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The Ozark Howler – A Dane Maddock Adventure

Some treasures should remain hidden!
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Treasure hunters have been searching the Ozarks for over a century. Most never find anything. Some never come back.

When Dane Maddock and Bones Bonebrake are called in to investigate a string of brutal disappearances, the clues point to something impossible—an enormous predator unlike anything on record.

Locals call it the Ozark Howler. Maddock calls it a legend. 

But the deeper they go, the more the pieces fall into place:

A lost Confederate payroll. A cave system no one wants to map. And a pattern of killings that suggests something isn’t just hunting...

...it’s guarding.

Maddock and his team must race against ruthless treasure hunters, a ticking clock, and a creature that knows the terrain better than they ever will.

Because deep in the Ozarks, the past isn’t buried.

It’s waiting.
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Classic adventure for the modern reader!
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Praise for David Wood and The Dane Maddock Adventures!
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“With the thoroughly enjoyable way Mr. Wood has mixed speculative history with our modern-day pursuit of truth, he has created a story that thrills and makes one think beyond the boundaries of mere fiction and enter the world of ‘why not’?”  David Lynn Golemon, Author of the Event Group series
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“What an adventure! A great read that provides lots of action, and thoughtful insight as well, into strange realms that are sometimes best left unexplored.”  Paul Kemprecos, author of Cool Blue Tomb and the NUMA Files

––––––––

[image: ]


“Dane and Bones.... Together they’re unstoppable. Rip roaring action from start to finish. Wit and humor throughout. Just one question - how soon until the next one? Because I can’t wait.” Graham Brown, author of Shadows of the Midnight Sun
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“A page-turning yarn blending high action, Biblical speculation, ancient secrets, and nasty creatures. Indiana Jones better watch his back!”  Jeremy Robinson, author of SecondWorld
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“Let there be no confusion: David Wood is the next Clive Cussler. Once you start reading, you won’t be able to stop until the last mystery plays out in the final line.” Edward G. Talbot, author of 2012: The Fifth World
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“A twisty tale of adventure and intrigue that never lets up and never lets go!”  Robert Masello, author of The Einstein Prophecy
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“I like my thrillers with lots of explosions, global locations, and a mystery where I learn something new. Wood delivers! Recommended as a fast paced, kick ass read.” J.F. Penn, author of Desecration

“David Wood has done it again. Within seconds of opening the book, I was hooked. Intrigue, suspense, monsters, and treasure hunters. What more could you want? David’s knocked it out of the park with this one!” Nick Thacker- author of The Enigma Strain

“The literary equivalent of a theme park roller coaster!” BookAnon
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​Arkansas, 1863

Rain hammered the forest, turning the hills into a shifting maze of mud and shadow.  Lightning tore across the sky in jagged bursts, throwing the twisted forms of oak and cedar into stark relief before plunging them back into darkness. Thunder rolled close behind, echoing like distant artillery, the sound lingering in the hollows of the mountains.

The smell of wet earth rose thick and raw, churned by hooves and boots, mingling with the sharp tang of ozone. Water streamed down the slopes in thin rivulets, cutting new paths through the soil as if the land itself were being reshaped by the storm.

Elias Crowe pressed forward without hesitation. His boots sank into the sodden ground with each step, mud sucking at the leather, trying to hold him back. His coat hung heavy with rain, clinging to his back and shoulders, the fabric cold against his skin. A revolver rested low at his hip, his hand near it out of habit.  

Behind him, two riders dragged their prisoner through the storm. The Union soldier stumbled more than he walked, his bound wrists pulled tight as his boots slipped in the mud. Each misstep sent him crashing to his knees before he was hauled upright again. Blood streaked his face, diluted by the rain into thin pink rivulets that ran along his jaw and dripped from his chin. His breath came in ragged, desperate gasps, each one fogging in the cold air before vanishing.

“Please,” the man said, his voice barely carrying over the storm. “You don’t have to do this.”

No one answered. The bushwhackers rode on in silence, their faces hard, unreadable beneath the brims of their hats. The storm swallowed the plea as if it had never been spoken.

When they reached the ridge, Crowe raised a hand, and the group came to a halt. The horses shifted beneath them, uneasy, their ears flicking back as thunder cracked overhead.

Below them, the land dropped into a narrow valley choked with trees and broken stone. The forest seemed denser there, darker, as if the storm had settled more heavily in that hollow. Another flash of lightning illuminated the limestone face cutting across the hillside like a wound—raw, pale rock exposed beneath the skin of the earth.

The cave revealed itself in that instant—a narrow fissure in the rock, barely visible unless you knew where to look. 

Crowe allowed himself a faint smile. “There.”

They descended without a word, boots slipping on wet stone, hooves clattering against rock as they picked their way down the slope. The wind dropped as they neared the valley floor, the storm muffled slightly by the surrounding hills, but the air felt heavier here, close and oppressive.

As they approached, the prisoner saw it clearly: a slit in the stone no wider than a man’s shoulders, its interior filled with a blackness that seemed to absorb the light around it. A faint draft drifted out from within, cool and damp, carrying with it a smell that wasn’t quite rot, not quite earth.

“No,” he said, shaking his head, panic breaking through fully now. “No, not there.”

One of the men jerked the rope, pulling him forward. “Keep moving.”

“I know what this is,” the soldier said, his voice rising, cracking under the strain. “I’ve heard the stories—”

Crowe turned, his expression calm, almost patient, as though he were indulging a child.

“You’ve heard stories. That’s your problem.” He stepped closer, rain dripping steadily from the brim of his hat, tracing lines down his face. “You should be grateful.”

The prisoner stared at him, confusion cutting through his fear. “For what?”

Crowe’s smile remained, but there was no warmth in it. “You’re feeding something important.”

They forced the man into the fissure.

The world closed in immediately as stone pressed tight on either side. The storm vanished behind them, cut off as if a door had slammed shut. Water dripped somewhere deeper in the cave, slow and steady. Each drop echoed faintly.

The prisoner stumbled as he was dragged deeper inside. His shoulders scraped against the rock, tearing fabric, skin following not far behind.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said again, his voice smaller now, the sound muffled by the close walls. “Just shoot me. Just—”

“Quiet,” one of the men snapped, his voice harsh in the confined space.

They pressed on until the passage opened into a wider chamber.

Crowe stepped in first and raised his lantern. The flame flickered in the stale air, struggling for a moment before steadying. The light revealed stone walls slick with moisture, shadows stretching long and distorted across uneven ground.

Crates were stacked along one side of the chamber, their iron bands rusted but intact. One had been pried open, spilling its contents across the floor.

Gold coins gleamed in the lantern light, scattered like fallen stars across the stone. The metal caught the flicker of the flame, flashing in uneven bursts that made them seem almost alive.

The men behind him shifted, their attention drawn to the treasure even here, even now. Greed flickered in their eyes, quick and instinctive.

Crowe ignored it.

His gaze moved instead to the center of the chamber.

Bones lay scattered across the ground—animal remains stripped clean and left where they had fallen. Deer, smaller game, and other shapes less easily identified. Some were broken, splintered, as if crushed under immense force. Among them were unmistakable human remains.

The prisoner saw them and froze.

“No,” he whispered.

The rope slackened as he stopped moving, his body locking in place. “I’m not going in there.”

The men behind him tightened their grip. “You don’t have a choice.”

A sound rolled through the chamber, low and resonant. It vibrated through the stone, through their boots, up into their bones. The lantern flame quivered, guttering for a moment.

The prisoner jerked his head around. “What was that?”

No one answered, but Crowe’s smile widened slightly, his expression colder. “Go on.” 

They shoved the man forward. He stumbled and fell to his knees among the bones, his hands sliding upon a slick surface. The surface was cold, not stone, not flesh.

“Please,” he said.

The sound came again, closer this time. Then another answered it from a different direction—higher, sharper, cutting through the first like a blade.

The prisoner went still.

“Two,” he whispered.

A shape moved in the shadows. It was fast, but the lantern light caught a glimpse of it. A low, powerful shape the mind struggled to define. It was not anything that belonged to the natural world.

The prisoner screamed and tried to rise, scrambling over bone and stone, but there was nowhere to run.

The first impact knocked him sideways. His scream cut off abruptly, replaced by a wet, choking sound. Claws tore into him. Teeth followed. The sounds that filled the chamber were brief and violent—flesh tearing, bone cracking, the frantic, failing struggle of something that knew it was about to die.

The men at the entrance did not react. They had seen this before.

Crowe listened, waited His head tilted slightly, as though he were hearing a sound the others could not. When no further movement came, he turned away.

“Seal the crates,” he said.

One of the men hesitated, glancing at the scattered gold. “All of it stays?”

Crowe paused and looked back at him, his gaze flat and unyielding. “All of it.” He inclined his head toward the darkness. “Nothing leaves this cave.”

Behind them, something shifted—not advancing, not retreating, but present.

Crowe stepped toward the entrance, where flashes of lightning cut through the narrow opening. He paused at the threshold and listened for a moment. Then he tipped his hat slightly, as if acknowledging something unseen.

“Much obliged,” he said.

The bushwhackers rode back into the storm. The cave swallowed the last of the light.
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​Arkansas, 1952

Tommy Wilkes walked barefoot along the creek bed with a fishing pole slung over one shoulder and a tin can half full of worms swinging in his hand. The summer air was thick and warm, alive with the steady drone of cicadas, while sunlight filtered through the canopy in shifting patches that danced across the ground.

His father had always said there was nothing out here but trees and critters, and Tommy had no reason not to believe him.

Mostly.

He left the creek and pushed into the trees, following a faint pull of curiosity he couldn’t quite explain. He had been this way before, but never this far, and the unfamiliarity of it stirred inside him, equal parts excitement and unease.

The ground began to slope upward, soft earth gradually giving way to exposed stone, and the trees thinned just enough to let longer beams of sunlight stretch across the forest floor. That was when he noticed the break in the rock face ahead.

At first glance, it looked like nothing more than a shadow, but as he drew closer, the shape resolved into a narrow fissure in the limestone, easily overlooked unless you were paying attention.

Tommy slowed, studying it, then stepped closer.

The opening was scarcely wide enough for him to squeeze through, a natural crack in the hillside that looked as though the earth had split and never quite settled back together. A cool draft drifted out from within, carrying the damp, mineral scent of wet stone.

He hesitated, but only briefly. Curiosity had always had the stronger pull.

Turning sideways, he slipped into the opening.

The light faded quickly behind him as the narrow passage closed in on both sides, rough stone brushing against his arms while he edged forward. Goosebumps formed on his flesh and a shiver ran through him. 

“Hello?” he called.

His voice echoed, but the sound came back strangely muted, as if the cave had swallowed part of it before returning the rest. He paused, listened, then continued on when nothing answered him.

After several steps, the passage widened into a small chamber where he could stand upright. It wasn’t large, but it was enough to feel separate from the outside world, as though he had crossed into a place that had been hidden for a long time.

As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he began to make out the shapes around him—scattered rocks, uneven ground, and a patch of disturbed dirt near the far side of the chamber.

Drawn to it, Tommy crossed the space and knelt, brushing the loose soil aside with his fingers. A faint glint caught his eye, and his pulse quickened as metal emerged from beneath the dirt.

He dug more quickly and pulled out a coin. It was heavier than he expected, its surface worn and dulled with age. He turned it in his hand, trying to make sense of the markings in the low light.

“Whoa,” he murmured.

A sound behind him made him go still. He listened, holding his breath, but nothing followed except the distant drip of water somewhere deeper in the cave. After a moment, he exhaled and shook his head, telling himself it was nothing more than some small animal moving through the dark.

He stood and turned toward the entrance, the coin clenched in his hand. Then he stopped. Slowly, he turned back.

A faint sound reached him again, low and wet, like a slow exhale drawn from deep within the earth.

Tommy tightened his grip on the coin. “Hello?” he called, his voice less certain this time. No answer came. He began to back toward the entrance, moving carefully, keeping his eyes straight ahead. 

Then he saw them.

Tommy’s breath caught in his throat, and the coin slipped from his fingers, striking the stone with a sharp metallic sound.

The eyes did not move. They did not blink. They simply watched.

He forced himself to stay calm as he continued to retreat, one slow step at a time, unwilling to turn his back on whatever was lurking beyond the reach of the light.

A second sound came from deeper in the cave, sharper than the first.

That was enough.

Tommy turned and squeezed through the narrow opening, scraping his shoulders against the rock as he forced his way back into the sunlight. He stumbled as he emerged, falling hard to his knees before scrambling to his feet and running without looking back. He did not stop until the trees swallowed the ridge behind him. And he never returned to the cave.

They found the coin later, after he had calmed down enough to tell them where he had been. A group of men from town went out to the ridge and located the opening exactly as he described it. They said it was only a cave, and he must have imagined the rest.

A photograph appeared in the local paper the following week, showing Tommy standing in front of the opening with the coin in his hand. The article repeated the story that the cave was empty. Tommy never argued with them. He simply told them he had found the coin in a cave and kept quiet about what was still inside.
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Clay Mercer paused on the narrow game trail cutting through the woods and slowly lifted his head. Nothing moved. The usual background noise—the chatter of squirrels, the distant caw of crows—was absent. The late afternoon sun filtered through bare branches, turning the forest floor into a patchwork of gold and shadow. The November air smelled of damp leaves and cold stone. A faint metallic tang lingered beneath it—the scent of blood, carried on the cooling air. Somewhere far off, a branch creaked, then fell silent again.

Behind him, his dog Duke stopped walking. Clay glanced back. The big black lab stood rigid, ears back, tail tucked low. The dog’s hackles stood up along his spine, and a low tremor ran through his body as if every instinct in him was screaming to run.

“Come on,” Clay muttered. “You’ve chased bigger bucks than this.”

Duke didn’t move. The dog’s eyes were fixed on the woods ahead. Unblinking. Locked.

Clay followed his gaze. Nothing there but thick brush and towering oak trees. Still, a prickle crawled up the back of his neck. He shifted his rifle to a more comfortable position and continued down the trail.

“Probably a bear,” he said. But he knew better. There hadn’t been a bear sighting in these parts in years. And bears didn’t make the woods feel like this.

An hour earlier, Clay had been sitting in his tree stand when the buck appeared. The thing had been big, eight points at least. The kind of deer that got your heart racing even if you’d been hunting your whole life. It had moved like a ghost through the trees, silent and sure, until instinct and experience took over.

Clay took the shot clean. The buck bolted into the forest. Now he was tracking it. Drops of blood marked the leaves every few feet. Dark red against brown and gold, still wet enough to glisten in the fading light.

Duke should have been excited. Instead, the dog crept forward. Each step was hesitant, paws placing carefully, as if the ground itself might betray him.

Clay checked the safety on his rifle. “Easy, boy.”

Then he heard it. A low sound drifting through the hills. Not quite a howl, not quite a roar. It was something in between. A sound rolled through the forest like distant thunder. It vibrated through the earth and up into his boots.

Duke let out a high-pitched whine. The sound broke, almost pleading.

Clay froze. He had lived in the Ozarks his whole life. He knew coyotes, he knew wolves from documentaries. This sound was neither. 

The noise came again. Longer this time, deeper. The vibration crawled through Clay’s chest and settled in his bones. It rattled his teeth, made his pulse stutter, as if his body recognized something his mind refused to accept.

“Aw, hell.” The stories popped into his head before he could stop them. Every kid in these mountains grew up hearing them.

The Ozark Howler. A monster wolf with glowing eyes and a scream that echoed for miles.

Clay shook his head. “Just coyotes. Got to be.” But his voice sounded thin even to him. The lie hung in the air, weak and unconvincing.

The blood trail led into a clearing. Clay stopped at the edge. The buck lay in the grass. His shoulders sagged, his breath came easier.  

Then he saw the condition of the body. Someone... something, more like, had gotten there first. The deer’s rib cage was torn open. This was neither the way coyotes nor cougars killed and ate.

This looked... precise, almost surgical. The flesh had been peeled back in long, deliberate strips. The organs were exposed but not devoured. They had been disturbed, as if examined and discarded.

Clay stepped closer. Duke stayed behind him. The dog growled low in his throat. A steady, warning rumble that never rose into a bark.

Clay knelt beside the carcass and took a closer look. The smell hit him harder now—coppery blood, ruptured organs. The wound edges were jagged. Deep claw marks carved through bone. Whatever did this had serious strength. Then Clay noticed something else.

Tracks.

Huge paw prints pressed into the dirt. Bigger than any dog he’d ever seen. The impressions were deep, the claws long and curved, digging into the earth like hooks.

He followed the trail with his eyes to where it disappeared into the trees. The wind had stopped completely. 

Duke barked, sharp and frantic.

Clay spun.

And then the thing moved toward him.

Clay’s brain struggled to make sense of what he saw. It looked like a wolf, but bigger. Much bigger.

Its back sloped downward like a hyena’s. Thick dark fur bristled along its spine. Its head was massive. The ears stood tall and pointed—almost hornlike. Its shoulders rolled with unnatural fluidity, muscles shifting beneath its hide like coiled cables.

The creature opened its mouth. Rows of sharp teeth gleamed. Too many. Too long. Wet with saliva that caught the fading light.

Then it howled again. Up close it was worse. The noise shook the air. It punched through him, a physical force that made his vision tremble and his stomach lurch.

Duke bolted.

The creature lunged.

Clay threw up his rifle and fired.

The gunshot cracked through the forest. The bullet struck the ground inches from the beast. In his panic, Clay had pulled the trigger too soon. The recoil slammed into his shoulder, but he barely felt it.

The creature moved faster than anything that size should. It dashed away into the brush. One heartbeat it was there—the next it was gone, swallowed by the trees.

Clay scrambled backward, heart hammering. Leaves crunched under his boots, breath tearing from his lungs in ragged bursts. The woods fell silent again. For a moment he thought it was gone. Hope flickered—brief and desperate.

Then he sensed something behind him. Heard breathing, heavy. A low, feral growl turned his guts to water. Hot breath brushed the back of his neck, carrying the stink of blood and rot.

Clay turned slowly. The last thing he heard was the howl echoing through the Ozark hills.
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The White River moved slow and smooth beneath the pale light of early morning. Mist drifted across the water in long gray ribbons, curling and unraveling as they brushed against the tree-lined banks. The surface of the river reflected the sky in muted tones of silver and blue, broken only by the occasional ripple of current.

The air was cool for summer, carrying the clean scent of water and stone, mixed with the faint earthy smell of wet leaves from the shoreline. Somewhere in the distance, a bird called once, sharp and clear.

Dane Maddock sat near the stern of a small aluminum fishing boat, rod resting in his hands as the current carried the line downstream. The boat rocked gently beneath him, the subtle movement almost hypnotic, rising and falling with the slow pulse of the river.

Across from him, Bones Bonebrake stood with his feet braced against the deck, scanning the river through a pair of binoculars. The metal frame creaked faintly as he adjusted his grip, his posture rigid with forced patience.

After several minutes he sighed loudly.

“My grandfather used to punish me by taking me fishing.”

“Sounds like torture,” Maddock said, not looking up from the water. 

“I never understood how someone could stare at the water for hours. At least Chinese water torture is interactive.” Bones lowered the binoculars long enough to grab a Dos Equis from the cooler. The lid creaked open, releasing a faint rush of cold air. He popped the top and took a long swig, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“I can’t imagine thinking fishing with your grandfather is a punishment.” Maddock’s gaze drifted across the river, following the slow curve of the current. He had grown up in Florida, and his early memories were filled with fishing trips—sunburned afternoons, salt air, and the steady, reassuring presence of his father, Hunter Maddock, and his grandfather, Gideon Maddock. 

“You weren’t a hyperactive juvenile delinquent. We only went fishing when I got into serious trouble.” Bones lifted the binoculars again and swept the river. “Hours of tribal wisdom and philosophy in that Bob Ross voice of his. And God help you if you fell asleep.”

“Your grandfather is like Yoda,” Maddock said. “He’s small, polite, and wise and everyone is terrified of him... including me.”

“You’re a nerd, but you’re not wrong.”

“Says the monster nerd.” Maddock reeled in his line slowly, the reel clicking softly in the tranquil morning. The lure broke the surface with a small splash, sending ripples outward. “You know the White River Monster doesn’t exist.” According to Arkansas folklore, the White River Monster was a snake-like creature, ten meters long with a spiny backbone.

Bones froze, slowly lowered his binoculars. “That,” he said carefully, “is exactly what you said about the Loch Ness Monster.”

Maddock shrugged. “It’s probably the occasional sturgeon that makes its way upriver.”

“Or a manatee,” Bones said.

“But not a sea monster.”

“You’re trying to annoy me, Maddock. It almost worked.” Bones tilted his head back slightly, studying the sky. The mist was beginning to thin as the sun climbed, burning away the low clouds in slow, steady patches. “You know, dusk will be a much better time to look for the monster.”

“Of course it will.”

“Monsters hate mornings, and so do I.”

Maddock’s phone began to vibrate. He reached into his pocket and checked the screen.

London Thatcher.

He held up the screen for Bones to see, one eyebrow lifting slightly as he shrugged.

The daughter of a wealthy antiquities dealer, London Thatcher was a former corporate attorney turned adventure journalist. She had an adventurous spirit and a deep curiosity about ancient mysteries, cryptids, and unexplained phenomena. She and Maddock had recently made a shocking discovery together in the swamps of South Carolina—something neither of them had been able to fully explain.

Maddock tapped the speakerphone. “London?”

“Hey, Maddock!” Her voice came through the phone, bright but urgent, with a faint edge that didn’t quite match her usual tone. “Please tell me you’re not underwater again.”

“We’re above water for the moment, but if Bones doesn’t sit still—”

The boat dipped hard to port as Bones scrambled over to join the conversation, boots thudding against the aluminum deck.

“Damn, why aren’t you on video chat?” Bones said. “I miss your beautiful eyes.”

“Because of comments like that. This is a business call. I’d like to offer you a job.”

“We accept,” Bones said. “Anything is more interesting than fishing.”

“What’s the proposition?” Maddock said. Having adventured with London in the Amazon and more recently in the swamps of South Carolina, he expected it would be something out of the ordinary.

“I need your help. I’m doing an investigation for my podcast, and I could use your knowledge... and your muscles.”
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