he could turn it on. He took a step back and his foot hit something. The meat!
He snatched up a slab, and Cesar’s eyes followed it. With a grunt, Frank heaved it toward the garage door leading to the parking lot. The pit bull shot forward and almost caught it before it hit the ground. He swallowed it whole, plastic wrap and all. Frank tossed the second slab, then ran for the break room door, past Terror, who was busy ripping flesh from the legs of a still-screaming skinhead.
He twisted the handle and his eyes widened. It was locked.
What the hell?
The door was never locked! He jerked on it, then pounded it with his fists and shoulder, but it wouldn’t budge. He edged toward the garage door to the parking lot but stopped when he saw Cesar licking its lips and eyeing him.
Shit, he thought, then he remembered the bracelet. Yanking it from his pocket, he activated it. When the band of red led lights flashed on, both Terror and Cesar flinched, but made no move to come closer.
“Yeah, that’s right,” Frank said. “Stay the fuck away from me.”
He slipped it on his right wrist, reached out and fumbled for the garage door switch. He didn’t care if the animals got out, as long as he didn’t become Alpo. He punched the button, but the door lifted only two inches, then stopped with a loud clunk. He pushed it again. It whirled and clunked but did not go up. Then he saw the padlock securing it.
“What the…?”


[image: image-placeholder]The attack was even more vicious than even Dotson had expected. He marveled at the animal’s speed despite the bullet wound, then shuddered at the thought of increasing their size. Turning down the volume to muffle the screams, Dotson pushed another button to raise the rear garage door.
“Let the games begin!”
The rest of the crew ran for their lives, and he saw the guy with dreads threaten Frank with the baseball bat.
“We’ll have none of that,” he said as he pushed another button, releasing Cesar. The guy with the bat fled, leaving Frank to deal with the pit bull.
“Let’s see what ya got, Frankie.”
He clapped in appreciation when Frank threw the meat to distract the dog.
“Very good, very good.”
He grinned as Frank struggled with the break room door, then scowled when he attempted to open the garage door.
“Selfish bastard. You don’t even care if those animals get out and kill more people, do you?”
When he saw Frank pull the black band from his pocket, Dotson looked down at the other nine sitting on the table next to him. “I was wondering where that tenth band got to,” he said. “You are resourceful, Franko, I’ll hand you that. Too bad you’re such a piece of shit. We could have used you.”
Frank slowly backed out of the warehouse, then Dotson reached up, twisted a key override, and flipped a switch that read “Open all doors.”
“Now,” he said, turning back to the screens. “Where is everyone?”


[image: image-placeholder]Frank’s only hope was the gate he had used to sneak into the site the first time, secured with carabiners. Cesar followed at a distance as he backed through the rear garage door. When he was halfway past the row of kennels, the compound spotlights suddenly flashed on, lighting up PIT City. Then, with a series of clicks, all the gate LEDs turned red and the kennel doors swung open.
“Who’s doing this?” Frank shouted. He snapped his head toward the observation window and saw a bald, muscular man looking down at him. His eyes went wide when the man smiled and waved.
Hungry, hyped up and trazodone-free, the eight monster pit bulls rushed from their cages and surrounded Frank. Keeping his banded arm out, he backed up to the fence. The dogs lunged forward, then jerked back with a yelp when their shock collars activated.
Frank hit the chain-link, then slid along it to the exit gate. Using his free hand, he fumbled for the carabiners, then moaned when he felt the padlock.
“Oh fuck, oh fuck,” he said, leaning his head back. When he did, he noticed the one-foot gap between the top of the gate and the fence, a space just big enough to squeeze through. He turned away from the animals, reached up and grabbed the top of the gate with both hands.
Being six feet tall, his feet and lower legs fell outside the five-foot ring of protection provided by the bracelet. The pit bulls surged forward and snapped at his feet. Frank squealed and hung on by his left arm so he could thrust his right hand towards them. They lurched back and yelped. He tried again, but they almost got him. Finally, he dropped to the ground, huddled in a ball, the wristband exposed, and wept.




Chapter sixty-five

“In there!” Flowers shouted, pointing to a two-story building. They hurried inside and shut the door.
“There’s no lock,” Jessup said, then noticed the empty window opening. “Never mind.”
“Maybe there’s a place to hide upstairs,” Flowers said.
They ran up the stairs and found a partition wall with a partially destroyed door leading into an office.
“What happened here?”
Jessup shook his head.
Inside, they found another mannequin sitting in a chair behind a desk along the back wall. He crossed to the window. “Let’s see what’s going on.”
They looked out just in time to see two guys roll out from under the garage door and run for the buildings. They split up, each scrambling inside the first two structures. Another two thugs, skinheads, ran out the exit door. They hid in the last building.
Two more skinheads crawled from under the slow-rising garage door. One made it, but the other was jerked back inside like a body snatched in a horror movie, his screams trailing behind him.
The one who escaped slipped behind the last building. It was Lil’ D, the skinhead who had laughed when the dog was shot after the fight. Jessup wished he’d been pulled back inside instead.
The garage door was almost fully open when Dreads ran out. He stopped for a second, looked around, stared up at Jessup and Flowers, then sprinted to the two-story structure across from them.
“You keep watch,” Jessup said, turning away.
“What are you going to do?”
“Bar the doors.”
He got behind the heavy metal desk and slid it across the floor. The thing felt like it weighed a ton and squealed loudly as it scraped the wood.
“There,” he said, setting it firmly across the damaged wood panel. “I don’t know if it’ll keep out the four-legged fiends, but it should help keep out the two-legged vermin.”
“I see Janklin Junior,” Flowers called out. “Oh, crud.”
Jessup looked up in time to see the sky light up.
“Someone just turned on the lights and released the rest of the pits.”
They watched the pit bulls charge into the compound, sniffing and prancing about like gigantic, muscle-bound puppies. If they weren’t so terrifying to look at, it would have been comical.
Jessup was mesmerized. “How does that saying go? ‘Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war?’”
“Literally.”
“Get that recorder going, Flowers,” Jessup said, just as the dogs charged at Frank.
Flowers drew in a breath and Jessup tensed in anticipation of the carnage. But nothing happened. The animals surrounded the man and lunged in and out, snarling and snapping, but they didn’t attack.
“What is going on? Why aren’t they eating him?” she said.
They watched Frank back up to the fence, and attempt to scale a gate, but as he climbed, the dogs lunged at him. Finally, he jumped down and threw his arm towards them.
“Look, on his right wrist,” Jessup said, pointing.
“It’s glowing red.”
“It must be some kind of shield that activates the shock collars.”
“You mean like an electric fence?” Flowers said.
“Exactly. Probably not much range, but it’s better than nothing.”
Feet crunched on gravel as the two skinheads who had hidden behind the shacks ran for the main building. They were ten feet from the garage door when Terror trotted out, his muzzle slick with gore. They skidded to a stop, spun around, and tore off in the opposite direction. The dogs surrounding Frank took off after them, leaving him cowering against the fence.
One skinhead yanked a pistol from his belt and fired at the approaching hoard. There was a yelp, but the pack continued chasing them. The pair crowded into the first building. A man screamed for them to get out, but a second later a pit bull hit the door at a full run. The heavy wood panel slammed open like the crack of a shotgun. Four more creatures stormed in behind it, their collars clacking loudly.
Then the screaming began.
One man climbed to the window opening and was thrown outward by a white and black pit. They hit the ground and his neck broke with a loud crack, a kinder fate than he probably deserved, and he never felt the creature drive its jaws into his stomach and rip it open. From the screams, the other two didn’t fare as well.
The remaining animals scrambled through the complex, hunting for targets.
“Look.” Flowers pointed as they stepped back from the opening.
Jessup glanced up in time to see Frank shimmying through the opening above the gate and sprinting away.
He saw Lil’ D peek from behind the building where he was hiding. The skinhead sprinted for the old car just as Cesar trotted through the garage door. The man yanked the door open, dove in, and pulled it shut just as the 325-pound monster slammed into it, rocking the sedan on its springs.
The doors and windows held. Lil’ D sat up, peering out and flipping his middle fingers at the frustrated animal. Enraged, the pit bull circled the car looking for a way in while Lil’ D spun in his seat, taunting him.
The brindle went to the front of the car and leapt effortlessly onto the hood. The springs groaned as it stepped over the windshield and onto the dented roof, which gave way a couple more inches under the creature’s weight. It turned and looked down through the window at the skinhead, who looked back up at it, grinning.
Suddenly, the creature reared back and slammed its massive front paws against the glass. It cracked and Lil’ D stopped smiling. It pounced again, and the safety glass caved in more and Lil’ D’s eyes went wild. There was a crack, and a bullet ripped through the roof right next to the brindle.
The dog hit the glass a third time and knocked part of the windshield away from its frame. There was another shot, and this time, the round sliced up the side of the animal. Howling in pain, the pit bull crashed down one more time, knocking the windshield into the passenger compartment.
Lil’ D squealed and straddled the front seat. He tore at the door handles as the pit clawed its way through the opening, but the doors were jammed shut. Through the back window, Jessup saw the skinhead raise his pistol, but before he could pull the trigger, the pit was on him.
The monster grabbed Lil’ D by the leg and yanked him forward. His free leg folded back with a sickening snap. The dog dragged the man onto the hood and began eating him alive.
Flowers lowered her phone and hid her face, but Jessup felt no pity for the man, and wondered what that meant.
Two pits entered the building where Dreads was hiding. For a full minute, nothing happened, then they heard a crash, the splintering of wood, and a scream. Dreads appeared in the second-story window opening. He jumped, but just as his body cleared the sill, a massive set of jaws lunged out and grabbed a foot, jerking him to a stop. His body slammed against the side of the building, splattering the siding with blood from his now destroyed nose.
“Aahh! Aahh!” he screamed. The blood smeared in an arc as the animal shook Dreads, trying to drag him back inside. His screams attracted three other dogs who gathered beneath the window and stood on their hind legs and snapped at the man’s bandaged hands where they dangled just inches from their teeth.
“No! No! Get away!” Dreads screamed.
One dog jumped and latched onto a hand. Dreads howled in agony as the massive creatures pulled him in two directions. With a horrible crunch, his foot detached. Dreads fell to the ground, leaving the dog upstairs with its measly morsel. The other animals quickly put the man out of his misery.
“Jesus,” Jessup muttered.
 Below them, the door slammed open, and the building shook.
“The closet!” Jessup yelled, but before they reached it, the animal slammed into the office door.




Chapter sixty-six

Dotson watched the pit bulls hunt, verifying that every camera in the complex was operational and recording. The information from this incident would be invaluable. Real-time, real-world implementation of Operation PIT against armed adversaries.
Of course, these were not trained soldiers, taught to maintain their composure under adverse conditions. But then Section 17 animals weren’t used to attack organized armies. The US had the armed forces to deal with those threats.
Section 17 infiltrations weren’t just below the radar, they were off it completely. Total deniability. These animals were used to combat emerging threats before they became first-line stories on CNN. Operation Night Terror was a perfect example. Had it been available twenty years ago, Afghanistan wouldn’t have been a blip on the radar. The United States could have eviscerated the radical Islamic leadership before they got a foothold without it ever coming back on them.
Oh, well, better late than never.
He glanced at another monitor and saw Frank scurry through the opening above the gate. He shook his head and picked up the phone. “There’s gonna be a guy coming onto the main road driving an orange Ford pickup with tags PIT2. Grab him and put him somewhere for a while…No, it doesn’t matter if he sees your faces.”
Now what to do with Jessup and Flowers.
Three pit bulls were wounded, one seriously. Had the group been more disciplined, they could have caused more damage. They certainly had enough guns; they just couldn’t shoot worth a shit under pressure. It was a common problem. Shooting from a car during a drive-by was not the same as getting in a gun battle with an armed opponent. And it’s exponentially more difficult when something as big as a bear is coming at you at forty miles an hour.
Jessup and Flowers would be different. Jessup was battle-tested and Flowers had been trained at FLETC. The Federal Law Enforcement Training Center was fairly proficient at turning out agents who could at least hit what they were aiming at. And while the pair wouldn’t make it out of the compound alive, they could probably kill two or three of the pit bulls, and that was an unacceptable loss.
He reached up and flipped a switch.


[image: image-placeholder]The animal slammed into the office door again, shaking the wall. Dust fell onto Jessup and Flowers as they hid inside the closet. He pulled out his pistol and checked to make sure there was a round chambered. Flowers did the same.
“You got a paper towel or Kleenex on you?”
She gave him a funny look but fished through her fanny pack and pulled out a tissue. He ripped off half and handed it to her, just as the dog slammed into the wall a third time.
“Tear it in half and put it in your ears. When that thing gets in, we’re going to have to shoot through the door to run it off or kill it. It’s our only chance. The concussion in here will blow out your eardrums. Mine are still ringing from the car the other night.”
She nodded and stuffed the paper into her ears. He saw the fear building in her eyes and gave her a wink. She returned a weak smile.
There was another crash, and the table screeched along the floor, but the door held. A few seconds later, they heard the animal clomp down the stairs and the door squeak as it walked out. They leaned against the wall and let out a breath.
Jessup peeked out of the closet and saw the desk moved back a foot.
“One more hit,” Flowers whispered.
Jessup nodded and looked out the window, careful to stay back from the opening. Below, he saw several of the animals lying on the ground, gnawing on corpses. He assumed the others were inside the buildings doing the same.
“You’d think that after all that meat they wouldn’t be hungry for a while,” he said. “We may be able to slip out of here.”
“And you would be wrong.”
Jessup and Flowers spun around and faced the mannequin. Eyes wide, Jessup yanked out his Smith and Wesson and pointed it at the dummy, half expecting the plastic lips to move.
“Who the fuck are you?” he growled, feeling a little silly pointing a firearm at the thing.
“You can put your gun away,” the voice said. “It’s a mannequin, not Chucky.”
“Yeah, well, with Cujo outside, pardon me if I err on the side of caution.” Jessup looked up at the camera in the corner. A red light on it glowed. “Is this the right one?”
“Yes,” the voice said, chuckling. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Ms. Flowers, Mr. Jessup, or Jake—can I call you Jake? Us Jarheads gotta stick together, Semper Fi, and all that.”
Flowers gave Jessup a curious look.
When Jessup didn’t reply, the voice continued, “You got more lives than a herd of cats, Jake. I read about your adventures on the river with the baboons. Gotta say I was impressed. And you, April—”
“You can call me Agent Flowers, whoever you are.”
The voice sounded amused. “Okay, Agent Flowers. You’re pretty resourceful yourself, though I don’t envy your chances hanging out with Jake, here.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
Jessup looked at her and winked, making her blush.
“Who are you and what do you want?” Jessup asked.
“I want you both to work for us.”
Jessup laughed. “Section 17 doesn’t have enough mad scientists and mercenaries to take over the world yet?”
“Is that what you think this is about? Taking over the world?”
“I don’t know. What is this about? Enlighten us, please,” Jessup said, edging closer to the window to look out at the dogs. They seemed content with their meals.
“I think you know. We use animals instead of soldiers to attack the enemy, something I would think you of all people would support.”
Flowers looked at Jessup again.
“The dead cop and the people on Mud Island and in Arkansas were not the enemy!” Jessup snarled, no longer caring if the animals outside heard him.
“We didn’t want that to happen any more than you did, Jake. The Arkansas incident cost us millions of dollars in resources and manpower, and this situation is heading in the same direction.”
“You’re breakin’ my heart. Maybe if your organization wasn’t so secretive, you wouldn’t have to shovel everything under the rug. But then you have to be when it involves germ warfare.”
The voice did not reply.
“Oh, don’t want to talk about the bacteria? I saw the pictures. The hundreds of villagers lying in the streets, their skin blackened and falling off. Truthfully, I could give a fuck about some militant hiding in a cave getting infected and dying a slow, painful death. And I don’t have a big problem with using animals in combat.”
Flowers frowned at him.
“But it ain’t just bad guys getting killed, is it? Because you can’t control a germ once you’ve released it on an unsuspecting population. I have to assume you’re doing the same thing with the pit bulls as you did with the baboons, and that’s the problem I have with your four-legged hit-man program.”
“What if I told you we did away with that aspect of it; that the animals are used clean?”
It was Jessup’s turn to laugh. “You mean ‘trust me, I’m from the government; I’m here to help’? Nah. Been there, done that, dude. You ain’t givin’ that stuff up.”
“And Agent Flowers, I assume you feel the same?”
“Actually, I think the use of innocent animals in warfare is reprehensible and that infecting them with bacteria in order to kill even more of the enemy is criminal.”
The voice sighed heavily. “Well, you can’t say I didn’t try.” There was a click, and the red light on the camera went out.
“That sounded ominous,” Jessup said, the side of his mouth lifting into a smile.
Flowers looked out the window. “Jake, their collars. They’re all glowing red.”
“Why aren’t they going nuts?”
She nodded slowly. “I’ll tell you why: training. The collars don’t just administer shocks, they also click and vibrate. In fact, after a little training, most dogs don’t get shocked by the collars anymore. The clicks or vibrations warn them before it happens. I think whoever that was on the speaker is keeping the dogs in place.”
“But why do that? Why not just let them come up here and finish us?”
“Money,” Flowers said. “Those baboons were worth a quarter of a million dollars each, and they weren’t genetically altered, just infected with the genetically altered bacteria. These things are full on genetic aberrations. There’s no telling what it cost to produce one, and they’ve already lost two. I don’t think they want to lose any more.”
“Makes sense. We’d get killed, but between you and me, we’d take out a few of ‘em. I bet by now there’s a team of soldiers heading this way to grab the dogs and clean up this mess.”
“And we’re part of the mess,” she said. “You got a plan, MacGyver?”
“Of course,” he said grinning. “This building backs up to the compound fence. We go downstairs, crawl out the back window, clip the fence, and slip through.”
“We can’t let them get out!” she hissed.
“We won’t. We’ll only cut it wide enough for us to slip through. Besides, I’d bet money that they have an invisible fence wire running around the perimeter to keep the dogs from digging out.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. It’s either that, or we wait for the clean-up crew.”
She thought about it for a second, then nodded.
They slid the table back a couple feet until they could slip through the door, then crept down the stairs to the rear window. The back of the buildings was clear, so Flowers lowered herself to the ground, pulled out her pistol, then signaled for Jessup to follow. Sitting in the window opening, he flipped himself around and smacked the backpack against the jamb. It hit with a loud crack.
“Fuck! Shit!” he hissed as he jumped down and put his back against the wall. “We’ll find out now if they’re going to attack.” When after a minute none of the dogs appeared, they crossed to the fence. Jessup pulled out the bolt cutters, clipped the fence wires, and pulled the slit open, allowing Flowers to squeeze through first. Jessup followed. The pit bulls never appeared.
The red Escalade and van were still in the parking lot, but the orange Ford truck was gone. After crawling through the hole in the outer fence, they followed it around to the gravel road.
Flowers grabbed Jessup’s arm. “I don’t know about you, but that was way too easy.”
“You’re reading my mind. My spidey senses are definitely tingling.”
They hurried along the road for fifty yards, crossed to the fence, then slipped into the woods. They saw headlights turning onto the PIT Industries driveway and six black SUVs barreled toward the compound.
“There’s the cleanup crew,” Flowers said. She yanked out her cell phone. “Still no signal.”
“Me either.”
Flowers clicked some buttons and watched the screen for a few seconds, smiled broadly, then held it up for Jessup. It was clear video of the pit bulls before, during, and after the evening’s events.
He grinned and nodded. “Keep that phone safe. Let’s get out of here and call the cavalry.”
They ran back to their vehicles, relieved to see they were still there. She yanked out her keys and said, “Small blessings.” 
“Let’s meet at that BP station by the interstate and go from there,” Jessup said. He turned toward his truck, but before he could take a step, blue lights lit up the night sky.
“Both of you freeze and put your hands on the vehicles!” demanded a voice over a loudspeaker.
“Not this shit again,” Jessup growled as he jerked his head around and squinted into the spotlight.
“Hands on the car!” came the order again.
Jessup's shoulders fell in frustration and he turned and placed his hands on the hood of the Taurus. Flowers did the same. A second later, they were searched and handcuffed.
“I don’t even have to see your smiling face to know you’re behind this, Forester,” Jessup called to the darkness. “What’s the charge this time? Littering?”
Forester loomed out of the darkness, leering like a goblin. “Jake Jessup and April Flowers, you are both under arrest for possession of narcotics with intent to deliver.”




Chapter sixty-seven

Lonnie Tilson sat on his front porch and sipped his iced tea, listening to the cicadas. The insects, along with the hum of the window air conditioner, helped to block out the sobs of his daughter and granddaughter, who had been crying for what seemed like three straight days, ever since they learned of Cyrus’s death.
No, not death, murder, Lonnie reminded himself. Cold-blooded murder if you were to believe the cops. And he did, this time. They had no reason to lie.
He didn’t trust ‘em, never had. His whole life, it seemed, he’d been at odds with ‘em. Ever since he returned from Nam and started running moonshine into Tipton County, they seemed out to get him. He supposed they were just doing their job, and they did it well enough, sending him to the West Tennessee Penitentiary twice. But that was forty years ago, and he wondered if they would show the same zeal in their hunt for his grandson’s murderer. He wasn’t optimistic. If there was one thing he’d learned growing up dirt-poor in the south, it was that you were about as important in the scheme of things as a single cotton boll in a field.
What he didn’t understand was why anyone would want to kill the boy. Cyrus was a good kid and a good father to his two-year-old son. He hadn’t run off when he got Deloris pregnant, unlike Cyrus’s own father had when he’d knocked up Lonnie’s daughter. And Cyrus was special. He had a gift for training dogs, better than Lonnie himself. The boy’s big dream had been to get rich breeding the best pits in west Tennessee, and he would have done it if he hadn’t been killed. No, it just didn’t make sense.
Lonnie’s phone rang.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Tilson?” a man said.
“Yes. Who is this?”
“You don’t know me, but there’s something you need to see. I’m going to send it now.”
“What? Who is th—?” The call disconnected.
A second later, his phone buzzed with a text and he opened it. There was a video attached. Six months ago, Lonnie wouldn’t have known what to do with it, but Cyrus had schooled him when he’d sent his uncle a video of a dogfight.
Lonnie clicked the video. He frowned when he saw Frank Janklin, the guy Cyrus worked with at that dog training outfit. He was inside a building talking to someone. Lonnie didn’t recognize the voice.
“So, tell me this big plan of yours again.”
He watched Frank reply, “I want you to have your guys jack me and Cyrus while we’re in the work van. You take the van with the two pit bulls. One to clear my debt, and the other I’ll sell to you for fifty thousand.”
The other voice then asked, “And what did you say to do with Cyrus?”
When he heard the response, the old man jerked back in his chair, knocking over his iced tea. “I want you to kill him. He’s weak. He knows about you guys and about my debts. If any of this gets out, he’ll give us all up.”
“You a cold-blooded motherfucker,” the voice said. The video ended.
With a shaking hand, Lonnie punched the Off button and sat back in his chair and stared out at the night sky. Blood pounded in his ears as he rhythmically sucked in breaths through gritted teeth, one hand clenching and unclenching the rocker arm while the other held the phone, waiting for the next call.
It rang.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” the man said.
“Where is he?”
“We have him.
“Bring him here,” Lonnie Tilson said, his words ice cold.
“He’ll be there within the hour.”
Lonnie disconnected the call, not wondering or caring who the person was or how they knew about him and his family. All he knew was that he had work to do. He made two phone calls.
 
 Fifty-five minutes after Lonnie hung up the phone, a black GMC Yukon pulled into his driveway followed by an orange Ford Raptor pickup truck. Even though his nearest neighbor was a quarter mile away, Lonnie had turned off the porch light and the security light on the telephone pole at the driveway entrance, giving them plenty of privacy.
He told the driver of the Yukon to follow him, then Lonnie got into his truck and led the vehicles to an old barn at the back of his twenty-acre plot. Waiting for him were two other men, both tall, lanky, hard-looking, and bearing a strong resemblance to Lonnie.
The man driving the orange truck got out and handed Lonnie the keys. Then he pulled open the door of the SUV and not too gently yanked Franklin Janklin from the back seat. The duct tape on his hands and mouth accentuated the fear in his eyes, which couldn’t have been wider if they had been taped open.
Seeing Lonnie, Frank made muffled cries for help from behind the tape, but Lonnie stared back, stone faced. Silently, he turned to the two strangers and gave them a single nod. They got back into the Yukon and drove off.
Lonnie pulled out his cell phone, clicked a few buttons, then held up the screen. Hearing his own voice, Frank threw his head from side to side, shouting through the tape. Once the video finished, Lonnie turned to the younger of the two men and handed him the keys to the orange truck.
“Johnny, take this to Bo’s shop up in Tipton County. Tell him to chop it and send all the pieces out of state. Ought to get enough money from it to give Cyrus a good burial.”
“Will do, Uncle Lonnie,” he said, taking the keys and leaving.
He turned to the second man. “You bring the chains?”
The man nodded.
“Let’s get him in the barn.”




Chapter sixty-eight

Despite hammering the pair with demeaning comments, Hawthorne never responded as he drove them down Highway 51 toward downtown. Even Settles failed to glance back and smirk like he usually did when transporting a prisoner. They were all business and that concerned Jessup. He had assumed this was another BS arrest to keep them out of pocket while they cleaned out PIT City. He expected to be harassed like after Mud Island.
It had to be BS. He wasn’t a dope dealer, and he doubted Flowers would take a sugar packet from a restaurant without permission. But they were being awfully careful, asking no questions, making no accusations. Whatever this was, Forester, Hawthorne, and Settles were deep inside somebody’s pocket. And it explained why the mystery man on the speaker let them live.
Flowers hadn’t said a word either, just stared straight ahead, jaw tight, eyes red. He, too, felt the anger and frustration of coming so close to getting evidence on Section 17. He knew that by the time they released them, the facility would be scorched earth.
His eyes flitted to their cellphone sitting on the dashboard of the cruiser. Would they think to go through them? Erase the data? Probably. The puppeteers holding the strings on these dirty cops were always a couple of steps ahead of them. Like the signal jammer at the kennels. Jessup would bet a million dollars there was now cell service there.
At the precinct, the two detectives walked their prisoners to the interview room and secured them to the same bench as the day before.
Has it really only been a day since all the killings on Mud Island? Jessup thought as he waited for Settles to remove the cuffs from his wrists.
“Don’t go anywhere,” Settles said, finally making a smart-ass comment as he and Hawthorne left them alone.
Jessup sucked in a deep breath, then blew it out. “So, what are you thinking?”
Flowers fell back against the wall and seemed to deflate. She shook her head. “They beat us again, didn’t they?”
“It certainly appears they’ve won the battle.”
She huffed. “The battle, the war, they’ve won it all. There’s no way to beat them. I don’t even know why I thought I could.”
He frowned. “You’re not giving up, are you?”
“No, just coming to my senses,” she snapped. “You already said it, it’s none of your business and it’s none of my business. The government’s going to do what it wants, and there’s nothing any of us can do to stop it. I mean, look at this, we’re sitting in jail being charged with drug trafficking. How do you fight people with the power to do that?” Tears ran down her face.
Jessup turned to her. “Hey, listen to me. This is exactly what these assholes want, for us to give up. If you ask me, this is a good sign.”
She looked at him like he had two heads.
“If they’re willing to go to these lengths for a cover-up, that means they know they’re wrong. They know if details of their operation get out, they’ll be shut down. It also means they’re worried about you.” He pointed at her. “And that means you’re doing a good job.”
Flowers sniffed, shook her head, and scraped a sleeve across her nose.
“So, we sit here for a couple of hours while these jerks play their games. Then, just like yesterday, we get out and we start over. We’ll hustle back to that site, look around, maybe get lucky. We still have that kid and his father. They know what was going on. There’s two witnesses right there.”
She still said nothing but nodded.
“Yeah, this is just a bump in the road,” Jessup said, as he leaned back and crossed his arms.
 
 A half hour later, Hawthorne and Settles came back into the room.
“You’re back sooner than I thought,” Jessup said, lifting his ankle towards them to unlock the cuff.
Hawthorne looked at him. “What are you doin’ that for? You ain’t going anywhere.”
Jessup dropped his foot. His eyes narrowed as the man sat down and slapped a folder onto the interview table. Settles leaned against the wall and grinned, digging at his teeth with a toothpick.
Then Forester walked in, a Cheshire Cat grin on his face. “Well, you screwed the pooch this time, Jessup, no pun intended.”
Settles cackled, and a cruel smile creased Hawthorne’s face.
“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Leon, but if you think we’re going to let this second bullshit arrest slide, you better grab your ass with both hands, ‘cause I’ll be talkin’ to my lawyer as soon as I walk out the front door.”
Forester bobbed his head. “Oh yeah, you’ll be talking to a lawyer, all right, but not for what you’re thinking.” He nodded at Hawthorne, who opened the folder and placed a pair of forms in front of them.
Jessup looked up. “Advice of rights? What the fuck? Are you out of your mind?”
“I don’t think we need to read them to you, Jessup, but we will for the little lady here,” the lieutenant said.
Flowers shifted her bloodshot eyes from Forester to Jessup.
Taking the cue, Hawthorne began, “You have the right to remain—”
Jessup snatched up the two forms, crumpled them, tossed them aside, and growled. “We ain’t signing shit ‘cause you ain’t got shit except a huge ass lawsuit heading your way.”
Forester’s smile widened. He was apparently enjoying himself. “Both suspects refused to sign the rights waiver forms. Charge ‘em. We’ll let the lawyers handle it from here.”
When he stood up to leave, Jessup demanded, “Just what is it you think you have?” 
Forester gave Hawthorne another nod. The sergeant opened the folder, grabbed two eight-by-ten photographs, and slid them in front of Jessup. “The prosecutors will probably name these ‘Exhibits Number One and Two.’”
One of them showed a kilo-size package, wrapped in tape, and wedged behind some ropes inside a compartment. Sitting above the compartment was a photograph of Jessup and his son Davie. They had taken the picture inside Jessup’s boat. The other picture was of a piece of luggage inside a hotel room. Inside the luggage was a bag of white pills, partially concealed behind the lining.
“That’s my bag!” Flowers yelled. Jessup grabbed her arm, but it was too late.
Forester and Hawthorne looked at each other, their eyes lighting up. “That sounded like a spontaneous utterance to me. How about to you?” Forester asked his sergeant.
Hawthorne looked at Flowers and snarled, “Good as a confession.” Then he turned to his partner. “You hear that, Ron?”
“Loud and clear. Put me down as a witness.”
“Twelve oxy tablets won’t get you much jail time, Agent Flowers, but it will certainly affect your future job prospects,” Forester said. He turned to Jessup. “But two point two pounds of Bolivian marching powder? You have a real problem, Jake.” Grabbing the paperwork, they chuckled as they exited the interview room.
The woman turned to Jessup, her eyes pleading for an answer, but this time he didn’t have one.




Chapter sixty-nine

A couple hours later, Hawthorne dropped off two bottles of water. “Don’t want you to say you weren’t treated humanely.”
“Yeah, you’re a real prince,” Jessup said. “When do we get to use a phone?”
“Ah, man, you won’t believe this, but they’re working on the lines. Probably be back up about the time we take you to lock-up.” He grinned, then shut the door.
“They’ll keep us here until they’ve destroyed the site and all the evidence,” Flowers said, her voice monotone and her eyes red. “It’ll take a while to shut it down, it’s a big operation. They’ll need a couple semi-trailers with cages to carry the dogs, plus handlers.”
“A flatbed wrecker to haul off the two vehicles,” Jessup said.
“Body bags for the remains,” she added
Jessup tilted his head, “Not too many bags.”
Flowers huffed.
After a few more minutes, Jessup said, “We’re going to get through this, you know.”
“Here’s the problem, Jake, we both know the charges are bogus, but in the meantime, it makes headline news. It might not affect you as much—no offense—but I’ll get called back to Washington. And even though the charges will eventually be dropped, in everyone’s mind, I’ll be the dope dealing agent that got caught and got away with it. I lose all credibility, along with my connections on Capitol Hill. By the time it’s over with, I’ll be investigating salmonella complaints in northern Idaho.”
Jessup just stared at the wall, then a few seconds later, said, “You know, I hear it’s really pretty in northern Idaho.”
She looked at him, then they both burst out laughing just as the door opened.
“Yeah, you two can yuk it up all the way to the courthouse,” Forester said, slapping a stack of documents onto the table. “Here are the arrest tickets, affidavits, and bond recommendations. We already sent copies to the magistrate. He’s waiting for us to come down and swear to the charges.” A big grin crossed his face. “Who says justice is slow?”
A smirking Settles said, “With any luck, you’ll make bond in time to see yourselves on the five o’clock news. We made sure the whole alphabet soup of news media is outside waiting.”
“Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” Hawthorne said, holding up two sets of handcuffs. As he placed a set onto Flowers he leaned over and whispered, “You might not know this, but possession with intent to distribute means you get a cavity search when you get to jail. Enjoy.”
Jessup saw fury in her eyes, but the tremble in her lips betrayed her.
“What’s the matter, Jessup?” Forester said. “You don’t seem so cocky now. Are you hung over or have you just run out of smart-ass comments?”
Jessup shook his head. “Nah, just disappointed in myself. I always thought I was a good judge of character, but it turns out you’re a much bigger piece of shit than even I thought you were.”
He turned a deeper shade of red and said, “Get ‘em outta here.”
Forester led his two sergeants and the prisoners from the interview room through the squad bay where the day shift detectives were gathered around a computer screen.
“Hey,” he yelled. “You’re not getting paid to watch YouTube videos all day. Get back to work.”
They all turned and stared at him.
“Did you hear me? I said get back to work!”
Someone increased the volume on a speaker.
“—yeah, stick it under the ropes. Make it look like he was trying to hide it… yeah, perfect. Right under the picture of him and his kid.” Settles’ eyes went wide as his voice echoed across the room.
The three dirty cops froze in their tracks.
“Hey, Lieutenant, come check out this video,” someone said. “It was in our email; went to the entire department.”
“Yeah,” Sergeant Betty Davis said, looking at her boss with disgust, “the one in the hotel room is even better quality.”
“How—What—?” Forester stammered as he spun toward Settles and Hawthorne.
The door of the squad room suddenly burst open and a dozen men and women in blue wind breakers imprinted with ‘Internal Affairs’, ‘FBI’ and ‘DEA’ entered.
An FBI agent walked up to them and announced, “Leon Forester, Terry Hawthorne, and Ron Settles, you are under arrest for kidnapping, unlawful detention, possession of narcotics with the intent to distribute, and fabrication of evidence.”
“Now, wait a min—” Forester said, but before he could finish, the agents had him and the other two handcuffed.
Another agent uncuffed a stunned Jessup and Flowers. The man’s jacket read ‘US Marshals Service.’
Jessup leaned over, pointed at Hawthorne, and said, “I’m not sure what that guy was talking about, but just before you got here he said ‘they’ll have to do a cavity search on me to find it.’” The marshal stared hard at Hawthorne, then turned to Jessup and gave him a nod. Then he and the agents walked their prisoners out.
Flowers turned to Jessup, her eyes wide with astonishment. “What just happened?”
Before he could reply, someone else entered the squad room.
Jessup’s face broke into a broad grin. “Frosty Williams, that’s what happened.”
Williams walked up, shaking his head. “Jesus Christ, Jake, you just can’t stay out of trouble, can you?”
Jessup grabbed his friend and sponsor and embraced him. “This was you?”
“It was a team effort,” he said, smiling.
“But how…? When…?”
“I got a call from your neighbor who saw Forester snooping around.”
Jessup’s frowned. “EZ?”
Williams nodded. “He told me about your run-in with Forester when his motor got stolen. Then I heard through the grapevine about your little illegal detention on Mud Island. When EZ told me Forester was asking about your boat, I figured he might try something like this, so I wired it up with video and audio.”
Jessup’s mouth dropped open. Williams held up a hand. “I would have told you, but I didn’t have time. We wouldn’t have made you two sit here and worry for the last six hours, but the feds wanted to make sure the three stooges took physical steps to charge you out. It made their case airtight. I think it was the right call.”
Williams nodded toward Sergeant Davis. “Betty told me about Agent Flowers, so I took the liberty and installed a camera in her room, too.” He turned to Flowers and gave a slight bow. “My apologies.”
She stared at him for a second, then rushed forward and embraced him. Williams winked over her shoulder at Jessup. “I have this effect on all women.”
“How do you know EZ?” Jessup asked.
Williams waved him off. “We’ll sit down and talk about that later. Right now, you two have to get your cars out of impound and pick up whatever pieces you can.”
“Jake, our phones,” Flowers suddenly said.
Williams held up an evidence bag containing their personal belongings and both cell phones. “They’ve been wiped, I’m afraid.”
Flowers’ head dropped for a second, but then she nodded and gave a small smile. “Yeah, we figured they would be.”
“Frosty, how do you know all this?”
“Come on, Jake,” he said. “I know everything that goes on. Now get goin’, and I’ll see you guys later.”




Chapter seventy

After Davis dropped them off at the impound lot to get their vehicles, Jessup left his truck in the parking lot and rode with Flowers to PIT Industries. From a distance, they could see wisps of black smoke rising through the trees.
“I expected that,” Flowers said as they pulled onto the gravel road.
The smoke came from behind the trees in the direction of the government site, but all the emergency vehicles were parked in front of the PIT Industries building, which appeared undamaged.
“I guess they’re here investigating the fire,” Flowers said, seeing police cars, a crime scene van, and an ambulance.
“The fire trucks must be back at PIT City,” Jessup said.
Janklin Senior’s pickup was there, along with a green Camry, but not Frank’s truck.
“Let’s check this out first,” Jessup said.
They walked through the front door and saw a woman sitting at a desk talking to a uniformed officer. She was crying and in obvious distress. Through the doorway leading to Janklin’s office, they saw a blood-splattered wall and another woman talking on a cellphone.
Seeing Flowers and Jessup, the woman ended her call and stepped out of the office. She had a sheriff’s department badge and ID hanging around her neck.
“I’m Detective Granderson with the Shelby County Sheriff’s Department. Can I help you with something?”
Flowers pulled out her credentials and flashed them to the woman. “I’m Special Agent Flowers and this is Investigator Jessup,” she said, not missing a beat. “We’re investigating the murder of a police officer and several individuals on Mud Island.”
Granderson’s forehead wrinkled for a second as she peered at the ID. “What’s the connection?”
Flowers quickly ran down the carjacking of the PIT van and its proximity to where the Millington detective was killed, leaving out any reference to mutant dogs or their near-death experience the night before.
“We hoped to ask Mr. Janklin and his son some questions regarding the incidents.”
Granderson pursed her lips. “I’m afraid you’re out of luck.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Janklin Senior is laying on the floor of his office with his brains blown out. His secretary found him after she heard about the fire and came into work.”
Flowers closed her eyes and took in a deep breath.
“As for Janklin Junior, he’s not at his apartment, not answering his phone, and his mother hasn’t seen him or his truck since yesterday afternoon.”
Flowers and Jessup exchanged a glance, then he said, “We saw the smoke. You mentioned a fire?”
“According to the secretary, it was a separate dog training facility used for a government contract.”
“Was?” Flowers said.
“It’s gone, now. Burned to the ground. By the time the fire department got here, it was too late. They didn’t even bother pulling hoses off the trucks, just let it burn itself out. The funny thing is, we didn’t find any dead animals. Now we’re trying to figure out if the owner torched the place himself, then killed himself, or if he killed himself because it burned down.”
“But you’re sure he killed himself?” Jessup asked.
Her eyes narrowed at the question. “Looks like a dozen other self-inflicted gunshot cases I’ve investigated. The secretary ID’d the Colt Python as his, and I’m sure the crime scene guys are going to find gunshot residue on his hand.”
“He leave a note?” Flowers asked.
“No, but that’s not unusual. There was one funny thing, though,” Granderson said. “His phone and computer were both wiped. There’s nothing on them.” She shook her head. “Must have had some serious business problems, is all I can figure, but that would explain why he killed himself.”
 
They left the main building and drove down the gravel road to the secure site. The security gate was open, no longer needed to guard the metal building, now a smoldering ruin with its roof caved in. Behind it lay the charred remains of PIT City. Even the old sedan parked in front of their hideout had not escaped the torch.
Flowers pushed the entry door with her foot and peeked inside. The second floor had fallen into the break area, blocking access to the warehouse, so they walked around the building. Flowers kept an eye out for the black pit bull they had pepper sprayed the night before, hoping it had escaped the purge.
They spied an opening between two metal panels and managed to squeeze inside.
The cover-up was complete. There was no trace of the animals, not even the over-sized dog bowls. The large meat locker sat charred and empty. The only evidence that the structure had once housed animals was the chain-link skeletons of the twelve kennels.
Through the rear garage door they surveyed the smoldering remains of the six buildings that had once made up PIT City.
“Took ‘em to the floor joists. Must have used a ton of gasoline,” Jessup said.
They peered into the sedan where Lil’ D had made his final stand. The seats were burned to the springs and the plastic dash had melted into the floorboard. You couldn’t even tell what color the vehicle had been.
Jessup pointed at a blackened circle on the ground. “They even burned the bloodstains.”
“No bodies,” Flowers said. “Where do you think they took them?”
“Wherever they wanted. These guys make their own rules. Think there’s anything inside you can use?”
She shook her head. “Nothing to prove they kept genetically altered super-dogs here, and definitely nothing to tie them to any killings. There are the kennels, but there should be, it’s a dog training company.”
Jessup grunted.
“Do you think there’s any sense in trying to hunt down Janklin Junior?” she asked when they got back to her car.
Jessup leaned against it and rubbed his face with his hands. “They killed his father, so I’m pretty sure Franklin is swimming with the fishes, too.”
“So, they’ve thought of everything.”
“They are thorough sons-of-bitches,” he said. “Can you think of anything else we can check out? If not, I need to get some sleep. My brain is scrambled.”
“No. I need to get some rest, too. I’ll take you back to your truck.”
On the way, Jessup’s phone buzzed. He read the text, then said to Flowers, “That’s EZ. He wants us to come to his place tomorrow for dinner. Seven. He said not to bring anything except ourselves.”
“I’ve got nothing else going on,” she said glumly. “And I’d like to meet him and thank him for watching our backs.”
“You’ll like him and Stella,” Jessup said, yawning as he sent a reply.
“Is that his wife?”
“His pit bull.”
Her eyes widened.
He chuckled. “A more laid-back dog you’ve never met.”




Chapter seventy-one

 The afternoon service was well attended, filling every pew in the Locke Road Baptist Church. Reverend Johnson did a good job selecting the scriptures and hymns, and the eulogy brought a tear to Lonnie’s eye. After Cyrus’s internment, everyone met at Lonnie and Mildred’s house for a banquet, paid for by the proceeds from the sale of Frank’s pickup truck.
Two hours later, at dusk, after all but immediate family had left, Lonnie and the other men of the clan gathered by the side of the house. Still in funeral clothes, they walked a quarter mile down to Cyrus’s trailer, which had remained empty since the killing. As the small group approached, the four pit bulls living behind the structure barked loudly, but as Lonnie rounded the corner, he gave a command and they immediately went quiet.
The four dog houses were now arranged in an X pattern, with each structure sitting at the end of a point. The chains were just long enough for the dogs to meet in the middle, but since they were from the same litter and had grown up together, they got along.
They had shelter and plenty of water, but their ribs showed, and they whined as they pulled against the heavy chains and looked expectantly at the man. Lonnie felt a little guilty, but he’d soon remedy that.
While the others gathered around, Lonnie walked to the center of the X and gave another command. The animals went to their houses and sat and looked up at him. Then he went to a metal storage shed and opened the door. Lying against the back wall was Franklin Janklin, his feet, hands, and mouth duct taped, a chain bolted around his neck, like a leash.
Lonnie grabbed the end of the chain and dragged Frank out of the shed, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a big folding Buck knife. He opened the six-inch blade and stepped toward the bound man. Frank screamed through the tape, shook his head, and tried to back away, but Lonnie kicked him in the thigh.
“Stop fightin’ or I’ll stick you in the balls,” he growled. Frank went still and Lonnie flipped the knife through the tape, freeing his legs, and did the same with his hands. With a quick jerk, he ripped the duct tape from the man’s mouth, taking with it hair and bits of lip skin.
“Aargh,” Frank moaned, bringing his hands to his face. Lonnie cut the cry short with a yank on the chain and jerked him forward.
“Lonnie! Please stop, Lonnie. I didn’t kill Cyrus. He was my friend. I would never do that,” Frank pleaded, through bleeding lips, a rectangle of clean skin framing his mouth where the tape had been.
Lonnie gave the chain another jerk and Frank stumbled forward, falling to his knees. He brought his hands together and pleaded, “Please, Lonnie. I called that guy and told him not to do it, I swear. And I killed ‘em, I killed ‘em all. That’s gotta count for something, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Lonnie said, looking at him with disgust, “they’re dead, but you didn’t kill ‘em, just like you didn’t kill Cyrus. You had other people do your killin’ for you. You’re the worst kind of coward.”
He dragged Frank to the center of the yard, where there was a spiral anchor pin embedded in the ground. He pulled a small padlock from his pocket, grabbed the free end of the chain, and locked it to the anchor.
Frank looked around and saw the four pit bulls eyeing him.
“The two black ones are yours, right?” Lonnie asked.
Frank didn’t answer, but stared at the animals, his breath growing shallow and rapid.
“Cyrus told me how you treated the dogs, how you trained them using stun guns and sticks and kicking ‘em. Said their eyes filled with fear when they saw you, and that seein’ that fear made you smile. Well, I don’t see any fear in their eyes today… and I don’t see you smiling.”
Lonnie joined the other men, leaving Frank alone in the center of the yard, boxed in by the four pit bulls.
“Notice how they sit there waitin’ for the next command? They’ll stay there and not move as long as I’m standing here. They’ll do whatever I tell them without me ever raising a hand to them. It’s a gift I was given. Cyrus had that gift. He would have been a great trainer, better than me, but he never got the chance. But you know what, Frank? I’m going to give you what you didn’t give Cyrus. A chance. Your hands and feet are untied, you even have your teeth, and the combined weight of those four dogs is about the same as yours.” He spread out his arms. “What could be more fair?
“One thing, though,” he said, holding up a finger. “In my sorrow, I’ve neglected to feed the poor animals since Cyrus’s death. They’re a mite hungry, so you’re going to need all your skills as a trainer. Good luck.”
With that, Lonnie and the others walked away. They had rounded the corner of the trailer when the screaming began.


[image: image-placeholder]About the time Frank was feeding the dogs, Leon Forester was leaving the Blue Pig. He was pissed. Jerry Polanski, his former partner and the bar’s owner, had not been sympathetic. Polanski had seen the videos. He knew Hawthorne and Settles were screwed, said the two detectives only did the deed because they knew Forester would demote them and send them back to uniform patrol if they didn’t. Then Polanski had the balls to say he only got fired because he’d listened to Forester back in the day.
Where the fuck does he get off saying some shit like that? Forester thought. Nobody twisted his arm when he was collecting money from those whores. And that shit about doctoring Jessup’s urinalysis…saying that fuckin’ with thugs is one thing but messing with cops is something else? Sanctimonious son of a bitch. Doesn’t have a problem with sitting in that bar collecting money from the cops he used to work with. Fuckin’ hypocrite.
He swayed a little at the top of the stairs, turned to the doorway and shouted, “And you can call someone else when Captain Fantastic shows back up!”
“At least that stupid Polack doesn’t water down the drinks,” he muttered as he lurched back to his car.
He leaned against the old Jeep Cherokee and fished the keys from his pocket. Losing his take home car was one of the serious problems with being suspended. The free gas was nice, and it was handy having blue lights to flip on in case you got pulled over going home drunk. Saved his butt more than once.
The car chirped when he hit the fob button. He grabbed the door handle and felt something sticky. He sniffed his fingers but smelled nothing, so he wiped his hand on his pants leg, and drove off.
Halfway home, Forester felt a tingling sensation in his left hand. He squeezed it several times, but the feeling remained. By the time he pulled into his driveway, his entire hand was red, swollen, and throbbed. “What the hell?”
In the kitchen, he threw his keys and cell phone onto the counter and he ran cold water over his hand. It helped, but as soon as he dried it with a paper towel the pain flared back again and now it was shooting up his forearm. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he felt dizzy.
“Damn, I’m drunker than I thought.”
He grabbed a glass of water, went to the bathroom closet and pulled out the bottle of ibuprofen, but when he grabbed the lid with his left hand and twisted, he cried out in pain. He stared in disbelief at his fingers, which looked like boiled hotdogs.
“What the fuck?”
Grasping the bottle between his knees, he got the lid off with his right hand and swallowed half a dozen tablets. He did the same with the Tylenol, then searched the cabinet for some old anti-inflammatories, but found none. He swigged the water, filled it again, then stumbled to the living room and fell onto the sofa.
He felt like death warmed over. A hangover from hell, and he wondered if Polanski had spiked his drinks. His left arm throbbed with every beat of his heart, the pain shooting up his forearm. Were it not for the swelling, he would have thought he was having a heart attack. He lifted his left hand and gasped. It looked like an inflated rubber glove and the fingertips were turning black.
Panic filled him. He needed to call for help. He thought about his ex-wife, but he had burned that bridge then bulldozed the scraps into the ground years ago. Settles and Hawthorne were obviously out.
Gotta call an ambulance, he thought, as black spots floated in from the sides of his vision. He grabbed at his empty pants pocket, then remembered his phone was on the kitchen counter. Taking a deep breath he tried to stand, but a wave of exhaustion hit him. He dropped his head back and closed his eyes.
I’ll just rest for a few minutes.




Chapter seventy-two

Jessup met Flowers outside the marina office and they walked down to EZ’s boathouse. As they neared, they heard some classic Bad Company, seeping through the metal walls. The door swung open as Jessup raised his hand to knock, and before Flowers could move Stella had her front paws on her, her tail wagging like a metronome on speed.
“Why, hello, sweetheart,” she said, going to her knees and hugging the animal.
“Stella!” the old Jamaican said. “You know better.”
“Oh, that’s okay,” Flowers said, getting a full facial lick from the animal.
EZ clicked his tongue. “She’s usually not like that until she gets to know you. She must like you.”
“I like her, too,” Flowers said, rubbing the dog’s head. She stood and extended her hand. “You must be EZ.”
“And you must be April,” he said, shaking her hand, leading them inside.
“How do you know her name, EZ?” Jessup asked. “I never mentioned it.”
“Hey, EZ,” came a voice, and Frosty Williams walked from the back room holding up a cassette tape. “Let’s plug in some Aerosmith. I haven’t heard this tape in thirty years.”
Jessup looked from one to the other with a confused expression. “You two know each other?”
“Oh, yeah, mon,” EZ said, waving a hand. “We been knowin’ each other for a long time. Ever since I come to Memphis.”
“Yeah, I knew EZ when he was playing reggae at Overton Square, back in the heyday,” Williams said, punching the Bad Company cassette out of the old car radio mounted in the bookcase. He slid in Aerosmith and “Dream On” came over the speakers. Looking at EZ he said, “Sounds as good as it always did.”
Jessup’s eyes went wide. “Wait a minute, you're the one who traded the car radio for…”
Williams smiled. “I wasn’t always the police, Jake.”
Jessup threw back his head and laughed, earning puzzled looks from Flowers and Stella.
 
After dinner, over coffee and tea, Flowers and Jessup told them what had transpired in the case, including the “suicide” of the PIT Industries owner and the burned-out government complex.
“They are thorough bastards,” Williams said. “And you're right, I’ve got a feeling you ain’t gonna hear from Junior again.”
“What about Forester? Think he knows anything?” Jessup asked.
Williams looked at EZ, then said, “I guess you guys didn’t hear. They found him dead at his house this morning after he didn’t show up for a court appearance. Massive bacterial infection; his entire left arm was black with it. A tough way to go, even for someone as deserving as that piece of shit.” 
Flowers gasped and looked at Jessup. “NF-13.”
Williams nodded. “I remember you telling me about that stuff from the river, Jake, but I had no idea how bad it really was.”
Jessup just shook his head. 
“We made a run at him yesterday, after you guys left,” Williams continued. “The first thing he did was throw both his guys under the bus. He said he had no idea the dope had been planted, then lawyered up.
“Hawthorne and Settles, on the other hand, couldn’t talk fast enough. They both said Forester gave them the cocaine and the pills and told them to plant it on you guys. They used a junkie informant as a source for the search warrants. Police found the junkie in a dumpster on South Main about the time you two were playing fetch with Cujo at PIT City. Probably capped him right after they did the searches. They denied killing him, which I don’t believe, but said Forester never told them why he was setting you two up, which I tend to believe. I know that rat turd. He kept everything close to the vest.”
Jessup shook his head. “I knew those guys were dirty, but I had no idea…”
“They said they’ve been doing Forester’s dirty work since their days together in Vice.”
Flower’s shoulders fell. “So, they can’t help with my investigation?”
Williams shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m sorry.”
She clicked her tongue and looked at the ceiling.
“But Dumb and Dumber confirmed something we always knew,” Williams said, turning back to Jessup. “Forester tampered with your urine sample to get you fired. He bragged about it to them one day after work. It was his first dirty deed for his new government connection.”
Jessup again shook his head.
“That’s great news, Jake!” Flowers said. “You can get your job back.”
Williams held up a hand. “It’s not that simple. For one, it’s hearsay, they weren’t involved themselves, and for the city to admit there was malfeasance they’d be opening themselves up to a lawsuit.”
Flowers looked as if someone had slapped her. “But—but that’s not right. They can’t do that.”
“We’ll see,” Williams said. “But the city can and will do whatever it wants. With them it’s always the bottom line, and the bottom line is always money.”
She snarled “Oh, yeah? I’m gonna show them the bottom line when I sue their butts for false arrest and imprisonment!”
Williams smiled broadly and he pointed a finger at her and said, “I like that woman.”
Then Flowers pulled out her cell phone. “I have something.”
Jessup and Williams exchanged a glance.
“It’s not much, but…” She tapped the screen several times, then held the device up so the three men could see. 
A video began. It was the first one she had recorded inside the warehouse showing the pit bulls inside their cages. The scene, illuminated only by their two headlamps, was grainy, but you could see the giant animals attacking their enclosures, trying to get at them.
“But, how?” Jessup asked.
“As I took the videos, I sent them to my email, but since we didn’t have cell service, they never went out.”
“And when you got back in range, on the way to the police station…” Williams said.
“It must have gone through before they could erase my phone,” Flowers said, nodding. 
“That’s great, April!” Jessup said. 
 
Flowers helped EZ with the dishes. Jessup stood on the back porch and watched the water, glancing toward the trees on Treasure Island and chuckling to himself. Williams joined him.
“I like her,” he said.
Jessup shook his head. “She’s a mess. Smart as a whip, and tough, but doesn’t have a clue what it’s really like on the street.”
“She’s young. She’ll figure it out. Especially if she has someone helping her.”
“You mean me? I think she realizes I’m not the go-to guy for doing things the right way.”
“You know, the right way isn’t always the right thing. For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve always done, or at least tried to do, the right thing, even when you knew it could come back and bite you in the ass.”
Jessup scoffed, and Williams turned to him. “Jake, why do you think EZ keeps an eye out for you? Why do you think all those officers in that squad room this morning patted you on the back and all but cheered when they carted those goons off to jail? Why do you think Betty called you after Steve got hurt and they needed help? And why do you think that woman in there sought your help? They came to you because you’re the guy who does the right thing. You’re the guy who pulled three people off a river alive when they all should have died. You’re the guy who fought for the ones who didn’t make it back. And you’re the guy who stopped a monster from slaughtering even more people on Mud Island.”
Jessup took in a breath, lifted his head, and glanced around, trying to stuff his emotions down as his eyes teared.
“You ain’t the bad guy you think you are. You’re a good father and a good friend. It’s time you gave yourself a fuckin’ break because God knows, if anybody deserves it, you do.” Williams turned to go back inside and he slapped his friend on the shoulder. “I think it’s time for some Led Zeppelin.”

 At the end of the evening, Jessup walked Flowers to her car.
“So, what do you think of the gang?”
“I’m trying to figure out a way to take them all back to DC with me.”
He laughed.
“You’re lucky to have such good friends, Jake. Them and all the people at the PD.”
“Yeah, they put up with me.”
She slapped his arm. “Don’t minimize it. I wish I had that many people I could count on.”
“You gotta have a ton of friends in DC and back home.”
“Not really. I’m on the road so much, it’s hard to get to know people. And back home is… well, where I want it to stay.”
“Oh,” Jessup said, tilting his head and lifting his eyebrows. “There’s a story in there somewhere.”
She chuckled. “Believe me, you do not want to know.”
He looked at her for a second, but when she didn’t elaborate, he said, “Well, you’ve got friends here. So, what are you going to do now?”
“Go back to DC and catch up on a week’s worth of reports, then sit down with my bosses and tell them what happened.”
“What do you think they’re going to say?”
“You mean when I tell them ‘I got oh-so-close again’?” He just smiled, and she shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll see. To tell you the truth, I’m not sure what I want. I believe in these cases, but this is like trying to build a house of cards in front of a fan. It seems hopeless.”
“You don’t seem like the type to give up.”
She looked at him. “Well, neither do you, Jake.”
She unlocked her car, opened the door, and turned back to him. “What are you going to do?”
He looked at the sky, sucked in a deep breath, then blew it out. “First, I’m going to check my boat thoroughly for additional cameras.” She laughed. “Then I think I’m going to take a trip out to New Mexico and spend a few days with Davie.”
She beamed, then nodded and climbed into her car. She started it and rolled down the window.
“Keep in touch, Flowers,” he said. “And watch your butt. Section 17 may have cleaned this mess up, but they won’t be happy about having to do it.”
“Will do. Oh, and I noticed you didn’t drink anything tonight.”
He frowned. “Hmm, I didn’t?”
She grinned, put the car in gear, and drove off.




Chapter seventy-three

Dotson entered the office and sat across from his boss. The man looked exactly like he had when they first met during a clean-up operation at the US Consulate in Istanbul eight years earlier. The stress of the job didn’t seem to age Flattner like it did most men. Dotson had known a few like that, people who thrived on pressure; masters at either deflecting it, or dealing with it, but never letting it touch them. They were quickly elevated to positions of authority and working for one was either a blessing or a curse. Working for Flattner, so far, had turned out to be a blessing.
“Good job cleaning up that mess in Memphis,” he said.
“Yeah, but it sucks it had to go that way. Lost a lot of valuable assets.”
“I don’t think anybody could have foreseen the kid pulling a stunt like that.”
“True but if we’d had those built-in trackers, we could have recovered the animals early on,” Dotson said.
“The embedded shock collars should take care of that problem.”
The muscular man nodded. “They seem to work well.”
“What does Bradley think of the new features?”
“Like that drunk in the trailer park, acts like he’s died and gone to heaven.”
Flattner chuckled. “Are he and his team adapting okay to the new location?”
“Other than having to drive an hour to get to the Walmart, yeah, they like it. And being a couple of hours from New Orleans is a bonus.”
“And do they like their new pets?”
Dotson gave a rare laugh. “Bradley actually did a triple-take when he first saw them. Funny as hell, but now he’s got ‘em eating out of his hand.”
Flattner grunted. “As long as they don’t eat his hand.”
“Have any luck with our nosy friend?” Dotson said.
“She’s more politically connected than I realized. At this point, it would do more harm than good to do something overt. We know who she is, so for now, let’s just keep an eye on her. How about Jessup?”
“Lying low. Been doing a lot of work on his boat. Looks like he’s off the juice again.”
Flattner shook his head. “He’d be a hell of an asset if he would just get on board. Both of them would be. I think they’re patriots, they just have a problem with the trees blocking the forest. And they have more lives than a pack of cats. I’m almost glad the drug thing fell apart.”
Dotson shook his head. “I didn’t like the whole idea to begin with. The tricky part about doing something like that is that if it doesn’t work, you might piss them off enough to keep them in the game. But it got them off our backs long enough to clean things up.”
“Good point,” Flattner said. “And speaking of forests, the new and improved NF13 seems to work well.”
Dotson gave a feral smile. “A fitting subject if there ever was one. The infection rate is almost double. From the time he touched his door handle to the time he was dead was little over an hour. Almost too quick for that slimeball.”
“Slimeball or not, he came in handy, but there are plenty of Foresters out there. And speaking of slimeballs, we have a problem in New Mexico.”
Dotson raised an eyebrow.
“Seems our esteemed doctor is balking once again about our new projects and has decided to sever ties with the government.”
“You knew that was coming.”
Flattner nodded. “Yes, but fortunately, his replacement is onboard, so we won’t lose any time when he meets his demise.”
“Any particular way you want it done?”
He tilted his head and pursed his lips. “Quiet, but colorful. Use your imagination.”
Dotson smiled.


[image: image-placeholder]Doctor Felix Rosen got up early to begin his two-hour drive to the southern area of Chibola National Forest. He still couldn’t believe his luck. There’d never been a confirmed sighting of the Arizona giant sand treader cricket this far east. Imagine, an endangered species within driving distance of his home, one he’d been wanting to add to his collection for years. And to be able to say he collected it himself!
He didn’t know this “Sandman” who had posted the sighting on the Insect Appreciation and Identification Facebook Group. It had sounded like a hoax until Rosen messaged Sandman for more details, saying he would like to meet him and personally observe the insects. To his surprise and delight, Sandman sent him the coordinates of where he’d seen the bug.
Doubting a fellow entomologist would be keen on him taking one for his collection, Rosen had no intention of meeting with the man, which was why he was heading to the park in the middle of the week.
When he’d driven far enough south, he took Highway 60 east, then turned north on Forest Road 422, which led into the national park from the southern end. Following the GPS, he drove five miles to a gravel road that cut west through an arroyo, then another two miles to the rolling foothills of the Monzano Peak. It was the first time he’d taken his Land Rover off-road, and he grimaced every time a rock pinged off the side of the $75,000 vehicle.
Ding. You have arrived, the satellite GPS said in a sexy English accent.
“About time,” he groused.
He pulled to the side of the trail, not that it mattered. It didn’t look like anybody had been on it for months. He was definitely in the sticks.
“How the hell did he even find this place?” Rosen wondered, looking around.
Unsurprisingly, there was no cell service, but he still took his phone to get photographs of the cricket. Sandman would be pissed when Rosen posted them on the Facebook group, but he’d get over it.
He grabbed his walking stick, a day pack containing water, his catch net and a collection bottle. The scientist stepped into the oppressive heat.
Though it was only nine in the morning, the temperature was already in the upper nineties, giving him only a couple hours to search before it got dangerously hot, but that would still give him plenty of time. Sandman had given him great directions, including photos of a rock formation next to where he’d seen the creatures. Judging from the pictures, the spot was just north of his location around a small hill.
Rosen made his way through the sagebrush, watching for rattlesnakes. He’d never seen one in the wild, but then he’d never seen a shark in the ocean, either. That didn’t mean they weren’t there.
He stopped in front of a pile of rocks and compared it to the photo Sandman had sent him.
“This is the place.” He smiled, set his pack down, and began exploring.
After a half hour of fruitless searching, he was getting frustrated. Then he saw something shake a staghorn plant a few feet to his right. He ran over, scooped it up, looked in his net, and cursed: a common camel cricket. Scowling, he flipped the bug out. Then he heard a shift of gravel behind the rise to his left. He stopped to listen but heard nothing more. He began probing a stand of prickly pear cactus and heard the crunch of gravel again, this time from behind him, in the direction of his car.
Oh, shit, he thought, I wonder if that’s Sandman? So, what if it was? He didn’t own the desert, and Rosen could always claim he tried to contact the man.
Another crunch.
“Hello?” Rosen called out. When he got no reply, he grew nervous. Then, deciding he was being silly, he walked down the trail toward the sound. He turned a bend and froze when he saw a muscular bald man standing there.
“Uh, oh, uh,” Rosen stammered. “Are you Sandman?”
“Do I look like a fuckin’ bug catcher to you?” Dotson snarled.
The doctor straightened. “You have no right to talk to me like that.”
Dotson clicked his tongue and looked around. “You know, I don’t know shit about crickets, but if I was one, I don’t think I’d live in a sand pit unless it had palm trees and an ocean nearby.” He turned back to Rosen. “But it’s a dry heat, right?”
“I don’t know who you think you are, but please step aside so I can leave.”
“Not so fast, doc, you don’t want to miss the reunion,” he said, holding up a green plastic box the size of a TV remote. Rosen noticed he had a black band strapped to his wrist. 
Dotson punched a button on the device and the sound of running feet came from behind the rise next to them. Whatever made the noise was approaching them, and it sounded big.
A creature topped the rise and looked down at the doctor. Rosen’s heart rate spiked. He recognized it, had grown it in his lab, only it hadn’t been this big. Not nearly this big.
The monster crouched; the hackles running down its back lifted. It locked its eyes on him. Dotson pushed another button and the creature took two steps forward.
Rosen’s brain shut down, refusing to issue a fight or a flight command. Instead, adrenaline dumped into his veins until his limbs shook and his bowels released. Then as it lunged forward, the man’s brain switched back on in time for him to scream.





Chapter seventy-four

Jessup propped his legs up on the transom of Tortuga and gazed across the lake and watched a tugboat maneuver a barge laden with grain into position along with eleven others for their trip down the Mississippi. The bimini kept the late morning sun off the back of his neck and the heat and humidity at bay, making it easier for him to concentrate on the events of the past few days.
He wanted to call it meditation, but with his monkey mind bouncing from one thought to the next, the best he could achieve was twenty or thirty seconds of contemplation before his brain tore off in another direction. The secret, he’d decided—at least for himself—was to stay in the moment, but his thoughts invariably wandered to the past and the future, always searching for the next magical thing that would make him happy, or dredging up the past, looking for reasons he didn’t deserve to be happy. He wondered where that attitude had come from.
It brought up an interesting paradox: in order to release yourself from the past, you had to explore it. The trick, a guy in a meeting once said, is to treat the examination of your past as an act of self-love, learning from it while not using it as a reason to beat yourself up. 
Still haven’t gotten the hang of that one, he thought.
He looked at his phone and sighed, then slipped on his flip-flops, grabbed his truck keys, and headed out. Twenty minutes later he was pulling into a parking lot. There were a dozen other vehicles there, with groups of people standing outside talking and smoking. Jessup backed into a parking space at the edge of the lot and sat in his truck for several minutes, contemplating his next move, his monkey mind flashing from scenario to scenario about what might happen next.
The knot at the back of his neck tightened, and at one point Jessup started his truck and slipped it into drive, but then he closed his eyes, took a couple deep breaths, and turned it off again. Finally, at two minutes before noon, the lot now half full, he walked inside. He kept his head down as he grabbed a Styrofoam cup of very strong coffee before sitting on a bench along the back wall. He glanced up at the front corner and caught someone staring at him. The man smiled and nodded, which Jessup returned.
As the meeting progressed, Jessup felt the tension and anxiety that had been building up slip away. He laid his head back and closed his eyes, and for the first time in a while, felt some peace and serenity.
Ironically enough, it was a newcomer’s meeting. People shared the most tragic events of their lives, which often turned out to be the funniest. The best one came toward the end of the meeting when an older guy with a ponytail told what brought him in.
“I came to my first meeting thirty years ago. The night before I took this girl I had the hots for to a Led Zeppelin concert at the Coliseum. I was plastered when we got there, and things went downhill from there. When Zeppelin came back on stage for their encore, I started screaming, ‘Free Bird! Free Bird!’ That was the last time I ever saw her.”
Someone at the back of the room called out, “Dude, that was you?” The older people in the room burst into laughter, leaving the youngsters to stare at one another in confusion. It was then that Jessup realized he was right where he belonged.
At the end of the meeting, the chairperson asked for a volunteer to hand out the chips. A man stood and went through the spiel, explaining to the newcomer what the different color chips denoted, saving the white chip for last.
Looking at the newcomer, he held up a white chip and asked, “Anyone coming in or coming back and wants to start this way of life?”
A woman smiled nervously and walked forward amid raucous applause. She got the chip and a hug from the man, then sat back down. He held up another white chip and looked at Jessup but said nothing. Jessup shook his head and chuckled. He stood and walked to the front of the room. The room again erupted into applause. 
Jessup took the chip and Frosty hugged him and whispered, “Welcome back, brother.”
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Chapter 1



Liam Sayed was ten minutes late when he left the cave, but only five minutes from meeting his seventy-two virgins. He felt a little guilty as he walked down the narrow trail. He was quick to condemn his relief when they were late, but he would offer Bibi a cigarette and all would be forgiven.
It was a good post for sentry duty. Away from his superiors, mostly out of the wind, and an approach the enemy would never use.
Had never used, he corrected himself.
If there was anything he learned fighting the infidels, it was to never underestimate your enemy. The moonless night was perfect for an assault, but there had been no hint of military activity in the area. If there had been Muhammad Rasul, Commander of the Faithful, and his three top advisors would not be here. Rasul was a careful man, and Liam felt honored to be part of his security force.
In the darkness, the trail appeared narrower than usual as he looked down the slope at the treacherous terrain. The ancient path, little more than a goat trail, was the only way up to the caves, stair-stepping through crags and rocks past five outposts. All the other approaches were shear rock faces. The enemy wouldn’t make it halfway up before they were seen and destroyed. And the tunnels were deep. The Americans would have to level the mountain to ensure they killed their target. This was about as safe a location as the supreme commander could hope to find.
Through the gloom, he saw the large boulder that marked his post. He skirted the massive rock, then called out, “Ho, Bibi. Do not be mad…” Bibi wasn’t there. Sayed’s heart rate kicked up.
He peered into the darkness, took a step forward, and saw a pair of feet sticking out from the shadows. He moved closer. There was Bibi, leaning against the rock, his head down and his AK-47 lying in the dirt next to him. Anger flashed through Sayed.
I can’t believe he’s sleeping! “Get up,” Sayed hissed, looking back toward the cave. “You’re lucky I found you and not Hassem.” The man didn’t stir. “Bibi, are you crazy?” He kicked his leg. Bibi toppled sideways. Sayed pulled out his cigarette lighter and flicked it on. A scream caught in his throat when he saw the man’s shredded face, the flesh torn from his skull, his chest and abdomen ripped apart, his intestines lying in a pile between the man’s legs. Dropping the lighter, the young guard staggered back, unable to breathe.
Rocks clattered behind him. He spun around and saw something on the trail fifty feet from the cave entrance. He peered at it, then his eyes went wide. He clawed at his rifle strap. A shadow fell across him, and something slammed onto his shoulders, knocking him to the ground. Teeth tore into the back of his neck turning his shout into a choked gurgle while a dozen knives stabbed his chest and his left thigh.
In the seconds before he died, Sayed didn’t think about the reward waiting for him in heaven, he thought about pain he never imagined possible and about the strange creatures running down the trail toward the cave entrance.
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