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“Hey!  It’s Cryptic Carl here,” the radio host’s voice boomed over the airwaves.  “It’s the middle of summer, but I wanna treat it like Halloween is right around the corner.  I wanna hear your best paranormal experience stories.  Ghosts.  Bigfoot.  Dogman.  Werewolves.  Vampires.  Loch Ness.  Aliens.  Tell me about haunted houses in the area.  Everything’s on the table.”  His name was actually Larry Devers.  He’d just started his evening shift on the air at WJFX (commonly known as The Fort) and he’d recently been given permission to try something different.  With so many paranormal, alien, bigfoot and dogman podcasts and shows blowing up on television and the internet, he figured he’d give the chaotic realm an open door on his show.  

The station’s numbers were plummeting as listeners seemed to be focusing more on podcasts and the internet for their entertainment.  Sponsors wanted out and The Fort would probably shut down in the next year or two.  “I’ll be with you all night tonight.  The only request I have is that you specify if it’s a personal experience or local legend.  I’m open for any of it.  We’ll discuss all the possibilities and let the listeners make up their own minds.”  He knew most, if not all, of the calls would be bullshit stories where people just made stuff up.  But he figured it would be fun and might draw more listeners.  Anything to save the station and his job.

Growing up in the seventies, Larry had longed for the nostalgic days of Wolfman Jack and other radio personalities carrying the ears and imaginations of the people.  He even had his headset specially designed to resemble the old-fashioned style that Wolfman Jack had used.  He’d always been fascinated with the wild stories of the original radio broadcast of War of the Worlds by H. G. Wells and the subsequent narratives of the panic it had caused as listeners believed they were hearing the true events playing out in real time.  He was relieved (but also a little disappointed) to discover that the stories of widespread chaos had been overembellished by several of the newspapers of that era.  Those companies had used the situation to subtly smear radio broadcasts as they knew it was a direct competition to their business.  Larry wondered what those same executives would think about today’s forms of mass media as newspapers appeared obsolete and many of them had gone under with people getting their news in real time from such a variety sources.  The days of ink were nearing an end.  And, unfortunately, Larry figured the last vestiges of free radio wasn’t far behind.

“Every night.  Monday through Friday.  I want to hear from you,” Larry reiterated.  “Let’s start the week off right.  Get the word out there, people.  I want to see the phone lines light up.”  After pausing for a beat, he offered, “Another option, if you’d like to remain anonymous, is to send a message to me through our website.  Or you can email me.  Cryptic Carl at WJFX dot com.  I’d love to hear from you.”

“It’s not just another manic Monday.  It’s monster Monday.  Or Mothman Monday.  Tell you what; I’ll let you decide.  We’ll put it up for a vote on the website.  We can dedicate each night to a specific topic.  Or make it everything goes every night.  Bigfoot on Mondays?  Ghosts and paranormal on Tuesdays?  Werewolf and dogman on Wednesdays?  Aliens on Thursdays?  Other cryptids on Fridays?  Vampires?  Loch Ness?  Mothman?  You name it.  This week will be anything and everything.  We’ll nail down the format by next week.”  Unfortunately, that Monday would be the last normal day on Earth.  “Let’s kick things off with a little throwback.  Iron Maiden.  Fear of the Dark.”

Larry’s voice, and Bruce Dickinson’s lyrics, carried out to not only the airwaves of the Fort Wayne, Indiana, region, but also across the internet to anyone who would access the station’s website.  Muffled as it was, his message could faintly be heard at the outer limits of the atmosphere—if anyone was listening.

Passing through the asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars, something was coming.  Hidden from anything that modern technology could detect, an alien armada hurtled toward Earth at a speed unfathomable to the human mind.  And it was picking up some ammunition on the way.  The fleet, using antigravitational weapons, towed several of the asteroids in their cloaked, cosmic wake.  
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The impact happened so fast.  Sheila Kinsmore didn’t realize what had hit her.  She’d had the green light.  She was sure of it.  She had been heading southbound on Clinton Street through downtown Fort Wayne and had gotten stuck at the light at Jefferson Boulevard.  Taking the time to blow out an irritated sigh, she knew the lights used to be timed out through that stretch of the one-way street.  Something was off.  She wasn’t in a rush to get anywhere.  Just hated all of the downtown traffic.  Monday afternoon rush hour always seemed to be the worst.  Once the light turned green, she put her foot on the gas.  As soon as she got out into the intersection, a large SUV T-boned her as it sped through the red light.  Her sedan rocked and flipped on its side.  It would have completely rolled over had it not slammed into the car in the next lane.  Both cars came to a halt.  The SUV backed up then fled the scene, leaking a trail of antifreeze and oil as it turned and limped down Clinton.

Sheila screamed in frustration as the whole world tipped on its side.  Her coffee exploded throughout the car and rained down on her.  The side airbags had deployed and acted as a makeshift pillow while she tried to comprehend what the hell had happened.  Through the windshield, she saw a pair of feet approach.  A man then squatted down to peer at her.  She could barely hear his voice as he spoke.  She wasn’t sure if that was from the impact or the confusion of the situation.

“Are you okay?” Paul Henderson asked as he stared at the disheveled woman in the car.  “I called 9-1-1,” he stated, still holding his phone as he gave information to the dispatcher.  Paul had been driving the car Sheila’s vehicle was pinned against.  Into the phone, he said, “Clinton and Jefferson.  Car on its side.  Driver’s trapped inside.”  He listened for a second then, to the woman, he offered, “Help is on the way.  Police, fire and EMS.”

Why are they sending the fire department? Sheila immediately wondered.  Then she thought her car must’ve been on fire.  Panicking, she reached down and unbuckled her seatbelt. She tried to find the best handhold to pull herself up and out.

Seeing her trying to free herself, Paul dropped down to one knee and placed a hand on the windshield.  “Don’t move!  They’re going to come and get you out,” he advised.  Several years prior, Paul had worked on the Saint Joseph Township Volunteer Fire Department—before its doors were permanently closed.  He knew what she was experiencing.  He’d been on countless traffic accidents with a “party pinned” and knew she needed to remain as motionless as possible.  If she’d had any injuries, her movements would surely exacerbate them.  

A pair of Federal Q sirens blared out and echoed off of the surrounding buildings.  Fire Station 1 sat within a half-mile of the incident.  The engine, ladder truck and battalion chief—all nine firefighters stationed at that engine house—made their way to the scene.

Upon arrival, the battalion chief, Jacob O’Neil, pulled his SUV to a stop in the far right lane—the same lane in which Sheila had been idling at the light.  “Truck 1.  Block the two lanes behind me.  Engine 1.  Drop your crew and equipment then loop around and block the two northern lanes of Jefferson,” he ordered.

Engine 1 arrived just behind the chief.  The driver, Mark Selig, pulled up next to the crash site and waited for the other three firefighters to disembark with all of their medical equipment.  Once they did, he drove further down Clinton with his lights still flashing.  He turned on Lewis, then Calhoun and had to engage the siren again as he made the right on Jefferson to fight through the snarl of one-way eastbound traffic to position the rig as a protective barrier between the accident scene and oncoming vehicles.

Truck 1 slid in at an angle behind the chief’s SUV and quickly hauled all of the extrication equipment up to the scene.  Two police cars arrived and took up station further back from the big truck in the two right lanes in an attempt to further divert traffic.

Sabrina Dunne, the firefighter/paramedic from Engine 1 used a window punch to pop the rear window open.  Once the glass shattered, she said to Sheila, “Stay as still as possible.  I’m getting in here with you.”  She then, with gloved hands, cleared the remnants of glass debris from the frame before ducking into the vehicle.  Not only was Dunne the station’s lead medic, but she was also the smallest of all the members assigned to Station 1, making her the best candidate to operate within a confined space.  She carried a blanket with her and unfolded it over the top of the patient.  Dunne then removed her extrication gloves to reveal the latex medical gloves she’d already had on beneath them.  Gently and cautiously, she placed her hands on the sides of Sheila’s head to ensure cervical spine immobilization.  “It’s gonna get kinda noisy in here.  But don’t worry.  We’ll get you out as quick as we can,” she advised.

“You had any extrication runs yet?” Lieutenant Chris Schafer asked Ted Baker, the rookie firefighter with four months on the job who had just been assigned to Station 1 for a two-month tour.  “Any time on the tools?”

“Just training,” Baker sheepishly replied.  In his short time on the job, Baker had made a few fires—two of them first-in—and several medical assist runs, but had yet to operate the extrication tools on an actual incident.  

Schafer looked to Captain Bill Trenton (from Truck 1) as he approached.  “Get the kid some tool time?” he asked.

Trenton nodded.  Looking over his shoulder he called out to Matt Daniels who was carrying the spreaders and cutters up to the scene.  “I want you and Jeremy to stabilize the car.  The kid’s gonna get the tool.”

Daniels nodded, placed the tools down near the car and went back to the truck to grab the stabilizing jacks while Jeremy Stillwell and Carter Gibbs carried the gas-powered generator up to the scene.  Daniels hated the idea of giving up the extrication tools.  It was almost as bad as being ordered to relinquish the nozzle on a first-in fire.  But he knew that the rookie needed the hands-on experience.

After successfully blocking the traffic on Jefferson, Selig got out of Engine 1 and hustled over to the truck to grab a crate of cribbing (multiple pieces of wooden two-by-fours, four-by-fours and wedges) to help immobilize the vehicle.  They had to get the car stabilized before they could attempt any extrication efforts.  Any unnecessary movement to the vehicle could cause or further increase injury to the patient.

“Were you involved?” Schafer asked Paul while all of the firefighters were attending to their tasks.

“I was in this car.  Technically involved.  But not injured at all,” Paul said.  He didn’t bother to tell them about his long-ago volunteer history.  He knew it wasn’t important and he was well aware of the paid department versus volunteer department rift that had taken root years ago.  He had heard things were improving along that front, but in the moment, none of that mattered.  “The
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