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Summary: “Private investigator Frank Adharc has just been hired to find the daughter of a missing industrialist. Fortunately, as an anthropomorphic triceratops, he's the perfect person to enter the world of dinosaurs the girl has gotten mixed up in. He begins an odyssey that brings him into the midst of gangster utahraptors, a grieving stegosaurs, the friendly but evasive mother of the girl who's not sharing everything, and a certain dilophosaurus hitwoman whose team of war veterans is looking to stop Frank's investigation fast. He has to return the girl, dodge attempts on his life, avoid a career-climbing police detective, and find out how a new dinosaur-friendly subdivision being built outside town ties into all of this.”
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Chapter 1
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I pulled into River Oaks looking every bit as out of place in the neighborhood as a dinosaur driving a twenty-year-old SUV. Driving down San Felipe surrounded by shiny new Rolls-Royces, Mercedes and Maseratis, my old Ford Expedition would have stood out even if it weren’t for all the war wounds it picked up over the years.

Turning down Larchmont, I drove deeper into the Norman Rockwell painting of Houston’s old money neighborhood, each street carefully manicured with perfect flowerbeds, shortly shorn yards and the occasional landscaper that made those things happen. All the houses were open and exposed to the road; none of those Fort Knox brick walls with a gate in front. Everyone’s welcome to swing by and look at all the money on display.

A River Oaks Patrol truck took an interest in me as I pulled in front of the house. Stepping out of the Expedition, I popped my fedora on my head; had to look the part. I straightened my trench coat with one hand and pulled my briefcase out of the car with my other as the patrol truck made a big show of parking on the opposite side of the lane, coming to an abrupt stop. My tail flicked the driver’s door of my car closed as I began to walk up the driveway to the home of Mr. Sam Lancaster.

I knocked three times on the door, making a half turn to see if the patrol truck was still there. Yup. I smirked to myself as the front door creaked open, a maid stepping out to greet what she expected was going to be a human, her double take when she saw me standing in the doorway caused her to clutch her heart. For someone like me, you have to get used to that reaction fast or your life is going to be a big misery pile-up.

“Frank Adharc, here to see Sam Lancaster. He’s expecting me.”

She gathered her wits and then, “Wait here, please.”

The door closed, private time again. I pivoted on my heel to see if rent-a-douche was still parked across the street. Yup again. I waved at him, while he rolled up his window and went back to running my plates on his onboard computer.

I looked around the front yard. The house was a plantation style two-story brick mansion, complete with the giant “look at me” white columns out front. Big rectangle windows with white wooden shutters surrounding them. Nice 20th century architecture for a nice, valued member of the community. Pretty warm morning in Houston, just coming out of winter. Four whole weeks this year, the sun must have been on vacation for once.

The familiar sound of the doorknob rustling brought my attention back to the job, and the housekeeper was a lot calmer this time. She had braced herself before opening the door, I can tell.

“Come this way, please,” she motioned.

Turning one last time, I could see the patrol truck shift into drive. I guess he’s earned his paycheck for the hour. I stepped inside the house to meet my future employer, ducking my head to avoid my horns catching the top of the doorframe. 

The house had a nice two-story foyer with twin sets of staircases running up both side walls. I figured a guy like Lancaster probably likes keeping his options open. Nice tall ceilings too, won’t have to duck much in here. When you’re eight feet tall, your lower back appreciates every chance it gets to stay upright. I followed the lady into a corridor on the side of the house that dead ended at giant mahogany double doors. She opened the doors and I stepped in.

The smell from the cocobolo desk hit me as soon as I walked in, though the newton’s cradle and “Don’t Ask Me, I Only Work Here” sign on top of it kind of ruined the mystique. The room was a busy looking personal office, with a wooden bookshelf loaded with all the top business guides and corporate CEO biographies. Various tacky posters hung on the wall, including a Bedard duck poster that’s an identical twin for one furnishing my office as well.

The man behind the desk was drinking a bourbon and branch, from the looks of him, obviously, not his first of the morning. I took my hat off as he slowly looked up at me, his forehead sporting a thin line of sweat.

“Thanks for coming on such short notice, Mr. Adharc,” he finally sputtered out, taking another drink before looking me over. “You’ll have to forgive me; I’ve had some rather unsettling news...”

I rocked my head back and forth in reaction to that. “It’s been my experience that people don’t call me if their life is all rosy.”

He just nodded at that, swallowed and then looked me over. “I’ve never been this close to... one of you.”

“Dinosaur,” I said helpfully. “No sense beating around the bush.” I flicked my tail up so it landed with a loud thud on the floor. Sometimes helps to underline these things to break the ice.

He just sort of nodded, and then said, “My... daughter is missing. I haven’t seen her in two days now.”

I let that sit for a second, no need for snappy remarks when a guy drops a bombshell like that on you.

He continued. “I’m told that you’re quite a capable, uh, person Mr. Adharc. You’ve come highly recommended by the people I’ve contacted.”

Always nice to get a compliment. “I appreciate that Mr. Lancaster, and I’m sorry to hear about your daughter. But still I gotta wonder, what made you call me? A man with your resources could have hired an entire army to look for her.”

He winced a second as he collected his thoughts. “My daughter, Dorothy, has recently been seeing a boy she met in town. He’s a... dinosaur. Not like you, he’s the kind with those spikes on his back...”

“Stegosaur,” I said helpfully. I try to be helpful.

“Er, right. You’re a... I’m sorry, I never keep track of these things.”

“Triceratops,” I said, still helpful. “It’s easy to remember, tri- for three, and I got three horns on my head.”

I saw he was just trying to make distracting conversation. Back to the topic at hand. “I’ve never met this boy myself, but he’s been to my house while my wife Vera was here on a few occasions. Connor Pearson is his name; my wife tells me. Anyway, from what I understand he’s a bit of a troublemaker at his school. A rabble rouser, trying to get the school to make more accommodations for dinosaurs, and protesting different city projects outside class.”

Familiar feelings rushed over me at those words, I could picture some similar comments escaping my own mouth when I first got back from the war. But no sense soapboxing to the client, they don’t pay you for your politics. Besides, I got the feeling that this guy is three seconds away from segueing into some “Don’t we give you people enough stuff?” rant if I press the issue and that’s just gonna end up with me out of a job at best and being hauled off to jail for assault at worst.

Besides, whatever this guy’s views on my kind, he had a missing daughter. Focus on that.

“So, how did your daughter end up missing?”

He grimaced. “I... told her I didn’t want her associating with such a boy. He wasn’t a good example for her to be hanging out with. She seemed to take that personally and snuck out that evening after dinner.”

I could probably guess a few more reasons Mr. Lancaster didn’t want his daughter to be seen hanging out with Connor, and it wasn’t just for the boy’s social views.

“So, I’m assuming this answers my earlier question. You’re thinking she’s hiding somewhere with this boy and that a detective who knows his way around the dinosaur culture would be your best bet to find out where your daughter may be?” 

The look on his face seemed to confirm that. It’s not unusual for folks in our community to get tight lipped if a bunch of humans, police or otherwise, show up in our neighborhoods asking questions. I have to admit, Lancaster’s not the first to ask me to do some snooping along these lines, having a dinosaur ask these questions sometimes gets answers, or at least friendlier lies.

Lancaster returned the conversation to business. “What are your rates, Mr. Adharc?”

“I charge $750 a day, plus expenses,” I rattled off in a well-rehearsed spiel.

He just sort of sneered at my prices. Daughter or no daughter, I guess business is business. “Seems a little higher than I was expecting. And expenses?”

“The money isn’t all going into my wallet, I have to fund my business, including my secretary, and Uncle Sam, despite thanking me for my military service, still likes to wet his beak in my bank account.

“As for expenses, I sometimes have to pay for access to government documents, entrance to various buildings or other events, and also just flat out bribe some witnesses for information. Lots of folks unwilling to share crucial information out of a sense of civic duty might loosen their tongue if dead presidents exchange hands.”

The more I explained it to him, the more he just nodded, recognizing the reality of the situation.

“I know, it’s not glamorous work, but like I said earlier, I don’t deal with folks without friction in their lives.”

He switched back to concerned father, “And how will I know how the search is going?”

“I’ll provide daily updates, either by phone or in person, here, at your office or anywhere you like. Plus, I’ll maintain a detailed expense list with explanations of what each payment was used for and provide you with this daily as well.”

Lancaster just looked down at his desk for a few moments, thinking this over. My tail twitched anxiously, conducting an invisible orchestra behind me. He seemed to come to a decision, pulling his checkbook out of his desk drawer.

“Okay, you’re hired. Who do I make this out to?”

“Adharc Investigation Agency, if you will. I require a retainer up front for four days’ work. I also have my contract here...” I pulled a piece of paper from my briefcase. “If I haven’t made substantial progress within three days, I’ll refund your retainer minus a partial payment for my services.”

Lancaster quickly signed the paper, well-practiced from a lifetime of closing deals it seems. He handed it over to me, and I added, “I’ll have my secretary send you a copy when I get back to the office. I guess before I leave, do you mind if I look over your daughter’s room?”

He seemed annoyed at that question. “Is that necessary? The police already searched it yesterday.”

I shrugged. “I find it helps me get an idea of the missing person, plus it doesn’t hurt to have another set of eyes. I might notice something a human wouldn’t pick up on.”

He reluctantly nodded. “Okay then. My wife may be in the room though, as you can guess, she’s been distraught since Dorothy went missing.”

I nodded, turning to leave. “I’ll be respectful Mr. Lancaster, you can count on that.” I turned to give one more look at his office. “By the way, you have a very nice house. What sort of business are you in if you don’t mind my asking?”

Lancaster blinked and gathered himself. “I’m CEO of Bayou City Properties and Development. We’re one of the largest property developers and civil engineering firms in the city. Why, does that matter?”

“It might not,” I said, before heading toward the door. “Your daughter might have run away, or someone who knows who you are might have taken her. I don’t want to think worst case scenario, but it helps to know as much as I can.”

I met the housekeeper outside the door. Explaining the situation to her, she led me upstairs toward Dorothy’s room. The upstairs had a pleasant flowery scent, lavender, my nose tends to pick up on flora pretty quickly. I followed her down a white hallway to a light brown door. She knocked before entering, and I peeked in to see a middle-aged woman with a short, curled bob cut sitting on the edge of the bed. Her brunette tresses bounced as she turned to face us, and she let out a little sigh.

She made a slight reaction when she saw me, but I could tell she was much more used to the sight of dinos than her housekeeper, she quickly adjusted and got up to greet me.

“Hello Mr. Adharc, my husband told me you’d be here today,” she said, standing up in her daughter’s room. She wore a blue riding outfit, whether they owned any horses or not was a mystery to me.

“You can call me Frank if you like, ma’am. I would like to take a look around in here if you don’t mind.”

She just nodded, eyes glancing downward. “It’s okay. I’ve been spending time myself looking around. You can understand that, I’m sure?”

I puffed up my right cheek as I nodded in return. “Perfectly.”

I stepped inside the room, looking around at all the teen heart throb posters and cartoon characters aligning the walls. There were some family portraits on the desk, including a picture of her and her mother riding horses. Okay, I guess that answered my earlier mystery. I sniffed around the room, detecting a distinct dinosaur scent around the room, Connor has definitely been in here. 

“My daughter has never done anything like this. I’ve met this boy before, he seemed pretty friendly, but I hear from the police he was a bit of a troublemaker.”

“We all are at that age, Mrs. Lancaster. It’s who we make trouble for that determines what kind of person we are.”

I pick up his odor around the bed and by the computer, walking over toward a wooden bookshelf. One of the books was reeking of him, that’s for sure. I thumbed my way through some of the tomes until I found the guilty party, sliding it out to look it over.

“This a book your daughter likes a lot, Mrs. Lancaster?”

“It’s Vera, Frank. And no, I don’t recall ever buying that one before. Of course, she could have bought it herself...”

I knew this book: “From Human To Dinosaur: A History of the U.S. Genetic Warfare Program.” It was a best seller a few years ago, which means it’s probably 40% accurate. Something’s funny about it, bulky in the middle. I started flipping through the pages when a small flash drive fell out. I reached down to pick it up, showing it to Vera. She stared at it for a few seconds, confused, and shrugs at me.

We took it down the hall and popped it into her laptop computer. There were some pictures of Dorothy and Connor together, that should be helpful.

I pulled out my cell phone. “Mind if I scan this one on my phone? It’ll help if I have a picture to show around.”

“Sure, go ahead. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“Where was this picture taken?”

She looked it over for a few seconds, then let out a sigh of recognition. “It’s a silly e-sports arena. People watch other people playing video games like it’s a football game or something. I don’t get it, but whatever. I’m not sure which one it is, Dorothy never told me.”

I nodded, slipping my phone away. “I’ll check into it. And try not to worry Mrs. Lancaster, there’s always the chance that your daughter will just walk back in the front door herself.”

“I certainly hope you’re correct. Please let me know when you find out anything.”

“You can count on that. Have a good day.” I left her in the bedroom, making my way outside. I took one last look around the neighborhood, the smell of freshly mown grass wafting in the air as I caught sight of another patrol car cruising down the road. This one didn’t stop, just did a slow pass in front of the house. I smiled at him, slapping my tail down on the pavement repeatedly to challenge him. He drove off. Two minutes later, so did I.
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The drive back to my office was expectedly slow, as the ever-expanding I-10 was clogged with bumped-to-bumper traffic. Talk was already underway to widen it further, gobbling up the shops along the highway. But only on the north side naturally, there was no way in hell Memorial, Hedwig Village and Hunter’s Creek were allowing their real estate to disappear.

I double checked as I drifted over to the next lane. Oh, I could see the other cars coming just fine, my periphery vision is top notch since becoming a triceratops, it’s the shoddy depth perception that still puts me off when I’m moving. I won’t be a starting quarterback for the Houston Texans any time soon, not that dinosaurs are allowed in the league anyway.

The radio was broadcasting the latest news about the Doomsday computer virus infecting public computer systems and either corrupting databases or opening backdoors for spy programs to download hidden data. Russia was being petty about losing their latest war and had been unleashing their hackers to mess up our public services and financial institutes. Really annoying, my bank got hit last week with it. I was forced to eat leftovers for two days when my card stopped working, so naturally I was in favor of nuking Moscow. Sadly, cooler heads are asking we try diplomacy instead, so I’ll get my revenge by getting my vodka from Finland instead.

I pulled into my office in Spring Branch about 11 a.m., the scent from the taco truck out front overwhelming on a hot Houston morning. I’m sure it used to be cold in March when I was a kid, but who am I to guess? I stepped out of the car, my yellow scales glistening in the Houston morning. At least part of me is shiny, my personality isn’t going to sparkle for anyone.

My office was in a three-story brick building on Gessner near Hammerly, surrounded by strip centers, gas stations, fast food restaurants and tire salons. All the neighborhoods were tucked down the side streets behind the shopping areas, with a mix of working-class apartments, traditional ranch-style houses with actual front yards and upper middle-class townhomes depending on which street you turned down. I loved Spring Branch, depending on which way you started walking you could enjoy the full social-economic strata in a five-minute stroll.

I took the freight elevator up; I have a special arrangement with the building management. Not that I couldn’t take the normal passenger car, my 700-pound frame easily is under the weight limit, but I tend to take up the whole car by myself and I get the occasional dirty look when other potential riders see me inside and decide to take the next one instead.

I stepped into my office, being greeted by my secretary, Amelia, who was checking her phone as I walked in the door. I’m positive she wasn’t posting on her MeWorld account on company time, or I might have to crack down on that.

“Hello Mr. Adharc,” she said without looking up from her phone.

“Hello Amelia, any calls?”

“Uh-huh,” she said.

“So... you want to tell me who called?”

“Uh-huh,” she repeated, still focused on the phone.

“An army of wild hyenas are descending on the building; we have only moments left to live.”

“Uh-huh.” Good help is so hard to find.

“Just hold my calls for the next half hour,” I said, tossing my hat on the coat rack as I headed back to my private office. Amelia was twenty-four, had sort of a round face with brown eyes and dark black hair she kept tied up in a ponytail. She was wearing some T-shirt with a flash in the pan teeny-bopper singer on it, which if you ask me is alone grounds for getting canned. She had a college degree in sociology, which obviously has done wonders for her employment opportunities. She makes cheap coffee that turns to sludge and has thinly veiled contempt for her job. Yeah, I like her. 

I kept my office fairly basic, just an old art deco desk with green tabletop, a 2047 calendar I haven’t bothered to flip for the past three months, and an old file cabinet that mostly just functions as a shelf for my drink since all our files are digital anyway. I flicked my tail through the hole in my chair’s backrest in a well-practiced move, plopping into my chair with a thud.

I reached into my desk for my tablet and brought up the phone directory app, scanning for numbers of e-sports arenas in the area. While sitting at my desk, my eyes scanned toward my trophy wall: it was loaded with certificates, commendations, my college diploma and of course, my war pictures. I sat my tablet down for a second while I stared at the photograph, my mind wandering back to another time...

***
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I remember being too poor to care about all the genetic breakthroughs of the past few decades, going from partial limb replacements to full on full-body alterations. Those were all fine and good if you had the money for them, but like a lot of folks from out in the sticks, I was more concerned about the shuttered factories and closed-up stores just as I was about to hit employment age. College? Not in the cards for me with my grades and lack of financially connected relatives that could get me in as a legacy.

The war with Russia started the year I turned eighteen. About two decades of continued military actions in Eastern Europe and Central Asia took their toll and a coalition of nations decided to break the Russkies down. A lot of old Cold War patriotism came forward and it was time to let that frustration out. There would be no need for nuclear escalation, both sides wanted to test out their latest toys on the battlefield.

I didn’t have many job prospects, so that handled how I was gonna spend my young adult years. Thirteen miserable weeks at Parris Island dodging alligators and the occasional hurricane and Uncle Sam decided I was fit for service in the Black Sea.

Funny how things work out, I’m a year into my tour when we get word that there’s a new special forces program they’re launching and they’re looking for volunteers. You see, back in the world, the president’s campaign staff had run several opinion polls to see if the public would be in favor of using genetically enhanced soldiers in the war. GenerTex, a big biogenetics lab back in my home state of Texas that had made some of the major advances in the field, petitioned the government to begin supplying super soldiers as the next generation of warfare. It would give us a tactical advantage, making our soldiers unstoppable badasses, and most importantly, reduce the number of soldiers needed in combat, therefore tabling any discussion about re-instating the draft. Everyone agreed this was a great idea, or at least the millions of bots the president had take the polls seemed to convince people it was.

When the question of what kind of genetic tampering the government was fiddling with came up, everyone agreed no one wanted to look like some random genetic mash-up, people don’t want some horribly deformed monster representing them, no matter how effective it would be. You need to have photogenetic soldiers on the recruitment posters, after all.

So, dinosaurs. Everyone liked dinosaurs, everyone remembered being a kid and thinking they looked cool. Hell, I remembered thinking they looked cool. The public can get behind that idea, and more importantly, the Marines and soldiers the brass approached for the project would love to be dinosaurs. And of course, most importantly, Mr. President gets to stroll into a second term with a popular executive win on his resume. Everyone’s happy.

Raptors were a popular choice as you can guess, most folks in the military wanted to do the black ops routes, but not everyone can do behind-the-lines missions, somebody needs to be the regular infantry units. And that worked just fine for me. I didn’t want to be a ninja, I wanted to be a tank. So, when GenerTex came up with the option to be a triceratops, well, that was for me.

Project Cretacion was one of the largest experimental developments in military history, with tens of thousands of volunteers in ever branch of the miliary, from the Army to Space Force, volunteering for conversion. Even the Brass was caught off guard with the sheer size and scope of the treatment group, considering it was pretty much a one-one trip. And it attracted everyone; scientists, philosophers, psychologists; if you could score a series of peer-reviewed journal articles, this was your scientific goldrush. 

Spending a few weeks in a hyperbaric stasis chamber being pumped with genetic feedstock gives you some time to marinate on your life choices. I dreamed during my time mutating away, wondering if I made the right decisions with my life. Ruminated on how I was gonna live in my new body, how I was gonna fit in the world that was built for humans.

But if I had any doubts, any second thoughts about what led me here, I thought back to my rumbling stomach as I looked into an empty refrigerator at age eight, the power getting shut off when dad got laid off at 14 and my high school guidance counselor chuckling to himself as he read my transcript at 17, and all I could think was they couldn’t move me to the reptile class fast enough.

***
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The sound of my desk buzzer snapped me back to the present, Amelia’s phone must have died on her, so she’s probably goofing off by doing actual work for me before going back to her real passion on social media. 

“Yes Amelia?”

“Your supplies are here.”

“Thanks Amelia, bring ‘em in.” She sauntered in, popping the bag of goodies on my desk. “I was starting to feel about feral, these will come in handy.”

Amelia blinked, a little intimidated. “Really?”

I chuckled. “I’m kidding, I’m pretty regular on my medication.” Turns out the lab that was transforming us folk made a few mistakes in the process. If we don’t get certain chemicals on a regular basis, the primeval instincts start to come out.

No one’s ever reverted completely to mindless beasts as far as I know, but there have been some smashed-up shops or overturned cars when someone blew off taking their pills prior to harsh words or worst being exchanged. Humans weren’t always so understanding about this sort of thing, not that I can completely blame them. No one wants to hear about someone else’s problems when you’re staring at a flattened metal heap that used to be your Silverado.

GenerTex had some egg on their face, first for suppressing the news to the recruits, then to the public, so they got the blame when troops started coming back home with mental issues. Remember, we actually won this war, so the media wasn’t going to treat it like Vietnam or Afghanistan. The soldiers were heroes and needed to be taken care of, so we got the lab and the government to foot the bill for our medication. Least they can do.

I popped the pills in my mouth as I looked over the e-sports listings on my tablet. I started calling numbers, getting one friendly rejection after another. I finally landed on a winner: Space City Megasports. Snazzy title. I leaned back in my chair, tail planted on the ground like a kickstand to keep me from tipping over as I held the picture of Connor and Dorothy at the location in my hand.

“So, I think you folks might be the ones I’m looking for,” I said, flexing my tail to turn my seat into a rocking chair. “Now you folks are over in Timbergrove Manor?”

“That’s right sir, Northwest Mall. Near the railway terminal.”

“Very good, I’ll be by there later today.”

I hung up the phone and gave Amelia an exasperated look. “I gotta run over to Timbergrove to hunt down a lead.” The Northwest Mall had recently been revitalized after lying dormant for the better part of 20 years, with the Texas Railroad Commission finally making the vacant tomb that was formerly a retail space into the southern terminus of the high-speed rail line. It’s been an eyesore in an otherwise prosperous middle-class community, which means the money revitalizing the property made the locals happy. At least as long as the people departing the trains are nice middle-class folks as well.

Amelia made a note of it on her pad. “Start an expense account for Sam Lancaster. And shoot him a copy of his receipt.” 

She seemed to perk up at that. “A new client? He hired you?” It had been a week or so since my last paying gig now that I thought about it. This business has lots of lean times, even leaner if folks have an issue with hiring a reptile.

I popped up out of my chair, straightening my coat. “I got some teenagers to hunt down. Probably will find them hanging out at their favorite store or at a friend’s house. Someone’s getting grounded when this is over. Until then, try to stay busy, okay?”

Amelia had a guilty look on her face. I just rolled my eyes. Despite being a giant death lizard, I’m a big softy at heart. And believe it or not, Amelia’s a good kid. I can’t leave the office on a sour note.

“You can take off early today, kid.”

She suddenly lit up. “Thanks a lot Frank!” Jackpot: see, I’m not such a bad guy.

I slipped my hat on, which as you can guess isn’t a matter of just popping it on my head like humans do. No, when you have two horns growing out of your forehead it creates special routines for applying fashion. I had my haberdasher cut two holes into the brim, which allowed me to pop my horns in them and then slide the hat down until it’s on my crown. Yeah, I can see why some folks might think it looks kind of ridiculous, but I’ve had no complaints to my face, so there’s that.

Thinking about the situation with the kids as I headed out of the office, I looked at the picture of Dorothy and Connor on my phone. Both were sixteen; I do the math in my head and realize that Connor must have been one of the first batch of dinosaur children to have been born. Married couples in the service aren’t exactly known for being celibate, and it wasn’t long after the first transformations that pregnancies started happening.

Connor wasn’t the first, of course. Everyone knows the original natural birth dino; his parents were an Army couple stationed in Crimea, the Edisons from Chillicothe, Ohio. Nice hardworking blue-collar family, a really photogenic triceratops couple. They named him Adam, because of course they did. The news coverage was a little pessimistic for my taste, I could have done without the screaming headlines warning about dinosaurs usurping humanity.

I walk outside past the taco truck, stopping to take in the sites of Spring Branch. Nothing but office buildings and ugly little strip centers as far as the eye can see, with only an occasional Golden Arches to break up the monotony. God, I love it.

​​
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I’m not gonna lie, there are times when I still miss being human, finding parking being one of them. I remember as a kid the Northwest Mall parking lot was a ghost town, in fact they used to rent it out to a carnival just to make rent. Funny how a couple of decades and few billion dollars in infrastructure investment can turn a property around. 

The e-sports arena was of course on the busy side of the facility, so parking on that side was a fantasy. I eventually managed to find a spot big enough to park my tank of an SUV all the way in the back of the lot on the other side of the building, swinging all 700 pounds of my bulk out of the vehicle, stepping right into a fire ant mound as I stomped down. I kick my feet sending the little bastards flying, I didn’t tolerate getting swarmed by enemy soldiers in Crimea and I for damn sure aren’t going to put up with it in northwest Houston.

The parking lot was full of tourists arriving and departing at the railway station, various folks either rolling in from Dallas or taking leave of our beautiful pearl of a city. I get the usual surprised looks from out of towners as I stroll through the lanes heading toward the building. If you live on the Gulf Coast, you’re probably used to seeing dinosaurs by now, most of us settled in the swampy areas of the country, it just feels more comfortable for us. But for folks from further inland, it can still be a bit of shock to be reminded we exist. I imagine for folks living in Los Angeles it’s no big deal for them to see movie stars out in public. Well, if you live in the Bayou City, I’m your Timothée Chalamet.

I don’t mind the humidity now that I don’t have sweat glands anymore, feels refreshing actually. But the people staring at me right now aren’t doing so because I can rock a trench coat in 80-degree weather without being glazed like a ham. I gave a family a friend smile and wave and they just awkwardly returned the gesture. See, we can be friends.

The building was a concrete brick built on top of a concrete slab, ugly mid-20th century simplistic brutalist architecture that was all the rage in Houston at the time. It was one of the many malls the popped up in the city in the 1960s chasing the Baby Boom generation wave of putting mom and pop stores out of business so everyone could shop in an air-conditioned tube. Then online shopping came along and killed all the indoor bazaars; turnabout’s fair play, I guess.

I made my way inside the building, worming my way past the crowds as I entered the main concourse leading toward the shops. The inside of the building was actually fixed up nicely, it had a sort of Googie design mixed with modern monitors lining the ceilings and walls announcing the train traffic. A 3-D hologram of a family drinking Pepsi was being beamed near a wall next to some travelers, some of them walked around it, some of them walked through it.

Above everyone on the big monitors was a welcome message starring local furniture store dino celebrity Conrad McKay affecting a Texas drawl through his hadrosaur duckbill to welcome folks to the Bayou City. Should just call it Jurassic City for as much as Houston tries to play up the image.

I spotted a few fellow saurians working inside; a fellow triceratops was manning a security station, a dimetrodon working a kiosk sold knickknacks and an actual tourist velociraptor from elsewhere. All the way up from Kansas City if his shirt was any clue; you can keep that cold weather brother, I ain’t going anywhere near it.

Swooping away from the largest chunk of the zoo, I made my way away from the terminal and toward the retail section. In the main rotunda, I see my destination, the e-sports arena.

It’s the middle of a Tuesday and foot traffic is pretty light, so it’s no surprise the doorman has nothing better to do then to swing my way when I approach the entrance.

“I’m sorry sir, we don’t have battle armor built for your, er, shape yet,” he said, trying his best to be professional. “Try back in a few months.”

I handed him my card. “Not here for your Call of Duty cosplay, kid.” I already know that reference is 30 years of out date, so I’m expecting the blank look on his face. “I’m here to talk to the manager about a missing person.” He just nodded, talking into his shoulder mounted walkie talkie. A few seconds of nerdy red tape and I’m ushered inside.

I entered a dark electronic cave, a massive room barely lit with neon and LED lighting but with select sections highlighted with laser displays and flashing lights, punctuated with deep base music and game sound effects pumping through the speakers. Teens and young adults were wearing clothes that glowed in the dark, various kids with all sorts of weird hairdos straight out of a cyberpunk nightmare walking around and rows and rows of technicians lining the walls at workstations, their faces bathed in blue light as they stared wide-eyed at their computer terminals. 

A combination of wartime jitters and dinosaur instincts kick in in situations like this, setting off fireworks in my stomach. Loud noises and explosions bring back some battle memories, as well as touching off some prehistoric twitches as well. I got both fears of an enemy ambush in Central Asia as well an allosaur hopping out the bushes to chomp into me running through the back of my brain.

An eager young man approached me, his lanyard bouncing with his happy gait as he came up to me. This sight rescued me from my PTSD episode, snapping back to present, I straightened myself out as the man approached me, hand out.

“Dennis Tannehill, I’m the manager here,” he chirped. I took his hand in mine, easily dwarfing him I shook it.

“Frank Adharc, I’d like to chat with you for a few seconds about some missing people.”

“Sure, sure,” he nodded. He motioned to the doorman who brought me in: “Tell Olive to cover for me for a few minutes.” The man nodded and wandered off into the darkness. Dennis turned back to me, “Forgive me if my mind is elsewhere, we’re about to start our daily fighting tournament.”

I looked over at the main arena bowl, with two young people wearing full-body virtual reality gear and a hundred or so teens seated in the bleachers around the pit.

“I won’t take up too much of your time Mr. Tannehill.”

“Let’s go over to this maintenance tunnel, it’s quieter there.” No complaints from me on that offer. We walked over toward some soundproofed doors on a side wall and entered a small white hallway, the outside circus being muffled as the doors shut. Compared to outside, it smelled hollow and lifeless in here, you pick up on that quick when you have one of our noses.

“You looked like you were kind of overwhelmed in there, figured you could appreciate some quiet.”

“I do indeed appreciate it, thanks,” I said, taking my hat off and holding it in my left hand. “No fault of yours of course, but the loud noises, brings back some bad memories.”

Dennis nodded, seeming to catch my drift. He had sort of an honest air about him, a little anxious to get back to the excitement outside but not enough that he wanted to blow me off.

“So how can I help you?”

My free hand pulled out my phone and I brought up the pic of Dorothy and Connor. “I’m looking for these two, her in particular. Her name is Dorothy Lancaster, her father hired me to track her down.”

He looked the picture over. “I don’t know about her, but I’ve seen him before. Stego kid, he’s in here a lot. No offense, but dinos tend to stick out in here.”

I just shrugged at that. “Fair enough. Know anything about his friends, anyone he hangs out with?”

“Most of his friends aren’t here, but I think Olive knows a few of them. The kid has a bit of reputation here. He’s not a troublemaker or anything, but he’s got this reputation as a crusader. Always trying to recruit people to his causes, wanting more rights for dinosaurs, all that stuff you know?”

I nodded at that, scratching my head. “I hear you. I at least got to have a childhood as a human, no idea what it’s like dealing with this body during the primary school years.”

When the scientific minds that worked on Project Cretacion were fiddling with our DNA, the issue of whether or not we should be rendered sterile came out a few times. Scientists, I swear; they create their own problems just so they can solve them. In any case, thankfully, it was decided it was immoral to prevent any sentient being from being able to procreate. Kids like Connor were the first generation of naturally born dinosaurs to come into the world following the end of the war, a sort of dinosaur baby boom if you will.

Dennis continued. “As long as he isn’t harassing gamers or making himself a nuisance, I don’t care what people talk about. It’s kind of hard-to-get teens to your cause though, especially since so few of them are dinosaurs. These kids grew up with every sort of race and orientation being accepted, it’s hard for them to wrap their minds around prejudice.”

“Yeah, I know that feeling. We never had to worry about signs telling us we weren’t allowed to enter places because of racial social rules or whatever. Our being left out is more just out of pragmatism: if you can’t fit in any area, you can’t enter the area.”

Being a large prehistoric reptile trying to navigate in a society built for humans has its drawbacks, I can tell you. One time I was investigating an old warehouse for a missing person when I took one step on the second story and suddenly, I was on the ground floor without stopping at the elevator first. Fortune was smiling on me because I didn’t land on anything sharp.

It’s pretty common practice for folks of my genetic persuasion to ask building managers of older, wooden interior facilities if the upper floors are rated for heavier foot traffic. Newer buildings were designed with this in mind, but visiting any house built before 2000 is asking for trouble. Luckily, Houston is so close to the water table that you can’t build under the surface, otherwise I’d be visiting basements more times than I’d care to.
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