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Hunter’s reaction spoke volumes. Sally could tell he was not eager to work on the second case. And Ned’s explanations did not allay his concerns. Hunter flicked through the peripheral files. They kept getting increasingly bizarre and disconcerting, and certainly not to his liking. Sally smiled. She reveled in the occasion. But she, too, had to admit the case was not the conventional type. Their previous case left them with a bitter savor neither enjoyed. They both wanted to continue investigating the first case. But Ned had other ideas and was pressured to get results. The infamous peripheral files had remained in a dust-filled storeroom for far too long. But the second case was a troubling one. Any case involving the death of a young child is always disturbing. And this one was more so. The young girl was nine years old when she vanished. Her body was never discovered. That was the first alarming thing. Authorities arrested her stepfather. They made many allegations against him. They also arrested the mother. Both spent time in prison, but not for the child’s disappearance. They were both caught with another young child. When questioned, they could not account for who the child was. The authorities took the child, believing they intended to harm her. Both parents made wild claims, appearing delusional, likely under the influence of a dangerous drug. But no matter what the authorities did, they never discovered their young child’s whereabouts. Both parents denied killing her or having anything to do with her disappearance. As to the other child, authorities placed her with foster parents in the State. 

Hunter studied the file. To him, it was expected the government would take care of the young child. They often took victims of abusive situations as far as possible so they could readjust back to as normal a life as possible.

“So where do we go from here?” said Hunter.

“Find out what happened to the missing little girl,” said Ned.

“Where are the parents?”

“In prison. What do you expect? The father is in Stateville Correctional Center. The mother is at Logan Correctional Center.”

“I don’t think they will be much help if any at all,” said Sally.

“I agree,” said Hunter. “If the authorities have not gotten them to squeal, they will certainly not be forthcoming with us.”

“That’s the thing. They are more than willing to talk. The problem is no one believes their stories.”

“Why is that?” said Hunter.

“You will see. But I will give you a head up. They claim something took their daughter in the middle of the night...the perennial bogeyman.”

“And I bet no one bought their lies,” said Hunter.

“Maybe they are telling the truth.”

“You want to believe anything, Sally?” said Hunter.

“It’s not that I want to believe anything. I am open to any possibilities.”

“Instead of debating matters here head on to prison. You will find your conversation with them quite disturbing,” said Ned.

Hunter and Sally drove to meet with the stepfather. Hunter believed tackling him first was preferable. He wanted to deal with the more difficult of the two. Sally was unencumbered with any preference.

The haggard and pale man sat across the table from them. Gregory Harper had a piercing stare. He directed all his attention to Sally, ignoring Hunter entirely. He answered and spoke with only her. Hunter could tell he was a pedophile, a rapist, and the worst of the worst. He likely deserved the electric chair. He licked his lips as he eyed Sally. He puckered at her and bit his lips until blood poured. Sally pulled back despite being across from him, separated by a thick sheet of bullet-proof glass. They spoke over the telephone line. And as if someone flipped a switch, the man sobbed. His hand trembled, and he kept clawing his face, twisting and pulling the skin with his hands, wanting to rip it off. He stopped. A loud, thunderous laugh startled Sally. She jumped backward, almost falling off the chair. Hunter grabbed her, preventing her from dropping. The man giggled. 

“Did I startle you? How was my presentation?”

Sally eyed him. She gave Hunter long sides stare.

“How may I help you? I was told FBI agents wanted to speak with me?”

Still unsure what the hell had happened, Sally hesitated.

“I must apologize. It was unkind of me. You should have seen your reaction, rather pathetic, but priceless.”

“And you think it was amusing?” said Hunter. The man ignored him. “What games do you play?” 

“Games, you want to play a game?”

“No!” said Sally.

“I do. Do you like riddles?”

“No, we came for answers to our questions,” said Sally

“You are no fun.”

“Tell us what happened to your stepdaughter, Dorothy,” said Sally.

“That’s what I want you to find out for me.”

Sally breathed hard. “You are inside this prison—”

“Not for her murder. I am here for something unrelated. I have harmed no child.”

“They found you with another minor, Valerie Stein, a nine-year-old little girl,” said Sally.

“What do you call that?” said Hunter.

“A terrible misunderstanding. Both my wife and I were at the wrong place at the right time.”

“It should be the wrong place at the wrong time,” said Hunter.

He ignored Hunter. 

“Exactly as my colleague stated.”

“No. We were in the right place. But the time was the wrong time.”

“You were caught with a child. What were your intentions?”

“Intentions? We rescued her. We were taking her to safety. But the authorities came and did not believe our story.”

“That’s because you could not explain who she was.”

“We did. She is our daughter.”

“You have one stepdaughter. That is what we came to investigate. Where is her body?”

“We don’t know what they did with her body. All we know is the little girl they found us with is our little girl. We would never hurt our child.”

“Authorities found the bodies of two girls on your property. How do you explain that?”

“I can’t. We have no idea how those came to be there.”

“We are not buying your lies,” said Hunter. “I have my theory. You and your wife have perversely targeted little girls for your satanic rituals. You sacrificed them and disposed of their bodies in the well in your property.”

“That is not true. I would never do that.”

“Tell us where your daughter’s body is,” said Sally.

“I don’t know. All I know is my stepdaughter is that little girl they took from us.”

“This is a waste of our time,” said Hunter.

“You must speak with my stepdaughter. She will tell you I say the truth.”

“We will do no such thing. You have traumatized that child.”

“If you ask to speak with her, they will not let you. They don’t want you to discover the truth.”

Hunter and Sally left. They both felt it was a waste of their time. Hunter did not expect to make any progress. All they got was to elevate their blood pressure. They both visited the mother, Jennifer Harper. She was trembling, holding a rosary in her hand, rambling. But instead of praying the rosary, she prayed a satanic version of it. Instead of the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary, she uttered hateful chants.

“Lord of the underworld, holy and mighty giver of pain and suffering, I worship thee—”

“Stop!” hollered Sally.

“Did I scare you?”

“Is this your idea of a sick joke as well?”

“Well, yes. Of course.”

“You will remain in this prison till the day you die. There is no parole for you.”

“No, there will come the day both my husband and I will be free. You will discover the truth. And they will have no choice but to release us.”

“And acting all insane, uttering insanities and repulsive nonsense is your way of getting your freedom?” said Hunter.

“I like you. You sure are pretty,” she said to Hunter.

“Handsome.”

“No, you are pretty handsome.”

He sighed. “I didn’t come to get your admiration.”

“Ain’t I pretty?”

Hunter glared at the woman. She was attractive for a woman her age. Her hair was blond, with large strands of gray. Her speckled face showed a woman who had a comfortable life. It made no sense. She acted insane. Perhaps she lost her mind on account of the drugs they discovered at her home. It did not matter. Hunter found her repulsive. She grinned and her white teeth gleamed at him.

“What happened to your daughter?”

“Mother’s daughter? The authorities took her away.”

“Not the little girl they found you with. Your daughter. Where is her body?”

“We don’t know. We simply don’t know. We searched but never found her.”

“Why do you claim the little girl they found you with is your daughter?” said Sally.

“Because she is.”

Sally shook her head. “If you claim to be innocent of any wrongdoing, as your husband claims, you must tell us the truth,” said Hunter.

“The truth is exactly as we both have explained. The little girl is our daughter.”

“And the other two bodies the authorities found in your yard?” said Hunter.

“They planted them there to discredit us and lock us away. They don’t want us to reveal the truth.”

“Well, we are listening. Tell us what the truth is?” said Sally acerbically.

“We do not know about them. We had nothing to do with their deaths.”

Hunter shook his head. She could tell by his measuring gaze he was not amused. She wanted to strangle the woman. How could people be so callous? And she did not understand why she mentioned the word ‘Mother’s daughter’. What did it mean?

“Why did you say your daughter was ‘Mother’s daughter’?”

“That’s a tender way we refer to her. She mentioned it once, and it stuck.”

“It makes no sense.”

“It will. You shall see. You must speak to our daughter. She will reveal the truth.”

“How will we speak with a dead person?”

“I told you and I am sure my husband did, too. Our daughter is not dead. That little girl is our daughter.”

To Sally, it was all a waste of time. Her unstable temperament, her wild claims and outbursts, nervous shrieks, and constant tremors evidenced a profound mental breakdown. Both she and Hunter were desperate to get out of there. Being around mentally unstable and erratic people unsettled them both. Nothing good could come from it. Hunter stared at Sally. She held her hand to her head which hurt like hell. Hunter claimed his head pulsed as well. He had never dealt with mentally ill people before. If this was Ned’s idea to shock them, it sure as hell worked.

He turned to Sally, his eyes distant, “Ned is getting back at us. That much is obvious.”

“Yeah, I agree with you, Hunter. I don’t see the sense of pursuing this case. We should continue with our previous case. Three young ladies went missing.”

“Trust me. I intend to continue investigating it. But we will go along with Ned’s file. I don’t want to give him more reasons to frustrate me.”

“Let’s get out of here. I am hungry.”

“You are right.”

They headed to Lou Mitchell’s for lunch. Despite it was late, they both ordered pancakes, with eggs, bacon, and sausage with hot coffee and orange juice.

“Sally, I don’t know about you, but I don’t like this case.”

“Is there any you do?”

“Well, to be honest, not particularly. But cases involving children are deeply disturbing.”

“You are right. I may need counseling when all this is over.”

“Their explanations convince me they killed their daughter, hid her body, and intended to do the same with the one authorities discovered them with,” said Hunter.

“I hate agreeing with you.”

“Why? We are not supposed to be on opposing teams. We are after the truth, trying to uncover whatever is hidden.”

“You are right. But I was hoping, against reason, I suppose, they were not monsters.”

“This world has many evil people, Sally. That’s what ensures we will always have a job.”

“Unless Ned tires of us and fires us.”

“That’s so true.”

“Maybe we should investigate what happened to the little girl and find out who the other two girls were?” said Sally.

“Yeah, sure. It may lead to the same place. But we must unearth the full extent of their monstrous actions. Perhaps we can discover what would trigger people to become so violent and cruel.”

“We must ask Ned for his opinion. He will probably be able to get us permission to speak with the little girl.”

“And if he can’t?”

“We would be at a dead end unless the identities of the two other girls reveal something.”

“Well, let’s return to the office and discuss with Ned what we have encountered so far.”
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Their conversation with Ned revealed more disturbing information. Both the stepfather and the mother were to be freed. Their lawyer secured their freedom on technicalities. It turned out, according to Ned, the property was not theirs; a witness claimed he witnessed the incident and disclaimed they were involved. He stated quite the opposite. The mother and stepfather saved the young girl’s life. After giving his statement, the man received as payment a bullet to the back of the head, chest, and face. Authorities discovered his body in the Chicago River. The turn of events perplexed Hunter and Sally. Ned and they stood outside the Stateville Correctional Center as Mr. Gregory Harper gave a statement expressing his anger at authorities for the false allegations against him and his wrongful imprisonment. They also freed his wife, and the two disappeared in a black SUV.

“There is another matter I must inform you of,” said Ned.

“The little girl the authorities took away; well, she vanished.”

“What?” said Hunter.

“You heard me. No one knows where she is. They have questioned the foster parents.”

“Oh my. This is terrible.”

“They are not under arrest. It is troubling, to say the least,” said Ned. 

“The little girl could not have vanished,” said Hunter.

“What are the authorities saying?” said Sally.

“They spoke with the elderly couple. They claim the little girl was unearthly unsettling. She hardly spoke. When she did, she kept mumbling things neither understood. And she drew many bizarre things. They will send us the images shortly. Yes, she kept chanting things and drawing extraordinary things. They claim she was possessed. Their home shook, and the little girl levitated, screaming wildly.”

“Perhaps she had epilepsy,” said Hunter.

“Well, that may explain the seizures and outbursts, the wailing and foaming of her mouth. But her hovering in the air?” said Ned.

Ned received the official report. The couple had cameras monitoring general access areas within their home, including their living room and kitchen area, as well as the exterior of their home. The video footage showed the little girl sitting on the floor with sheets of paper surrounding her. She kept silent. Nothing was unusual or showed cause for concern. But the young girl kept drawing with frantic fury. She kept flinging paper around the living room. She arranged the surrounding images. She stopped drawing and chanted, and her seizures erupted. Violent spasmodic shuddering overtook her. The elderly adult man struggled to control her. His wife called an ambulance. The little girl kept shuddering, tossing, and turning erratically on the floor. She twisted, her backbone turned backward as if broken. Her head spun completely until it returned to its original position. She kept hollering incoherent things and levitated to the elderly couple’s shock. Ned, Hunter, and Sally gawked at the images.

“What did the young girl draw?” said Sally.

“Oh, yes. Let me show you. Perhaps it gives us a clue as to what we are dealing with,” said Ned.

The young girl drew five pictures. One was a five-pointed star enclosed within a circle. The second was the palm of the hand with an eye in the middle. The third was a dark face blurred with jagged lines. All that was visible was an eye, the nose, and the mouth. The fourth image was a winged creature with a tail, a face like a devil’s head with two horns, and a human body with hoofs for feet. It presented an open book to a man dressed in medieval attire. Behind the man receiving the book was a woman whispering in his ear. The fifth image was of a slender man with long dark hair, a dark shroud, and a medallion across his chest. On his dark hair was a long pair of horns. His face was slender, his eyes narrow, and his gaze penetrating and mesmerizing.

“What are those?” said Hunter.

“It must be satanic,” said Ned.

“No, I don’t think so,” said Sally.

“And the horns? How about the beast with tail and hoof?” said Hunter.

“Hunter, I would normally be the first to agree to the occult and paranormal. But this is not satanic. This is something else entirely.”

“Why are you so confident in your assessment?” said Ned.

“I believe evil surely exists. We cannot rule it out as a possibility. But these drawings are of a prophecy.”

“A prophecy?” said Hunter sarcastically.

“The bible talks about the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. Well, there is another prophecy of the coming.”

“You are not making any sense,” said Hunter, exasperated.

“In medieval and historic times, Hunter, people ascribed the unknown to the diabolical. They burnt witches at the stake, and they hunted vampires and demons. But many of these creatures were nothing but extraterrestrials masquerading within primitive societies doing devious things to us. See that book? It is the book of knowledge. That demon agreed with the man. He was to share knowledge with man. That explains our rapid technological advances.”

“Yeah, right? So rapid we are in space,” said Hunter.

“Humor me. Listen to my ideas.”

“You are sounding as wacko as those two people we spoke to in the slammer,” said Hunter. “I am surrounded by mentally ill and unstable people.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Ned. “It is not making sense. How did she levitate?” 

“Yes, explain that, Sally,” said Hunter in a devilishly sarcastic manner.

“That’s the easy part. Aliens know the forces that govern levitation. It was not the chants or the wild outbursts. It was something she wore that gave her the ability to levitate.”

“Wore? All she wore was a dress,” said Hunter.

“Her body, Hunter. It is the vessel. Something in her is what gives her the ability to levitate. We must run experiments on her. Open her up and see what lies within.”

“Are you mad! We are not opening up a little child,” said Hunter.

“Not literally, you moron!”

“Ha-ha-ha,” said Ned, laughing at Hunter.

“I was referring to both of you.”

“That’s not funny, Sally. You are rude. Being around Hunter has soured your attitude of late.”

“Being around me? No, she came up with all these wild ideas. Didn’t you say she had unconventional ideas? There you go. She is calling you a spade. I mean a moron.”

“She said both of us are morons, idiot!” said Ned.

“That girl has our answers. That is why they were after her,” said Hunter.

“You mean the parents?” said Sally.

“They are not the parents. DNA evidence shows Mrs. Harper is not related to the child, Valerie Stein. Mr. Harper is far removed from being anything to that child. They know more than they let us believe. They lied and said utter nonsense to let us believe they were both senile. That was a farce,” said Hunter.

“Who could have taken the child?” said Ned.

“Likely them. We must find them,” said Sally.

“Ned, where could they have gone?” said Hunter.

“Check the file. Go to their home.”

And they were both on the road. They drove to yet another home in the woods. Hunter hated homes in the woods. And dealing with little girls made it more ominous. He parked his SUV at a safe distance. Both he and Sally clenched their revolvers. It was dark as they trekked to the abandoned house. The grass was overgrown from years of neglect. They could tell the place had seen better days. They arrived and discovered a home with broken windows, a missing front door, and a damp, dingy, cob-web-filled interior. The house had a small entrance, a kitchen area and three rooms. It was empty but for rats and other slithering creatures that scampered away the minute they flashed their lights inside.

“What are we looking for here?” said Hunter. “They are not here.”

“Likely not. But you never know.”

“This place gives me the creeps,” said Hunter.

“You are used to investigating cases with white-collar crimes going to shiny buildings, chasing after bank accounts, studying ledgers.”

“How did you know?”

“I read your file. Most of your cases are the same. Boring! This is the real world. You will find nasty, dangerous people.”

“As if those we were after before were not dangerous?”

“Yes, those certainly fit the bill. But that is not the case you were used to dealing with. What was your last case about before you took over the peripheral file? Let me see if I remember. Yes, you investigated a money laundering case. You spent days doing forensic audits merely to discover the accountant was siphoning money over a decade to a foreign account. Any auditor could have done that. Yet you were so proud of your success.”

“Well, I discovered the accountant killed a bunch of people trying to conceal his crime. That must count for something.”

A movement rattled them both. At the back of the house, a door screeched, and something scampered away. Hunter trotted to investigate. Sally kept glancing as she flashed her light to give her a clearer view. The room was empty. The window was wide open, and the breeze made it rattle on its hinges. It screeched. But a shadow was cast over. Hunter rushed to the window, pointing his revolver, trying to get a better view outside. But the darkness and the thick shrubs prevented him from seeing anything. Sally, however, was more perceptive. She noticed a footprint on the ground. Hunter leaned to investigate. The footprint was of a shoe, likely of an adult male. It was larger than his footprint. Sally suggested it could be Mr. Harper’s. Hunter was dismissive. Mr. Harper would not rush out of prison to this place. He was likely running for the border before authorities changed their minds. Hunter was not sure what he expected to find. The house had nothing. Whatever furniture that once adorned the place had been stripped out. 

“Hunter, this place has a basement.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

They both headed down. The wooden floor was dangerously deceptive. Sally almost fell through, believing it was sturdy. Hunter stayed behind. He would keep an eye out, so no one would surprise them below. Sally glared at him. She gently pressed one step. Slowly, she let the full weight of her body fall. She kept going one step at a time. All the while, she oscillated her hand across, flashing to let her see what, if anything was below. She could tell it had rained. The ground was moist, and the place was filled with mildew. The croaking of frogs was not reassuring. A bird flew past her head and out of the basement, startling her. She almost fell. The basement had a large wooden box. 

“Hunter, come down. I need you to help me open this box.”

The moment Hunter pressed his foot down; he fell through the stairs to the floor. He did not take precautions and follow what she did. But despite his embarrassing fall, he discovered something they may not have otherwise discovered. There was a metal rod that hurt his back, buried under the stairs. Hunter could not see what it was. He lost his flashlight as he fell. He swayed his hand on the damp ground. He pulled at the rod, which was not a rod, per se. It was a latch to a doorway. The moment he pulled it hard, the ground shook. A stone slab slid from under him, and he plunged into a large cavern below. His fall knocked the air out. He lay on the ground, face down. Sally rushed to investigate and kept flashing.

“Are you okay, Hunter?”

“I am fine...” Hunter’s eyes grew wide; the pain in his temples sharpened.

“What do you see?”

He groaned. He could not see a thing, as his flashlight was nowhere to be found.

“Hunter, answer me,” said Sally tersely.

He was too overwrought and trying to regain his composure from the blunt fall. Hunter glanced up languidly. “Sally, I can’t see a thing,” he said dejectedly. “Flash with your light.”

She flailed around him to give him a sense of his surroundings. The light reflected from the metallic surface of his flashlight, which was wedged in a corner. He picked it up and checked. It was functioning, but the fall turned it off. He smiled as it worked. He flashed, flaying. His eyes darted continuously in every direction. He froze.

“Hunter, you haven’t told me what you discovered.”

“Come down, Sally. You will want to look.”

Hunter glanced at Sally, his smile broader.
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They stood in a chamber that was an elaborate underground bunker. Both he and Sally were stunned. They had more questions now. What was it doing there? And who built it? Sally held her revolver in one hand and flashed with the other. Hunter did the same. They had entered a long passageway. Hunter knew it was not a good thing. Long, narrow passageways always led to unpleasant surprises. They reached an intersection. Three tunnels diverted. Each had interconnecting chambers and other tunnels. Most were empty. But it was obvious it was not a natural cave system. Someone built it. But neither Hunter nor Sally could read the strange writings on the walls. It mirrored what the little girl drew. They recognized the star with the circle. Hunter thought maybe it was the place for their weird rituals or whatever they did. 

“What the hell is this place?” said Sally.

“Maybe it was an abandoned bunker, perhaps a military base hidden during the Cold War.”

“No, this is something else. What were they doing here? What did they use it for?”

They followed the Middle Passage. It kept getting narrower the farther they progressed. Finally, they exited a small shaft hidden from view deep inside the bushes. Hunter was the first to exit, and he kept flashing to get a sense of where they were. Sally emerged soon after. Hunter glanced. A sobbing sound broke the silence. To Hunter, it sounded like a young child. They hurried toward the shrieking sound. A blinding light broke the darkness. A gust of wind caused the trees to shiver, shedding their leaves. It forced Hunter and Sally to cover their faces as shrubs from the swaying trees lashed at them. The sobbing continued and intensified. They were closer. They emerged into an opening. A young girl stood motionless, blindfolded, with blood seeping through the blindfold. She wore a white dress with a pleated yellow cross-section above her waistline and up to her chest. Covering her dress, she wore a thick black jacket, and she held a teddy bear with both hands. Her long black hair was disheveled, and a strand fell across her face. Blood dripped from her eyes down her pale white face. Her lips were painted red with a streak unceremoniously etched across her chin. The little girl had a beaded chain tied to her waist.
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