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Hey, Reader,

I don’t know you, but you might remember me if you were one of Numen’s viewers of my artificial intelligence implant. Those days are long gone, and I’m now into something I never thought I'd do—it’s so unlike me: journaling by going back to the day it all started and then writing down things as they happen.

All I can say is I blew it. We who are what I call “untaken” have blown it. So that means if you’re reading my journal right now, you’ve blown it, too. Period. 

You must realize that now we have only two choices: to accept everything the world has told us to be true, or to trust God to carry us to the end.

I’m sure your path during these strange times is different than mine. But here’s a compilation of what has happened and is happening to me over the year following the Rapture, along with perspectives from those I hold close to my heart. 

I pray you, like me, have found the Truth. 

Waiting for His return,

Sarah
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~ Month 1 ~
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SARAH’S JOURNAL

I’m sitting on a bed at my friend Jeremy’s parents’ house in the suburbs of Los Angeles as I write in this spiral notebook he gave me. Yeah, going at it the old-fashioned way since I don’t trust electronics. I wonder if their obtrusiveness has changed you, too.

In this soliloquy, I’ll backtrack to explain my take when the entire world totally shifted. Everyone in the world—like those still here—was baffled by the tragic event. It changed everything. Don’t you think so?

A month before people disappeared, I agreed to have a company called Numen install a small artificial intelligence implant behind my ear. The insert allowed any of their beta testers or paid customers to watch everything I thought, felt, saw, did—you name it. And if you were a viewer, you witnessed my good, bad, and ugly. Granted, I was paid extremely well to allow this invention to be installed, but I never realized how much it controlled me. I know you’re shaking your head, asking yourself who in their right mind would allow such a device to share their thoughts with anyone, especially the public. Easy: It was my way of being in control, and I’ll admit, I did it for the money. Yep, I wanted to make a statement while getting paid the big bucks, and that I did, only to seriously regret it later. 

I was at our condo in Granada Hills, California, when Numen’s AI implant went live with my viewers. Ironically, minutes later, the strange tri-sound occurred—and then, as you know, millions disappeared. The odd noise happened after I had a fight with my husband, Denny, and right after I found out I was pregnant. Now, if you know me, I like to always be in control. So, I decided on my own that I was the one who would determine what to do with my body and get an abortion. Unfortunately, I never got to confer with my husband.

My first encounter with the disappearances involved children. Two cute girls were on the swing set outside our kitchen window, and within seconds, they were gone. I felt a sharp pain and realized I’d lost the baby I was carrying—it had to be that; I knew it. My baby, our baby—gone.

Being a Type A person and photojournalist at Valley News, I shut down my emotions and raced to the field next to our condo’s complex, where a 737 crashed. I wanted to take award-winning videos and photos for my job. In retrospect, it was all about me and what I could achieve. 

At the accident site, I met fifteen-year-old James Hixson, the only survivor of the accident. I invited him back to our condo, never connecting with Denny, who I still hadn’t spoken to after our argument.

By that evening, my mind was reeling, as I’m sure yours was also. People had disappeared everywhere. Loved ones, family members, and friends—young and old—I bet you miss yours, too. In Denny’s office upstairs, I found my husband’s left-behind belongings. He was gone. I was undone. I contemplated ending my life; I was on the brink of no return.

What made it worse was that there were no children. No babies or kids up to about middle school age. That meant no pregnant moms or newborns, either. Unreal. It still bothers me. No kids, anywhere, including the one who was inside my womb.

Zoey, my bestie, came over, and we drank our sorrows away with wine—too much of it. When she left, I headed upstairs to bed, but being overly intoxicated, I tripped on the top step and fell. I crash-landed on the rigid wood floor, where I lay for hours, contemplating my pathetic life. And pathetic it was.

And that was only what happened the first twelve hours after the Rapture.

***
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BRENT

“Thanks, Agent Hackett, for your department’s update,” my boss comments to our group as I breathe a sigh of relief that my part’s over. He continues, “Handling TOC-CAN has always been easier than TOC-MEX. But let’s move on—next on the agenda is the continued application of OWL into our visuals during reconnaissance.”

I run my fingers through my neatly trimmed hair, part of my standard FBI get-up. Thanks to my wife and her hair-cutting skills, I keep the clean-cut look when participating in these online meetings from our remote location in Idaho. I even wear a collared shirt for appearance’s sake.

I detest Zoom meetings. They ramble on with little direction, and nothing gets done due to all the red tape and endless paperwork. A bunch of talking heads trying to resolve issues with little action from our government now that the Bureau has upended everything and everybody once again. When DOGE cleaned house a while ago, many agents jumped ship and took advantage of ample severance packages, which is fine, but there are too many holes in every department. At least this meeting only includes my boss and seven counterparts across the country; we maintain task forces of the TOC or Transnational Organized Crime in America. I cover the Canadian border, aka TOC-CAN, and my boss is right: it’s always been easier than the Mexican or TOC-MEX one, where most drugs enter. I set up our technical teams and strategize the best possible coverage nationally with little support. Ever since OWL (the One World League) contracted with the US to incorporate their Panatir “best-in-class” artificial intelligence software to boost surveillance across civilian agencies and the military, they’ve taken over all facets of American life, including our government. Our country’s turning into a police state. Nowadays, everything’s automated and monitored to leverage AI insights that make quicker decisions than humans across multiple domains. 

OWL also took over DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. OWL uses the Theory of Mind program, which builds AI-algorithmic models to search for potential adversaries across the board by examining all online information in real time and creating high-fidelity simulations of enemy decision-making. Including psychological profiling, it’s capable of deciding not only who’s capable of a crime, but also when and why. 

Yeah, our desk jobs will, no doubt, eventually be eliminated.

And then there’s my story: During the twenty years I’ve worked for the FBI, I went from an agent to SSA or supervisory special agent to a SAC or special agent in charge, handling over a dozen teams covering WCC or White-Collar Crimes in DC and Maryland. But about a year ago, when my son illegally accessed with ease OWL’s supposedly wonderful, updated computer system, I quit the Bureau. Less than a month later, I was offered a remote part-time position as an ASAC—assistant special agent in charge, covering twelve teams along the States’ northern border—of course, demoting me for my son’s hacking expertise. 

Obviously, I have a chip on my shoulder.

I’m almost thankful when a sound I’ve never heard before vibrates through my ears as I view my laptop’s screen in the office of our large, updated home located on our family’s 260-acre ranch in Idaho. 

The strange noise abruptly interrupts the droning conversation. It’s an odd noise. Like a loud musical note, a command, and a shout—all mixed into one. How can that be? I also felt the audible turbulence in this room, even while wearing my EarPods—like it’s bouncing off the large wood-beamed walls and into my body.

Everyone in the meeting must’ve heard it as we all stare wordlessly at our screens, searching for the reaction of others for several seconds, maybe waiting for our boss to say something. 

The sound’s so weird that my boss abruptly ends the meeting, allowing us to check out what’s happened in our personal lives, trying to find out what the odd noise was, and did it cause any damage. Disturbing to say the least. And will it be repeated?

Seconds later, I hear my wife, Karen, yelling my mother’s name repeatedly. 

“Why are you screaming Mom’s name?” I ask when she opens the double glass doors to the office and enters the room in a huff.

“I can’t find her,” she explains as she rubs her hands together, a nervous habit she does whenever she’s overly worried. “I’ve looked everywhere, but she’s nowhere to be found. We were in the kitchen finishing the dinner dishes while Aya dropped off eggs at Sakura’s. As I went to put the soiled towels in the washing machine, I thought I saw Mom heading to her bedroom, but she’s not there,” Karen replies. “I can’t find Scooter, either.”

“You know she never wears her hearing aids, so she can’t hear you. Maybe she didn’t notice that strange sound. Did you?” I log out of the FBI account on my secured BuTop—what we call the Bureau’s laptop—remove my earbuds, and close the device.

“Yes,” Karen answers, shaking her head. “It was so loud and different. I’ve never heard anything like it.”

“Correct,” I say. “Definitely different. And that dog of hers has a mind of his own. Maybe the sound spooked him. No doubt he’s wandered off to help Ben with the cattle or pester Hack.”

My wife adds, “I used the walkie-talkie and told your brother, who heard the noise, too. He’s on his way over, rounding up Jack in the process.”

“I’ll go check the cellar, but I have no clue why she’d go down there. You women hate its spiders and cobwebs.” 

As I go into the cellar, I see nothing amiss, including my missing mother. I ponder, What was that sound and why? And why do I feel this intense sense of doom?

When I return to the great room, Karen’s standing on our wraparound porch with the front door left wide open. Ben and our seventeen-year-old son, Jack—who we call Hack—are walking across the circular driveway, their shoes crunching on the gravel, Scooter trailing behind them. Aya, Ben’s wife, arrives at the same time in her car, gets out, and asks what’s going on.

“We can’t find Mom,” I say flatly as I step onto the porch. “Karen has looked everywhere.” 

I gently put my arm around my wife’s thin body, trying to comfort her as she starts to cry into her apron. I hate to see her flustered or upset.

As my brother and Aya join us on the porch, I spot Hack walking to the right side of the house to check what we call Grammy’s vegetable garden, my mom’s pride and joy. 

I would join my son, but Karen’s holding onto the porch railing, as if for support. She’s getting weaker, even though she hides her pain well. I gently put my hand on her shoulder. She brushes me off and asks if I can get her some Kleenex to wipe away her tears.

As I grab a couple of tissues from Mom’s downstairs bathroom and retrace my steps outside, Hack screams that he found Grammy—or what’s left of her. Karen stumbles to Hack’s side and is caressing the clothes and jewelry found in the rows of newly planted peas and spinach when I approach them. Hack holds Grammy’s reading glasses in the air, as if to declare he’s located buried treasure. But there’s no physical body left behind.

I’m dumbfounded. Where did my mother go?

In a haze, I follow Ben, Aya, and Karen back to the house, leaving Hack alone in the tilled rows.

As we walk up the stairs on the porch, I have something like a vision: My dad, mom, brother, and I are sitting in a small, white-washed church in Bonners Ferry, the closest town to Hacket Haven, our five-generation family’s cattle ranch. Mom’s shushing nine-year-old Ben for swinging his feet too hard and kicking the wooden pew in front of us. The preacher’s rambling about Jesus coming back in the air, like to get those who believe in Him, but I’m not listening. Being twelve years old, I’m thinking about going into seventh grade in two weeks. I’m eyeing Susan, who’s seated several pews in front of us with her parents and her twin brother, Scott, my best friend. I hope I get to sit next to her in class. Perhaps I can get her to kiss me this year. 

After church, Dad says, “Sons, the Rapture is real. Are you prepared for it?”

Mom adds, “I’ve been praying for you since the day you were born. I hope you believe before it’s too late.”

Yeah, and like that, the memory vanishes. Just like Mom did. Just like my lack of commitment to God or Jesus did. Even with my parents’ constant insistence on going to church with them until I was sixteen, which was the year everything changed. I’ve no interest in religion or its fundamental rules. No, it wasn’t then, and still isn’t for me, or Ben. We hated it whenever Dad or Mom brought up their pious beliefs. When they started preaching at us, we’d give them a blank look and simply nod, only out of respect. It wasn’t like we could tell them to shut up. 

I was more than glad when I went to college as far away as possible at Georgetown University in DC. I had to get away from them and ranch life. I had to. That’s where I met and married Karen and began my career in the Agency.

Later in the great room, I refocus on the scene in front of me. Hack’s asking Aya about Ethan, my brother’s handicapped eleven-year-old son, who gets bused twice a week to a special school twelve miles away. Usually, the bus returns by 6 p.m., well after we’re done with our usual four o’clock meal. Having Ethan at school gives Ben and Aya a break, especially because it’s a hassle to get him and his wheelchair from their house, over a hundred yards away, to our house to eat one meal a day with us. We try to keep a normal routine, but it’s hard to spoon-feed a paraplegic, which we all have taken turns doing since we moved here six months ago.

After my sister-in-law calls the school, we learn Ethan’s missing, too. Not good news at all.

As the hours pass, I can’t explain how I feel. I’ve been in dangerous situations in the FBI—times when I could’ve easily lost my life or my teammates’, or the times I had to shoot to kill. But this is different, unexplainable. It’s as if I’m on autopilot and barely functioning. I’m trying to maintain a strong, take-charge appearance—like treating the situation as if I’m the leader of one of my FBI teams—yet inside my soul, I feel like I’m deteriorating. Call it a fight-or-flight reaction, but I’m unsure of either outcome. What really happened hours ago, and how will it impact our family? How will I keep everyone safe?

When we watch the news that evening, reality settles in and squeezes our minds and hearts. No children, not one, are left in elementary school or younger around the world. That includes all babies, in the womb, too. Major accidents and catastrophes happened around the globe. I no longer know what to think. 

Around 10 p.m., Ben, Aya, and Hack leave, and my wife heads upstairs to bed. But I’m too wound up. I pour myself a stiff drink of Cutty Sark on ice and sit in the dark in one of the Adirondack chairs on the porch, letting the whiskey numb my senses for the next hour. Old Scooter is curled up on a rug beside me; my mom’s faithful friend must be at least twelve years old. I think he already misses her.

When I finally crawl into bed, I wrap my arms around my wife’s small body, trying not to cause her any discomfort or pain. We don’t talk, only hold on to each other for comfort and solace as she rests in the crook of my arm, her hand on my bare chest. As usual, the oak tree outside our window casts its moving shadows across the ceiling and walls, mesmerizing me, calming me with its swaying silhouettes. 

The vision I had earlier returns. I push it away, but my parents’ words taunt me, as does that pastor’s sermon from so long ago. If the Rapture happened today and Mom and Ethan were taken, fine, but I still refuse to believe in God or Jesus, especially because of what They’ve done to my family and me.

***
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ALYSSA

“Dirk! Why are you being such a jerk?” I complain to my boyfriend of ten months as we stand in line at a bottle recycling center in Brownsville, Texas.

“I’m not. This homeless guy in front of us is too slow! If he doesn’t move any faster, I’ll have to send him back to his cardboard tent.” Dirk says loudly enough for everyone in the room to hear.

Just like that, a loud, bizarre noise is heard—no, it echoes throughout the building. It’s short but stunning, like it gets everyone’s attention instantly and dissipates in seconds.

Dirk and I lock eyes, and we stare at each other. I see a rare flash of fear in him. I wonder if my eyes mimic the same.

We look where the homeless man was—and the guy’s gone! Only his tattered possessions are piled on the ground. The beer can he was putting into the machine clatters to the ground.

Dirk doesn’t say anything but quickly looks around the room, then prods me to move closer to where the man was, while others in the building are confused, some of them leaving the premises quickly. A woman starts screaming, asking where her toddler went, as he was right behind her. She accuses an older couple of taking or doing something with him, but the older lady points to the little boy’s clothes, socks, and shoes crumpled on the tiled floor. His Matchbox firetruck rolls to a stop a few feet away from her husband’s shoe. The young mom starts to wail, getting the attention of those left in the room.

I’m miffed when Dirk grabs the homeless man’s empty cans left behind in a large, soiled plastic bag that’s next to the machine. Next, my boyfriend starts putting the recyclable containers into the machine. Of course, after he swipes the white receipt of the cans previously deposited.

Dirk looks at me and squints his eyes. “Don’t say anything. Don’t judge me either. It’s obvious that the bum’s no longer here, so I’m doing everyone a favor by cleaning up his mess and keeping the line moving.” With his foot, he scoots the man’s clothing and shoes over to a nearby wall. I’m surprised he doesn’t pilfer the man’s pants pockets and go through his wallet first.

Needless to say, the ride home in Dirk’s restored 1970 dark green Ford Mustang is no better. While he’s happy he’s gleaned more cash from the extra can haul, he’s yelling profanities when we stop at every light or stop sign, thanks to the whacko drivers who are in his way. Strangely, there are multiple car accidents or abandoned vehicles with people standing nearby, shaking their heads in confusion or weeping. Dirk and I can’t figure out what’s happened.

As I stare through the front windshield, I wonder why I’m still with this guy. Why am I living with him? Am I repeating my past? Or is it because he offers me financial security and was my knight in shining armor when I was at one of the lowest points of my tragic life? Or am I using him until I can find my way?

Let me explain: Being twenty-two years old and a full-time student, plus working as a barista, has thoroughly worn me down. Dirk came to my rescue when he ordered a macchiato with an extra shot of espresso at my job at Starbucks. Right there, he hit on me, and I fell in love with him. When he asked me to move in with him at his Brownsville house five months ago, I felt like I had turned another leaf in my life—a positive one. He’s been supportive, pushing me to finish my bachelor’s degree in computer programming, which I do online and hope to complete within a month. I can’t thank him enough for motivating me to accomplish the goal I’ve had for years.

But I’ll back up a bit and explain the depressing stuff. My dad died of lung cancer when I was four years old, and my mom remarried Neil a year later. Being the only child in the family, I was showered with gifts and love by my stepfather when I was young. I honestly thought he cared about me. But once I was in my teens, he started to abuse me, both physically and sexually. When I told Mom, she didn’t believe me and sided with Neil. I ran away several times to get away from his abuse. My grandma in Abilene took me in when I was fifteen, and I’ll always love her for believing in me.

However, I was a wild teen, hanging around with the wrong crowd and hooking up with the wrong guys. Within a year, I quit school and ran away with an older man, who made me feel special. Sadly, he introduced me to drugs and alcohol, which I freely accepted. I’d do anything to please him, mainly because he took care of me. I was out of control but kept being used, and admittedly, I used others to survive. 

Broken, abused, and burned once again, I had finally reached bottom when I sneaked away from the man’s clutches one night when he had passed out from drinking. Luck found me when a lady I met on a bus bench told me about a women’s shelter where I could detox, go back to school, get my GED, and become a responsible adult. I had turned nineteen that year, and during these last three years, I’ve accomplished all my goals; I even exceeded some, such as working on my degree and having a somewhat decent relationship with the opposite sex.

When Dirk parks his car at his family’s furniture store and we walk inside, he grumbles about how unfair his life is. Of course, I strongly disagree, but I hold my tongue because I’m well aware of his red flags.

Instead, I grab his hand, saying, “It’s going to be fine, Dirk. Whatever happened, it’ll all work out. Take a breath. You tell me that all the time.”

“Yeah, sure,” he grumbles as he lets go of my hand. “But where’s everyone?” 

With no employees or customers in view, he yells, “Charlotte!”

His secretary’s heels click on the vinyl floor as she exits the office at the back of the building.

“Dirk, I’m so glad you’re here! It’s been unreal. When that sound happened, everyone, including George, Ted, and Priscilla, freaked out and said they had to go home. Especially when Ted was writing up an invoice for a coffee table and his two customers disappeared right before his eyes.”

“Sure,” objects Dirk. “That’s the lamest excuse for walking out of a job that I’ve ever heard.”

“No, really,” she replies. “Come look where it happened.” She takes us to the staged living room section near the front of the store. Two sets of clothing and shoes are discarded on the floor.

Once again, Dirk takes advantage: He rifles through a purse and a pair of pants and slips the cash he finds into his pockets. As he cusses and mumbles about people not being as responsible as he is, Charlotte and I glance at each other but don’t say a word. 

My boyfriend has anger issues. I’ve seen and felt the abusive behavior with men like him. I’ve learned that the best scenario is to diffuse the problem quickly and stay out of the crosshairs.

“Dirk,” I say sweetly as possible, “why don’t you contact your parents or brothers to see if any of the other stores are having issues?”

“Charlotte, get my dad on the phone. Now,” he barks as he ignores me, and she rushes back to the office to get her company phone. “And carry that phone with you at all times, especially everywhere in our store! I shouldn’t have to remind you.” More profanities are added to his dialogue.

While Dirk’s mom and dad have the family’s main store in Houston, his two older brothers run the San Antonio and Corpus Cristi locations; Dirk’s in charge of the more remote Brownsville one. Being the youngest son, he wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth, but at age thirty-one, he’s always been given more than he deserves, including a large house, a hot-looking car, a powerboat, and a cushy job where he has few responsibilities. Here, unlike his brothers, their daddy’s not watching over his shoulder constantly.

I live with him in a four-bedroom house on Lakeshore Drive, in the same house where he was raised. Its redeeming qualities are a pool and that it’s on a resaca canal. The pool is nice, but I’d never venture into the canal’s murky water. Years after his parents started the furniture company and moved to Houston, it was decided that Dirk would live in this house and run their Brownsville store, which probably caused resentment from the youngest son.

When Dirk speaks to his parents, they say Houston and the other locations have the same turmoil that we witnessed: Many people are missing, and no one knows why.

It’s decided to shut down the store and go home since no customers will be stopping by. After dismissing Charlotte, Dirk puts up a sign on the door and locks the place up. We head home, wondering what’s going on in the world.

While watching the news, I cook dinner: a tuna casserole that my grandma taught me how to make. Dirk’s smoking pot, which is fine with me as long as he does it out on the back patio. He knows how drugs and alcohol affect me. We don’t talk much as I don’t want to push any of his volatile buttons.

I try to do schoolwork, but online, it states all classes are on a temporary hold due to the missing people. Man, I’m weeks away from graduating, and now this happens.

Out of exhaustion and frustration, I go to bed early. Dirk slides under the covers around 2 a.m. and starts snoring within minutes.

***
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SARAH’S JOURNAL

The next morning, I was out cold until Zoey came to my rescue. I have to say that she’s a wonderful friend. She and Jeremy, my work partner, protected and took care of me after I was hospitalized with a broken hand and foot, as well as bruises on my face and body. Zoey was my advocate, my helper when I needed it most. 

The next couple of weeks were extremely tiring since I had a cast on my leg and foot, plus my left hand was immobilized. Also, I had the AI implant in my head, and Numen was talking directly to me in my brain when no one else could hear. The company baited me perfectly, trapping me to be their minion who would do anything for money—and I mean anything.

While the world was falling apart with people missing their loved ones and not learning why, especially from our government, conspiracy theories were self-duplicating. There were two mega earthquakes in the Pacific Northwest, thankfully sparing my parents in Springfield, Oregon.

During this time, Numen wined and dined me in my subconscious by praising my ever-increasing fan base on their portal and throwing more money and promises at me. In retrospect, there was an evilness to their control, a hypnotic delusion that I couldn’t shake off or get away from. Like a craving, a yearning, to keep in their good graces. It was as if they possessed me.

The straw that broke the camel's back was when Numen instructed me to kill James, the young teen who was the only survivor of the plane crash and abruptly became a Christian zealot—Numen decided he needed to be eliminated. But I couldn’t pull the trigger. I just couldn’t do it. Instead, my next-door drug-induced neighbor did, shooting the boy dead instantly.

It was then that I finally felt a shift in my thinking.

But Numen didn’t like my rebellion, even siccing a menacing black AI bird drone on me to watch my every movement.

Let me stop to mention the cat called Eyes, whose name is actually Isaiah. He belonged to Dennis’s Aunt Amy, whom I would call a “black-and-white Christian.” Bless her soul; she was determined to witness to everyone who came across her path, yet she didn’t always do it with tact or grace. Sadly, I tuned her out every time she spoke about Jesus. I should’ve listened. Oh, what an idiot I was—how stubborn and arrogant—and I’m paying dearly for it now.

Anyway, back to Eyes; he became my furry savior. See, the cat was the one who attacked the bird drone and distracted me while I was trying to put a bullet in my brain! But God knows why the gun went off, accidentally shooting my AI implant and destroying it. That was a miracle in and of itself.

It was twelve days after the missings happened that I heard Jesus tell me that He loves me, even after I wanted to have an abortion and my baby disappeared. His words were monumental—but I didn’t know enough about Him, so I started reading the Bible that Jeremy’s mom had and writing in this journal. And with the implant damaged, Numen could no longer pester my every thought and movement; I felt like me again.

Jeremy was the one who found me by the oak tree on his parents’ land. He immediately called Amir, Zoey’s latest boyfriend, who was a doctor and instructed him over the phone on how to save my life. Jeremy’s a keeper and a dear friend, even if I know he’s got feelings for me. And Amir—he removed the implant so that only a few wires are sticking out of the incision. I’m so thankful that the evil implant became totally useless.

At this point, I thought I was done with Numen, but I wasn’t, and neither were my friends. When I saw that asinine drone bird spying on me through the window at Jeremy’s house, I was majorly over it. I wanted no part of Numen whatsoever and became paranoid of anything electronic since I realized the company could tap into every aspect of my life. 

When I talked to my mom in Oregon, I learned that two thugs had stabbed my dad. He wasn’t doing well, so I had more to fret about.

I was given back the Rapture Kit flash drive that James had given me, which explained that the missing people were due to the Biblical event, but I was scared to look at it online. Thankfully, Zoey downloaded all the files directly to my laptop. 

Once I realized what was really going on, I had to tell my three friends, including Zoey, about Numen, the implant, and the total control they had over my mind.

***
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BRENT

The last three weeks have been a blur due to “the missings,” as some people call them. If we don’t have the news displaying the devastation of people being gone, we have to deal with the ongoing ranch chores. Don’t get me wrong, I like living here in picturesque Idaho, but Karen and I prefer being where there’s more activity and things to do. I feel we’re both stifled in some ways, stuck on this large land of endless beauty. 

My brother, Ben, and his wife enjoy the slowing down here. It was a good place to escape to after what happened when they lived in Las Vegas, and Ethan had the drowning accident, which had produced endless parental guilt. Maybe it’s a blessing of some kind that the physically challenged boy is no longer here. Karen and I are surprised when Aya insists that Ben bury all his medical equipment and supplies, as if to hide his disabilities. Maybe their way of moving on, but I’d be forever haunted by the loss.

Ben and I file reports online of our missing mother and Ethan. It’s weird because we can’t prove their bodies are gone; someone has to take our word for it. I’m sure Mom’s social security check, which she received from Dad, will automatically end, as will Dad’s pension. I’m unsure what we’re responsible for and what we're not.

Last week, Karen pulled out a bunch of my parents’ albums and photos, which helped Ben and me reminisce about our youth. Dad passed away ten years ago from a heart attack while he was with his cattle—exactly the way he would want it. He was a good man, always honest and respectful of others’ opinions and beliefs. I hope I’m like him. I miss him and Mom.

Except for the ever-present stench of cattle and what happened to my friend Scott, the ranch gave us the ideal upbringing. Both our parents did all they could to keep us happy and engaged. We enjoyed the undisturbed acres of playing in the pastures, swimming or fishing in the ponds, and racing our horses across the valleys. But the chores were always there, always disrupting our lives, our wants.

When I saw the photo of Susan, Scott, and me on our horses, sadness overwhelms me to the point where I don’t sleep well. Once again, my bottle of Cutty Sark comes to my aid—my way of forgetting the past and even the present. 

I admit that I’m sneaking a drink more frequently. I only do it at night when no one’s around and Karen’s in bed. I can’t help myself; the numbness envelops me, soothes me.

See, Scott and I were best buddies—he and his family lived where the Johnstons now live, two miles from our house. 

About a week after the missings, we realized that we hadn’t heard from the older couple who moved there after I left for college. I think I met the Johnstons only once when we visited my parents when Hack was five years old. 

Anyway, today’s Tuesday. Ben, Hack, and I check their homestead to see if they are okay. No. We find their clothes in the kitchen. I call their son in New York, who tells us to take anything we want, especially the animals and food. So, we do.

But while we’re there, I walk through the house armed with my Glock, making sure the place is secured. And yes, I walk upstairs into what used to be Susan’s room, where we shared our first kiss months after Scott was killed on the tractor. She was so broken; the accident is what drove us together and then apart. The photo I saw last week flashes before my eyes. We three were only sixteen. Scott never should’ve been drinking beer before getting on the John Deere, driving it out by their pasture and causing it to fall over, crushing him. I was there. I tried to save him, but I couldn’t. I still have occasional nightmares about it.

A year later, Susan and her family moved away—most likely, to forget the tragedy. She left me alone on the ranch. Another reason why I had to get away.

I now worry constantly if Karen and Hack have adapted from city life to this one of forever to-do lists. Karen’s always been a trooper, even when she had glioblastoma brain cancer after Hack was born. With her surgeries, chemo, and radiation many years ago, her determination and stamina amaze me to this day. I’m thankful she’s still in remission, but I think something’s going on again. We’re still waiting for the test results she did right before the missings happened. If the cancer’s back, we’ll have to tell Hack this time, which will be unbearable.

And Hack? We’ve got an unbelievable kid; he’s much more mature than I was at seventeen and dealing with life’s disappointments. All kudos go to Karen, as she homeschooled him so well that he’s a junior in college taking online classes, acing every one. I was never that kind of ultra-student. I was too busy dealing with Scott’s death and trying to get girls to notice me in college. But Hack, he’s supposedly one of the best coders out there if he can hack into the FBI’s computer simply by using my password to get in the system—and I have no clue how he got around OWL’s supposedly hack-free verification of a thumb print, voice, or eye scan. But in other ways, Hack reminds me of myself: He hates ranch chores, too. Always late. Always needs reminders. I sound like my father as I constantly nag him.

Hack’s also great with any electronics. He’s set up all the computers (including the FBI’s) on this property. Since a preteen, he’s loved IT and anything it involves. With Karen being an online tutor, she had him, starting at age seven, set up her equipment without a glitch. And now he’s added tracking drones and trail cameras to our land so we can see any intruders instantly.

But none of his cameras catches the satellite debris that falls out of the sky and lands near our Blue Pond. When Ben, Hack, and I check it out, Hack knows it is Starlink’s. Ben and I agree that we’re not going to report it and have any outsider trampling our land to collect it. What’s disturbing is the strange fog that fills the area; we think it makes Hack sick for several days.

When I check in with the FBI multiple times a day, no one knows anything about all the people missing—or if they do, they’re not telling. Even though I have both highside and lowside clearance, I don’t get a straight answer when I ask OWL’s OpenAI what’s going on—it declares it’s working on the situation and will keep me updated. Right. It’s like the Bureau’s slowly bleeding to death and knows it. Same old thing—skirting around the issues. Drives me crazy.

Often after midnight, when all is quiet and everyone’s in bed, I walk outside around our house and outbuildings. Tonight, after imbibing in my usual vice, I take a stroll down the porch steps and head toward the cattle barn. Scooter trots behind me.

The light’s still on at Hack’s outbuilding. Like most kids these days, he’s addicted to being online. How I wish he would grow out of it and join the real world.

Then I see him standing outside his door. 

I unconsciously cup a hand over my mouth to see if I smell like alcohol. I hope not, although there’s nothing criminal about my drinking.

“Hey,” he says as I approach.

“Hi, Son. You’re up late.” I keep my distance as Scooter runs up to him and is petted.

We banter about how late it is and that he won’t be able to do his chores tomorrow. This time, I catch myself with my constant nagging and ask him what stars he recognizes. He points out several, and I spot of couple of planets. 

While he talks about the launched Starlink satellites as we stare at the sky, my father’s favorite Bible verse comes to mind. I haphazardly say, “‘The heavens declare the glory of God.’ I wonder if there’s a God up there. And why doesn’t He come save us? What really made all those people disappear, including every child?” I complain about the world and where is God, if there is One. 

Hack doesn’t respond. Keeps silent, as if he wants me to talk more. So, I do.

“I worry every day about how to protect you and your mom. I, too, wish someone would come and take over—give us direction and make things right again. I don’t know what to do sometimes.” My frustration—my fears—come out easier than I anticipate.

Silence greets us. What can be said, anyway? My son doesn’t and won’t have the answers. I don’t. No one will. 

Instead, we hear the crickets and an owl hooting. Only nature has enough sense to respond. 

Finally, it’s Hack who speaks. He explains his computer problems and how he’s trying to hack into satellites so our ranch can get further off the grid, away from any prying eyes.

I give him my two cents' worth of how the FBI’s network works, but I know I’m no help. This kid knows his coding, so why give my input? I trust him.

Before our short conversation ends, Hack asks if Scooter can spend the night at his place. A great idea, considering the dog has been at a loss since Grammy disappeared. I agree and retrieve the animal’s bedding and water bowl, delivering them to Hack’s room.

When I’m in bed that night, I wonder if my son has guts. In the FBI, I learned how to shoot accurately, yet Hack seems to be timid or wimpy. Ben and I have tried repeatedly to teach him how to handle a gun, but he gets the jitters every time he holds my dad’s rifle. Last week, when we ran into the guy at the store in Bonners Ferry who demanded food and money, I had to pull out my handgun to ward off the man. Right then, I saw Hack shaking, petrified that I was going to shoot my weapon. Of course, I didn’t. Yeah, I know it takes time to get used to pulling the trigger, but our son needs to learn how to protect himself, especially on our ranch.

The next day, we hunt rabbits, and Hack gets his first kill. I feel some satisfaction, but I doubt he does. 

***
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ALYSSA

I know Dirk’s stressed out about all the people disappearing—maybe even more than I am. 

I go to work at Starbucks, but I’m told to go home after only a few hours because we continually run out of supplies and can’t get any, so we have to keep adjusting our menu. It’s a limited crew with horrendous lines of customers demanding their grande or venti specialty coffees and being told we don’t have them. I’ve never seen such rudeness and meanness in people. The same thing happens day after day, week after week. Everyone is numb and walking around like zombies.

I call my grandma like every day, sometimes several times, but I get no answer. I worry about her. Is she one of those who have disappeared, or has she fallen and can’t get to her phone?

Dirk isn’t any happier than he was three weeks ago. He’s moody and mean. All of the family’s stores are closed. Who wants to buy a couch and loveseat, bedroom set, or dining room table right now? No one.

With no jobs, we often sleep in with nowhere to go and nothing to do. Dirk smokes more pot. I wonder how he gets it; he seems to never run out of the stuff.

This morning, I roll over in bed, and Dirk’s staring at the ceiling. I try to snuggle with him, but he pulls away and crosses his arms on his chest.

I try to get him to warm up to me, but he ignores my advances. Feeling helpless, I get up and go to the bathroom.

“This is enough,” Dirk declares as I throw on an old T-shirt. “I’m done living like this. Time to move on.”

I walk back into the room and stand next to the bed, asking, “How are we going to do that? This world sucks right now. You can’t make the craziness disappear like all those people have.”

“We’re getting out of here. We need a break. Take that ugly shirt off and put on that black and white bikini you look so hot in. We’re taking the boat out.”

“Now that sounds fun. Great idea, Dirk. That’s a perfect getaway!” I’m excited that we have something different to do today to get our minds off everything that’s happened.

After quickly changing and putting on my makeup, I meet Dirk in the great room, where he’s packed a cooler with PB&J sandwiches he made—yeah, we’re getting low on food—stale chips, and beer.

Dirk’s singing along to “Lady Marmalade” by Christina Aguilera as we start to drive the Mustang twenty-plus miles to Pelican Point Marina in Port Isabel. I’m glad he appears more contented.

When we pass the 550 on the 48 Highway, traffic comes to a standstill. Two tanker trucks are intentionally parked sideways so no one can go in either direction. Hundreds of guys wearing red-and-black bandanas over their faces and toting guns are lined up on both sides of the trucks, not letting anyone through. 

This doesn’t make my boyfriend happy, so he floors the Mustang Mach 1 with its 428 Cobra Jet engine (so he has repeatedly told me) and swerves across the right shoulder into the rough terrain. His profanities bounce around the car’s interior the entire time, especially when a few guys fire at us, thankfully, missing our vehicle. He jams the gas pedal down, so we’re doing over eighty miles per hour as he tears across dusty farmland.

“No one’s going to ruin my day!” he yells as we go over the bumpy, dry ground, causing dust to kick off the car’s oversized tires. “Hear that? No one!”

Of course, I don’t criticize his actions or speak. What can I say about his recklessness that’s, no doubt, saving our butts?

As he rolls back onto the 48, he sighs and pats my bare leg. He smiles his wicked grin. “See, Al, I always get us where we need to go.”

When we arrive at the marina where the boat’s docked, I help him bring his fishing gear and food on board. Only a couple of people are milling around.

After untying the twenty-six-foot Sea Ray Sundancer, we motor past the Isla Blanca Strait and head to the Gulf. Giving the engine full throttle calms Dirk. I exhale, hoping the next few hours are calm and peaceful.

“Get comfy, Al,” Dirk tells me. “Take your clothes off and let me see your skin. Show off that tattoo I gave you for your birthday.”

Warily, I undress down to my bathing suit. The bold, five-inch-tall letters spelling D-I-R-K located on the middle of my back hurt when being inked. I don’t particularly care about it, or its overly done statement, but I had no choice but to get it at the time. I did it for Dirk.

“Now, take off your bikini top,” he demands.

“C’mon, Dirk. I don’t want to. I’m still cold. Let’s wait until we warm up a bit, please.” For once, he acquiesces to my wants. 

Instead, he gets out his fishing pole, baits it, and sits down in a padded swivel chair. I stretch out on the back lounge and pull my phone out to check for messages and go on social media. 

After two hours of catching no fish, Dirk looks over at me and accusatorily says, “Why are you always on that phone? Who do you keep calling without leaving any messages?” 

“My grandma, remember? I can’t get a hold of her. Maybe we can go up to Abilene and see if she’s okay, please?” 

“Ha. Right. After what we saw on the highway, no way am I driving my prized Mustang up there. Absolutely not. Get over it. Get over her!” He walks over to where I’m sitting and grabs my upper arms. “And take your top off!”

“No!” I say defiantly as I push him away, tired of his constant demands.

“Yes,” he shouts. “Now!” He pulls me up by wrapping both hands around my neck, choking me.

“S-s-stop,” I struggle to get the word out while trying to grab his hands, but I’m still holding my phone.

He lets go of my neck with one hand and yanks the phone out of my hand. He tosses the device overboard. “I pay for your phone, so I’ll be the one to tell you who you can talk to and when.”

With one hand still on my throat, he takes his free hand and grabs my curly black ponytail that’s sticking out of my baseball cap. With a firm grip, he drags me to the starboard side of the boat, forcing my head over the railing. 

He angrily whispers, “I own you—I pay for everything, so do what I ask. Take your top off!”

“No!” I yell as I fight to get away from his strong grip.

With a grunt, he calls me a disgusting name and violently pushes me away.

Afraid that I’ll fall into the drink, I try to correct my balance, but my bare foot slips on a wet spot on the deck. My head slams against the edge of the boat. My eye bangs into a metal cup holder, and my mouth crashes into a stainless-steel tie-down cleat as the rest of my body collapses to the floor.

I remain on the floor, my mouth bleeding, my lower lip split. Tasting blood, my tongue runs across my teeth; there must be a chip on the top front one as its shape feels different.

Minutes pass. Dirk starts to hum as he goes back to his fishing pole, reeling in the line, and putting away the bait in his tackle box, while I stay frozen.

Knowing I can’t leave the boat—like jump in the ocean and swim to shore to get away from him—I get up, covering my chest with my hands, as if the action will somehow protect me. 

“I’m sorry, Dirk. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ll do better next time,” I say quietly, realizing that caving into his demands is the only way we can make peace.

“Good, you’re forgiven. It’s too bad you fell and hurt yourself. Next time, be more careful. Why don’t you go down below, clean yourself up, and get dressed? You may want to put ice on your face, too.”

I obey his directions, repeatedly telling myself that I have to find a way to get out of this relationship. And fast. I won’t do violence. Nope, never again.

When we arrive home after 7 p.m., we both take long showers separately. My right eye has turned purple, and my lip’s sore and puffy. My front tooth’s chipped, but there’s no nerve damage. Nothing’s said about my injuries—the injuries he caused. Nothing’s mentioned about checking on my grandma.

The next morning, when Dirk leaves to check on the store because it was vandalized again, I hurriedly grab my purse and speed away in my old Toyota Camry, slamming the door on another ruined relationship. Not knowing when Dirk will return, I take nothing but what I’m wearing. I leave no note. I desperately want to vanish like those who disappeared three weeks ago.

The drive to Abilene normally takes eight hours, but I take the longer route to avoid San Antonio, as I’m sure there are plenty of crazies on the roads closer to big cities. However, there are washed-out roads from the recent floods, so I have to take detours, slowing me down. Whenever possible, I drive ten to fifteen miles over the speed limit.

Sure enough, when I get to my grandma’s house, I find the spare key she keeps under the heavy flowerpot on her porch. Within minutes, I locate her empty clothes on the recliner. She must’ve been watching television when it happened.

Paranoid that Dirk will be looking for me, I grab the keys to Grandma’s bright green Kia Rio sedan from her purse hanging by the door. I quickly switch cars so mine’s hidden in the garage and hers is parked in the driveway.

The only bright thing that happens the next day is that I buy a new phone with cash I’ve found in Grandma’s top dresser drawer and get a new number. When I update the new phone and check my old phone’s messages, over twenty texts, seventeen unanswered phone calls, and four emails are from Dirk. I delete them and block him from all social media accounts. I read an email from one of my professors stating there are job opportunities at several OWL’s Stargate data centers, including one of their largest here in Abilene.

Knowing my grandma has no up-to-date electronics (yeah, not even a flat screen television, but at least there’s a rotary phone), I stop at a nearby coffee shop and get on my phone to apply for the job. Luck goes my way again when, a day later, unbelievably, an email arrives offering me a job starting Monday.

Although I’m petrified that Dirk will hunt me down, I’m elated that OWL will push my school to graduate me under unusual circumstances because classwork’s still unavailable and I’ve had such good grades.

To celebrate, I call Hack Hackett, a nice guy I’ve taken online classes with; he has to be the best coder in the universe. Ironically, he’s been trying to contact me. I try to talk him into moving to Texas to work at OWL with me, but he’s stuck on his family’s ginormous ranch somewhere in Idaho. Our conversation’s so different than whenever I spoke to Dirk, or other men for that matter. I know Hack’s somewhat younger, but he's so real and—how do I say it?—normal.

By the end of the first month after the disappearances, I finally feel that my life’s headed in the right direction again because I feel a peace inside. I’m starting a cool new job; I have a decent place to live, and I’m looking forward to a fresh start in life. Dirk the Jerk is no longer a factor, so I’ll have to get his stupid tattoo removed. 

Not one to believe in God, I think karma has blessed me once again.
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~ Month 2 ~

[image: ]




SARAH’S JOURNAL

This week, I’ve been reading the Bible—yeah, go figure that I, a girl who has always turned a deaf ear to anything about God or Jesus, am now immersed in a book that’s been around for millennia. Like James, the poor kid who was killed for his newfound beliefs, I started at page one of this book and have been reading it whenever there’s free time, which is often. Plus, I’ve been reviewing James’s flash drive, and it’s fascinating, explaining what happened a month ago and correlating it to the Bible. Indeed, when many people—including my baby and every single young child – disappeared, it was an event known as the Rapture. Even though the word isn’t mentioned anywhere in the Bible, the Greek word harpazo is. It means “taken or snatched”—like, quickly. Funny, Zoey and I coined the word “untaken” for us who have been left behind on Earth. Little did I know that it’s the opposite of the incredible event. How I wish I were “taken” instead.

In reading the Rapture Kit files and watching the videos, I’m learning what’s in our foreseeable future, and I don’t like it. If we think strange things are happening now, the worst is yet to come. More devastating things, such as massive natural disasters, intense wars, and the rise of a man called the Antichrist, who will be coming in peace, signing a seven-year treaty with Israel and the world, but then breaking it at the halfway point. These seven years are called the Tribulation and include incredible catastrophes until Jesus comes to Earth a second time, winning a big battle against the Antichrist, and providing true peace. And more amazingly, this is all written down in the Bible for us!

Because of what I’m learning, I’m now beginning to look at everything differently. Things aren’t what they seem, but many are hoodwinked into believing all’s going back to normal. Get this loud and clear: It’s not and will never be. 

Also, I wonder how Numen factors in—like, does all their spying or surveillance play a part in end times or not? Either way, it’s like evil has quadrupled overnight. It’s all about control. Who’s the one in charge? God or man, or even Satan? And who’s this Antichrist? Is he walking around right now? My mind thinks about all the leaders in the world today, but the only thing I can come up with is how OWL knows and owns everything.

It’s getting crazy. Every time we watch the news, it’s about people hurting or killing others to get food and supplies, be it one person or roaming gangs in the hundreds. It’s not only here in the Valley, but also everywhere around the globe, with raids on stores, delivery trucks, and even farms. Maybe it’s good that Jeremy found the gun that I used to almost kill myself. With the rise in violence, we may need it for protection, but I don’t want to ever touch that thing again.

Another example is my bank account. When Jeremy and I stopped by the bank today, I learned that I’m broke—no, more than broke. Numen, which was bought out by the One World League or OWL, has not only deleted all of the money they gave me for their implant, but they’ve also added to my debt, increased the loans I owe back, and wiped out my savings. Yes! Numen or OWL or whoever destroyed my finances completely! And did it happen because I’m on to them and their cunning ways of being in charge of everyone? Grr! 

I do an undecipherable scribble at the bottom of the page to release my anger.

Stop it, Sarah. Let go of the frustrations and write something positive that happened today.

Yes, here’s something good: Amir and Jeremy removed my leg cast and the pins in my foot and hand. It hurt, but I can walk again, although with a limp and a little pain. Amir’s such a helpful guy, I can see why Zoey likes him so much. And Jeremy, he’s pretty special, too. They all take such good care of me.

It’s evening, and I’m back. Minutes ago was ridiculous. I’m still shaking about it. 

Zoey and Amir came over, and she showed us this HoloBot thingy, which brought up an AI image of my husband, Denny. It looked real, thanks to our ever-present electronics. It knew things about me that were private, things that I wouldn’t want my friends to know. I’m glad it was shut down before it mentioned me being pregnant and wanting to have an abortion. It was so horrible that I had to rush out of the room; I couldn’t take it any longer. I. Hate. Electronics.

To calm myself down, I’m taking a few deep breaths and propping myself up in bed so I can be more comfortable writing in this journal. I’m also reading more of the Bible. I’m already into Deuteronomy, having skipped some of the so-and-so begat so-and-so, which are the genealogies in Numbers; to be honest, they’re tedious. I can’t believe how the Israelites lived yet loved only their true God or Yahweh. I must ask Amir more about his background.

Jeremy just tapped on my door, but I told him to go away. I don’t want to talk to him or anyone else. I only want to read and think about what all this means and why it happened now.

Okay, I’m going to stop journaling and get some sleep. I hope things start getting better, but I doubt it. I’m so tired of this world.

***

[image: ]


BRENT

When Ben tells me a bull calf was born this morning, I feel a tinge of calm. It’s as if some small thing brings a little hope in our crazy world. Of course, I’ve seen plenty of calving growing up on this ranch, so I don’t bother getting out of bed. I’m glad Hack witnesses it for the first time, but my brother shouldn’t allow my son to name him Midnight; he’s going to get attached, which will make it harder down the road.

Since we’re getting low on food, especially meat, Ben and I decide we need to butcher our oldest steer. I hate killing animals, so my brother, who knows of my disdain, does the deed after we send Hack out to move the cattle to a different pasture. It’s his first time, too. Proud of the boy, considering we don’t explain about the old steer, but he’ll figure things out when the gun goes off.

The next day, we butcher the animal, which is quite a bit of work for my aging body. 

While in the add-on, Ben hassles me: “Brent, almost being fifty years old is starting to show. You’re cutting the meat too slowly.”

“Yeah,” I say as I wipe the blood off my knife again. “I no longer have the stamina that either Hack or you have, but I’m still an FBI stud.”

Well, like everyone else, too much has been cluttering my mind. I should quit drinking and get in better shape—maybe when things go back to an adaptable normal, whatever that is.

Since I know that Hack will be queasy helping us with the cutting, I call him on the walkie-talkie hours into the butchering. When he arrives at one of our barn’s add-ons, he looks timid, almost afraid to look into the windowless room. 

To calm his nerves, I say, “Could you take the backhoe and go to the east side of our four pastures and dig a hole for the carcass and other debris?”

“Of course,” he says excitedly. Surprisingly, I’m glad he’s interested in doing the chore.

After instructing—more like over-explaining—where and how to drive the mini-tractor, set the stabilizer legs, and use the bucket to remove the dirt properly, I say cautiously, “And don’t dig the hole on a slant or hill.” 
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