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Introduction

Originally this novel, New World Order Rising was a 6-book series. That has changed to  become just one book. The subject matter hasn’t changed, it’s still exactly what it says in the title.

Clear back to Babylon the elitists, the richest, the billionaires for their time, have wanted a one world government, the Greeks, the Romans, Genghis Khan, the British, Hitler, the Japanese.

Until now all who have tried have failed, but those today have two new allies: High technology and demons walking the earth like humans. I have followed not only what the ancients say about the Book of Revelation and the End Times but also what leading religious people today are saying. 

Today’s Billionaire Boys, (fictional name) WANT that one world government. Their many names include Skull and Bones, the Freemasons, the shadow government, Deep State, the New World Order, ETC. All leaders are Billionaires and consider themselves ELITE.

A description: persons claiming to possess special knowledge. “Historically the name refers to a Bavarian Enlightenment-era secret society founded on May 1, 1776 (actually involved with America’s Revolutionary War?) In more modern contexts the name refers to a purported conspiratorial organization which is alleged to mastermind events and control world affairs through governments and corporations to establish their New World Order.”

They fill their coffers by drugs, pornography, prostitution, gun-running—hey! They got to make a living! Right? Sorry, but researching all this shit just makes me a bit crazy sometimes, and so you know it’s all there on the internet.  Should we be worried? Yes. I think we should. (Maybe not WORRIED, exactly, but concerned—ABSOLUTELY!) The mainstream media AKA “Mocking Bird Media” is told what to tell us. With today’s new leadership things can change—overnight.

****
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To return to my fictional novel I first introduce Masters, an old man very high on the pyramid of that planned one-world government. He wants a young girl child (with certain qualities) to fulfill his very-lacking emotional life.

Carter Banks, 47, is main viewpoint character for the first three books of the series, the father who tracks the abductors of his daughter and granddaughter across the country.

Chantal, 27, mother to Dodie, 6 (pronounced like the female deer: doe-dee) both unlucky enough to have been born with black hair and blue eyes, considered by some men to be the fairest of all women.

A subplot in Book 1 is with Whit Malcolm, a young man suffering from ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) since childhood, and as an adult lives near the edge emotionally. He’s chosen by the Elitists to be drugged, micro-chipped, brainwashed, to carry out the next mass-shooting (hopefully to finally cause registration/confiscation of firearms.)

A final word: in 2009 a man was elected that caused everybody—including me—to hope for a new world beginning. I didn’t vote for the man either time. At the end of his two administrations he didn’t disappear, as most presidents do

**** 
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Prologue

Masters
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An Isolated Island in the Mediterranean

––––––––
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From one of the huge mirrors gracing most of the walls in his home the old man gazed at his name tag. No, it was not made from plastic and pinned to his suit. Rather, it was part of his suit.

It read Masters.

A good name for one of the elite of the world.

He looked into his gray eyes, and at his blue-gray hair. Yes, he was old, but the lines on his face—to him—showed his life, the high and low points, the triumphs and failures, but most of all his rise to near the top of the pyramid.

He moved onto his balcony. Still chilly, but view of the sunrise was most beautiful there. He walked to the table and set his drink down, then moved on to the wall overlooking the bay. The eastern sky was brightening. It wouldn’t be long. He stood there quietly, thinking...the man from the United States would be arriving later. With, he hoped, good news. Something he had waited for all his life. Running his bank and his company, both of which supplied all sides and elements of war, had been good to him. Financially he wanted for nothing, emotionally his life was empty. Any time he wanted a woman, though, after one phone call only minutes would pass and she would be there, at his beckoning, for whatever he wanted. They all were good, adept at their trade but lacking in true emotion.

That’s what his life had need of: true love. Meaningful emotion. Honesty. Certainly his servants all did their best. They all pleased him, then took their money and went to their own bedroom at night.

Then the call came from the United States. The message that the man had what he wanted: a female of the purest beauty and innocence. Someone he could  train to love him.

He returned to the table and sat down. The sun cracked the horizon. He took a drink. Vodka especially warmed him in the morning. He watched as the blazing orb left the water of the bay and lifted into low hanging clouds. Then, as if a curtain falling, the clouds reached the water and obscured the fire, but they had not prevented the sunrise. So often it happened that way.

He smiled.

An hour passed. He heard his cook moving about in the kitchen. He heard his maid straightening up. Nohing was ever out of place. He heard the doorbell chimes and heard his butler open the door and speak to the visitor.

Another moment passed.

“Sir...?” came the voice of the butler, “Your visitor from the United States is here.”

“Thank you. Show him to the den, please.”

“As you wish, Sir.”

The old man returned to his balcony and gazed toward the mainland, toward where the masses lived and bred and dirtied their environment. Humanity was destroying the earth. Soon the destruction would stop. Soon the elite would assume their supreme destiny, as guardians and benefactors of the earth. He waited five more minutes, savoring his anticipation, then moved to the ground floor, then to the den’s door.

The man from the United States was still standing, almost at attention. Masters didn’t know him, just knew he was good at what he did. The elite always knew the best to hire for whatever job was needed. The man held up a Flash Drive. Masters indicated an electronic plug-in. The man pulled the cap and inserted the flash drive.

A few seconds passed, then, on a huge wall screen appeared a child with hair the color of the richest raw oil. She looked at the camera. Her blue eyes brightened the entire room. She was the epitome of the purest beauty and charm, and more beautiful than the sky and the earth together.

“How old is she?”

”She just passed her sixth birthday, Sir.”

The girl looked behind her. The camera moved to include the mother, also the rarest of beauty.

“Do you know them?” Masters asked.

“Yes, since childhood.”

“Are they friends?”

They were, in the past.”

“But no longer?” Masters observed the younger man, watching for any sign of falsehood. There appeared to be none.

“What happened?”

“We grew apart.”

“Yes. So many times that happens to childhood friends.”

“Yes.”

“So you have no qualms?”

“None.”

”I want the child. Do as you wish with the mother.”

****
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Carter Banks
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Storybook Farm

“Sheikh!”

A slender gray horse—followed by her colt born that spring—came immediately.

Carter Banks, standing just outside the corral, watched his daughter, Chantal, dressed in form-fitting black jeans and a light blue top, easily climb the split rail fence, jump down and walk to her horse.

Chantal turned so her shoulder went under the horse’s neck giving her access to pat the side of its right muzzle. Her raven black hair shone richly against the Arabian’s light gray coat. With her left hand she messaged the nose. The horse relaxed its head against her mistress, and appeared glad for the attention.

How at peace the two looked in the warm July sunshine. Nothing on earth was more enchanting then a girl with her horse. 

The colt joined them and put its head against Chantal’s back and gently pushed. She turned and rubbed the colt’s head between its ears, “Oh yes, I know you like attention too.” She threw a smile to those watching, her dark eyes gleaming like sapphires.

A small hand tightened on Carter’s hand, “Will you lift me up, Grandpa, so I can see better?”

He looked down at the prettiest smile he could ever hope to see on a child. A beauty like her mother, she also had the blackest of hair and the bluest of eyes. He dropped her hand and knelt, “I sure will, Sweetheart.” He got behind the little girl, put his left arm around her back, his right behind her knees, lifted her over the fence and settled her on the top rail, then put his left arm around her waist, “How’s that, Dodie?”The little girl settled her yellow dress with brown etchings of flowers and twigs that had kind of fluffed out, then turned, continuing that smile. “Thanks, Grandpa.” And put one hand on his arm and patted, then just relaxed and gazed toward her mother with the pretty gray horse with slightly darker but vague spots.

After about five minutes of getting to know her horses again, after the five weeks since the last visit, Chantal guided Sheikh over to the fence, grasped her saddle and installed that, then handed the reins to, “Dodie, would you hold Sheikh please while I saddle her?”

“K, Mom!” Dodie didn’t squeal her delight but Carter sensed the little girl did squeal inside.

That put Sheikh close enough to Dodie so that she could continue the massaging that Chantal had begun. Again the horse appeared to appreciate the attention. Sheikh was completely gentle and tame.  Carter knew it wasn’t necessary to hold her while she was saddled. He knew that was Chantal’s way of including her daughter in this adventure. His lovely daughter was an excellent mother, much like her own late mother had been.

“Mom, can I ride Sheikh today too?”

“Yes you can, Honey, but I’m going to take her out to the pasture first for a good run,”

“Can I ride her alone?”

“Maybe. Just in the corral here though. We’ll see,”

“Okay!” Dodie appeared to tense in anticipation and turned to Carter with an even bigger smile—no, a major grin! “Oh boy!” she said quietly.

The saddling didn’t take long. Chantal grasped the reins, flipped one under and over, then grasped them both plus the saddle horn and hoisted herself up, “See you two later!” Then she pulled gently back on the reins. 

Sheikh backed up as Chantal turned her.

“Not too fast now,” Carter said.

Chantal sent him a huge grin, “Yeah, sure, right, Dad!” She looked directly at him, her eyes snapping. He always took those looks to study his daughter’s face. She was so beautiful. Her dark eyebrows matched her rich black hair perfectly. Her blue eyes truly were like two sapphires. Her lips were always naturally red. She was so the picture of her late mother. It seemed when Chantal was getting ready to do something she loved she would always send that look to her father, and he always experienced a run of times when the three of them were still together.

The she spun her horse and squeezed Sheikh’s side with her legs, gave a couple clicks with her tongue and—nearly instantly—a gallop.

Right, he thought, sixty miles per hour in ten seconds flat. He watched and admired his darling child . How he loved his daughter. Then he slipped his right arm under Dodie’s legs and lifted her back to the ground.

Dodie immediately grasped his hand and grinned up at him.

And how he loved his daughter’s daughter, little six-year-old Dodie, his beautiful granddaughter. Already at her young age she had all her mother’s beauty. He knelt and took her into his arms; he couldn’t help himself, and Dodie hugged him back, and gave him a coupe pats on his back, just like an adult would do, “Well, Dodie, according to your Aunt Dani there’s some new kittens in the barn, Should we go see?”

“Yes!” Dodie increased her grin, if that was even possible. But of course it was. His two beautiful children could do anything.

They walked about fifty feet to the open south-facing double doors of a hip-roofed barn, They were met by a scolding barn swallow. Inside Carter pointed to the nest on one of the floor joists supporting the upstairs haymow, then lifted Dodie up so she could see the nearly grown baby birds,

“Ooooh, Grandpa, they have such bright eyes!”

She was correct. The babies hunched back into the nest as far as they could but their black eyes stayed bright and alert. The chattering adult swallow returned and scolded until the perceived danger stepped away.

Soon, from a hiding place among the piled straw bales appeared four colorful kittens maybe three weeks old. Two were black, one white, and one every color a kitten could be, They soon would discover the colorful one had an attitude. He put Dodie down. She hurried to the bales and gathered up the white one and sat. Carter adjusted the bales so that everyone could sit comfortably. Soon the two black ones crawled onto her lap. Finally Carter sat and grasped the last one, and was met with a high-pitched kittenish growl.

“Whoa!” he turned the kitten so that its back fit into his upturned hands and he could see the eyes, which were looking right back AT him, and scowling. “Well, you are one tough little customer, huh? He then placed the kitten between his knees, and placed one palm on the kitten’s belly—the kitten’s claws arrived, fully ready to take him—Fffffst!

Dodie laughed, “Can you handle him, Grandpa?”

“I’ll try, Sweetie.” He released the kitten, which got right-side-up but didn’t leave. So Carter then gently began to pet him. The kitten stayed and soon began purring.

“Grandpa, I sure like coming out to Aunt Dani’s farm. I wish we could live here.”

He looked at that charming and very serious face. How beautiful she was and so like her mother, who at the same age had asked the same exact question. He too wished the exact same thing, but he not only couldn’t afford to make the move—right then, anyway—but Chantal’s husband, Mason, would never agree to it, “I wish we could live out here too, Sweetheart.” The words slipped out. He didn’t want to encourage the idea..., but, what the heck? It’s what he wanted too. “Maybe someday.”

He hoped that would satisfy her, because he didn’t have a better answer.

A hen duck with her brood of nine ducklings in tow entered from the east door and walked straight to a trough with feed and water not too far from their audience. How unafraid all the animals were, and such a great assortment of livestock. If there was any domestic animal that his sister, her husband and son hadn’t yet added to their menagerie, then he hadn’t heard about it.

The mother cat entered from the south door, came immediately to the straw bales and dropped her latest kill—a ground squirrel—on the concrete floor, then jumped onto the bales with Carter and Dodie. He slid over to give her room. The mother nosed her kittens then laid down. Soon all the kittens were suckling.

Dodie, enthralled, watched, and grinned up at her grandpa.

Carter watched too, again thinking of how nice it would be to bring his two children to live here on the farm. Maybe in a couple more years. His mortgage was paid and his savings were growing. Yes, maybe in a couple more years. If Mason didn’t want to come, fine, the husband could stay in the city.

A shadow crept in. Carter looked toward the south door. Outside was suddenly shady. He knew a cloud had just covered the sun, but how fast things could change. The Collie dog crept in. The shadowy scene had affected it too. It hurried to Carter’s side, leaned against his leg and barely whined. The Collie was a good dog; he gave it a hug and massaged its head and neck. The dog then settle onto the straw-covered concrete floor. It was a section of the barn just for the dog and cats and a rooster that refused to live with the other poultry, plus other miscellaneous poultry that didn’t make it to the poultry barns when the doors were closed. Each animal seemed to have a favorite place among the bales, so there never was fighting.

He smiled as the duck family joined them and settled down on the floor just to the right of Dodie. Carter’s job kept him inside all day so he rarely even saw the sun except when rising or setting, and the rare weekends he was able to spend with Chantal and Dodie. Strange how the shadiness was, this time, affecting him, making him realize that, yes, change could happen quickly, and change everything.

The shadow moved on and sunlight returned. The Collie went to the door, stopped, then just stood, looking...appreciating the sun...?

Yes, he could live with these animals on his sister’s farm very easily. Maybe in a couple more years. The thought rolled past him yet again. Fargo was over seventy miles to the east and south, and growing south, not in this direction. Strange, the thought he had just had, not only that he would consider moving to the farm sooner rather than later, but that it was good the growing city was growing in a different direction.

Later, upon leaving the farm, he always stopped after they were a ways on the township road, and they all looked back at the sign over the entrance that read, Storybook Farm.

––––––––
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Anywhere, USA

24 hours later
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Whit Malcolm
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The day began like any other day for Whit Malcolm, a normal twenty-two year old guy, nothing special about him, but that’s what made him special and another perfect choice. His sparse but well-kept room was three blocks from where he worked so he always walked, which took him past the fast food place. He could always see the people inside. Some always looked back at him, their eyes wide and wondering. But there was nothing special about him, so he always wondered, why do they look at me?

The morning sky was lightening. He picked up his pace. Past the fast food place was a block-sized park of mature trees, a pond, and singing birds. He always stopped and faced the park, the sunrise, and listened, remembering a far back past...a pond of his own,..he remembered the trees, the cattails, the bittersweet smell of unmoving water, the many birds singing, frogs croaking.

When he remembered his mind always wandered to the negative, his mother making sure he took that pill in the morning and evening and twice during the day on the honor system. All through his youth he had never missed taking the pills, and had never discussed the side effects with anyone. He didn’t care. To keep everybody happy he just took the pills to be done with it.

Finally. Long after his parents were gone and he had insurance with this job, the human resources lady had called him to her office. He would never forget it. “...Whit, people have complained about you...” That was nothing new. People were always complaining about him for something or other. He remembered listening to her list the reasons: “...acting fidgety and dropping things, running when you should be walking, forgetting how to do things...” He heard her continue talking but managed to tune her out, until she came to the end, “We have good health insurance here, Whit, I would like for you to make an appointment. Maybe the doctor will increase your medication.”

...He did hear the vehicle pull up beside him. He thought nothing of it. When the prick hit his buttocks he slapped at it. What felt like a bee sting was his last cognizant thought.

****
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Whit wondered where he was, and what he was doing. He could hear voices and could see two men—one older, one younger—somewhere toward the front of wherever he was. He figured they were speaking English but could understand not one word. He manage to turn his head, both ways. Two young men and one young woman sat to his left and slightly behind, and two young men to his right, also slightly behind. All five were just...sitting...their eyes...he didn’t know.

What he could see told him nothing, sorta like they were sleeping but with their expressionless eyes wide open.

Whit had occasionally felt like that too, a handy break from the day when he was supposed to be working. The two young men to his right...their arms, would jerk slightly, and each time their head would also jerk. Those two must be kind of crazy. He chuckled at his thought...at least it kind of felt like he chuckled. Then he managed to look down. His hands were folded neatly on his lap. He tried moving the top one. It moved, but barely, and in very slow-motion.

A picture came into his head of him firing a weapon. He loved firing guns, and loved the sounds of the blasts. If he could do only one thing for the rest of his life it would be firing guns, all kinds from the smallest .22 caliber pistol to his favorite, a military fully automatic M16, a weapon he had never touched. He even liked BB gums, but BB guns didn’t make much noise.

He had not been in the military. He tried but it was discovered he had a heart murmur, whatever the heck that was, and also that stupid mental thing. ADHD they called it. He remembered—after finally making the appointment—sitting with the doctor as he read off a list of side effects of his drug. The memory was so strong, he could still hear the doctor’s voice: “...loss of memory...” he hated forgetting things—“...mood changes...” he knew that was true; he could go from happy to depressed in the space of seconds; he especially hated it when it happened at work and made people stare at him—“...dry mouth...”—he really hated that too, to have to go get a drink between breaks and people always stared at him then, too, and getting a drink never helped; he would always still be thirsty—“...drowsiness...” at times he even fell asleep at work, until people started yelling at him—“...no appetite, funny taste, anxiety, ringing in his ears...”

He shook his head and wished that fucking doctor would go soak his head or something! But on and on the list of side effects went: “...loss of one’s sense of reality or identity, abnormal dreams...”—he sometimes loved those ‘abnormal’ dreams though, but could never quite exactly remember them, and the side effect that really bothered him: “...thoughts of suicide.”

Those thoughts would come out of nowhere, like lightening in a thunderstorm. The doctor did increase his medication: one more per day. Fine! He would do what everybody wanted, if they would just leave him alone!

Usually he felt nothing physically, but for at least an hour every time after he took that stupid pill he would feel one or more of those stupid-stupid ‘side effects’. But normally, according to Whit Malcolm, he was one of the healthiest people around.

The two men were still talking, but where are they? He thought the front of the room. There were two rows of chairs ahead of him. If he could just get closer maybe he could understand what they were saying. He told his legs to stand him up—he barely got free of where he was sitting...his mind slipped to his far, far, back, past. He saw his father, or rather the silhouette of a man working with maybe a shovel—Yes! It was his father...then he remembered that time of being with his father while he was building a fence around a pond...his father wanted to keep the milk cows from wading and getting their udders wet and muddy...he remembered just being there, not helping as he was too young, really young, one of his first memories of watching his father and being with him and worshipping him as only a small boy can worship his father...his mind returned to the present.

He had just told his legs to stand him up—well, of course he didn’t really say anything to his legs; he had just had the instinctive thought to stand and move, but his legs did nothing. Whit realized that his legs did nothing, he also realized that he didn’t think being unable to move his legs was unusual.

He was there, wherever there was and that was all he knew for sure.

––––––––
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“How was your trip to the Mediterranean?” the older man asked.

“Very well, thank you,” the younger man answered, “I got to meet Masters himself.”

“Is he as autocratic as some say?”

“More so, a very commanding presence.”

“Did he like our offering?”

“Yes, he even seemed amazed that such a beauty existed in such a small child.”

“Is the abduction set?”

“Yes, tomorrow. We know exactly where and when the mother and child will be.”

“I’ll be in charge. There’ll be two with needles, plus the driver. The abduction shouldn’t take more than a few seconds.”

“Good.” The older man glanced toward Whit, “I like the new one for our next event. His record says he spends every possible waking moment shooting. Unfortunately the poor fellow has no guns of his own, so has to rent them at the shooting range.”

“I agree,” the younger man said, “His co-workers know that about him, so when he performs his mission, and his remaining co-workers are interviewed by the police, nobody will be surprised.”

“What about our other subjects?”

“They’re coming along...” The younger man hesitated, “Two of the young men, though...well, we may have gone too far with them too quickly.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re exhibiting...in their day-to-day lives...well, the people who know them best are beginning to wonder, maybe even getting...nervous, especially about the involuntary spasms. You see, they didn’t have the spasms...before.”

“But what do you mean...’nervous’?”

“Like someone might get too nervous—and suspicious, and call the police too soon, With all the mass shootings lately—even one in Switzerland, of all places—people are noticing anybody who seems even a bit off.”

“These two young men you’re concerned about, do they have good family?”

“Well, as required by our guidelines—as you know—we try not to choose people with good family ties. Mainly it’s their co-workers who are noticing. That would be okay if the subjects were farther along in their training, but we might have given them a drug overdose. I don’t know how that could happen, but if their systems don’t match up with the drugs—we don’t use really expert doctors for these things.”

“That’s a problem we may have to look at more closely in the future,” the older man said, “And if we aren’t able to use them...well, expendables are always needed.”

“Yes, Sir. And a good thing, Whit Malcolm and the three others were already on psychotropic drugs.”

“Yes, that is a good thing.” The older man cupped his right hand under his chin, and nodded, “Very well, I believe our mission is moving ahead as planned, as much as possible. Even some of the more staunch republicans are beginning to take more gun control seriously, and after we turn our boy, Whit, here, loose, even the National Rifle Association might take notice. The president got his Universal Background Check approved. It will take some time but once its completed it will be near the exact same thing as registration. Then it’s just a matter of time till the order goes out for the National Guard—and maybe the ATF—to do a house-to-house confiscation. And once the American civilians are disarmed, the contemporary American Minutemen, as some like to call them.” The older man chuckled, “Anyway, after the ‘Minutemen’ are disarmed, well, then our plan can move along quite nicely and quickly.”

“Yes, Sir. We should thank their god for today’s mass media, which has allowed us to move faster than any generation before us.”

“Yes, Mass Media. When their electronic toys turn against them they are going to be very surprised.”

“Speaking of electronics,” the older man began, “Has Whit gotten his implant?”

“Yes, we did that immediately.”

“And it’s biodegradeable?”

“Absolutely, and when Whit’s mission is complete it will absorb directly into his body, and will leave no trace of anything. There will be a small void in his head where the device was, but so very, very, small, and if he places his last bullet correctly that will eliminate any possible indication of a foreign object.”

o when is Whit’s mission planned?”

“Very soon..., and so you know, Whit, is somewhat a non-person, nobody really knows him, or tries to be his friend—‘just one more psycho with a gun’, they will say...and soon he will receive the weapons we’ve ordered for him, and he will not question their arrival. Everything he needs, will arrive shortly, and he will destroy the containers by burning.”

“Good.”

“You are coming along fine, too, my boy,” the older man said, patting the younger man’s shoulder, “If you keep performing your duties as well as you have, you may just move up the pyramid more quickly than others.”

“Thank you.”

“Just make sure this abduction goes as planned.”

“Yes Sir.”

****
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“Study this dream carefully, Whit, and remember it.”

Someone had spoken. But nobody was close by—was the voice just in his head? And how could it know his name? Before Whit could determine where the voice had come from a new vision appeared. He saw people falling and heard them screaming, He saw much blood spurting. He looked down. A gun. He was firing the gun that was causing all the screaming and blood.

He watched for a few seconds, then shook his head. He tried. His head barely moved, but enough to end that horrible scene. And what was that scene? Was it one of his abnormal dreams?—but he was awake! It was daytime, he thought! He had enough mind left to realize that the scene was viciously violent, and something he would never, never, ever, do. So why was he dreaming that he would do it?

––––––––
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The Son-in-law
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Carter watched his daughter and granddaughter walking away. Chantal, already dressed for work, wore trim-fitting dark blue-jeans with matching denim vest. Dodie also wore a white top and light blue bib overalls. No matter how his girls dressed they always the apple of his eye. About another forty feet and they would turn left, cross the street, then walk two more blocks, turn right, and the second house on that block was their new home. He could have dropped them at their front door, but both preferred to walk the short distance.

They lived close by, yes, but not like it could be out on the farm. Finishing their short vacation—Chantal had to be back for her weekend shift—the three of them had just spent the last three days and nights at his sister’s. He had—discretely—brought up the idea to his sister of the three of them moving out, eventually, to join them on the farm. His sister’s response did not surprise him; she loved the idea, the sooner the better, and she didn’t even mention husband Mason.

The mother and daughter turned left, crossed the street, and just before they would disappear behind the first house they stopped. Both waved.

Carter felt his face break out in a huge smile. Since Chantal was old enough to think for herself she had always waved just before she wouldn’t see her daddy anymore, and now she was teaching her daughter to do the same.

His heart swelled in fondness. How he loved those two children. Yes, Chantal was twenty-seven, but she would always be his little girl. They kept waving and moved on, and he kept waving...then they disappeared. His heart gave an extra little beat, as it always did, as if he feared he wouldn’t see his children again.

He turned away to enter his own house. Through peripheral vision he saw a white van pass, going down the same street as his children, but he just saw it; his mind told him nothing, then...brake lights? Someone Chantal knows?...or what?

Tires squealing, as if the van had stopped quick. His heart gave a second beat, a little louder. His heart kept making itself known. A few more seconds passed—another squeal, just a squeal, as if the van had taken off quick.

He didn’t spend anymore time thinking about it, and moved quickly to the street sidewalk, then broke into a run. He reached almost to the next street, and knew in the short amount of time passed that Chantal and Dodie should only be halfway down the first block. He slowed. He didn’t want his girls to know that he had ran after them for probably no good reason. But as he got closer to the last street, straining his neck to see—but saw nobody.

What the hell?

Again he broke into a run, both blocks, turned right, and in the second house on the left he would find his two darling children. How could they have gotten there so quickly. Had they ran? If so, why? He reached the sidewalk to their house. His heart was now pounding, and not from the exertion of his run. He forced himself to walk quietly and calmly to their door, wondering what reason he could give for chasing after them.

He reached the door. He knocked. What reason? What reason?

Nobody came to the door. The door was locked.

Maybe they went straight to the backyard. He headed that way, reached the driveway, saw his son-in-law bent over his new chariot. He didn’t even know what kind of car it was. He didn’t care. And where had he gotten the money to buy such an expensive-looking vehicle? He had never liked Chantal’s choice of a man. He and his daughter had never connected on that, and he had never connected with, “...Mason...!” He hoped that hadn’t gone out too loudly.

Mason straightened up and smiled, but the smile sent was the biggest lie Mason had ever told, “Yeah, Carter, what’s up?”

The man had never once called him Mr., or Sir, not once, and not that Carter would have demanded—or even wanted—that he should, but right from the start, the very first time Chantal brought him home he didn’t like the man—just didn’t like him, “Where’s Chantal and Dodie?”

The smile disappeared and a worse lie took its place, “I just got home from work. I thought they were visiting you.”

“They were. They just left. They should be here.” Carter was doing his best to stay calm.

“Well, they aren’t. And, Christ, if they just spent yesterday and today, and...whatever, with you....” Mason didn’t finish whatever he wanted to say. Maybe he saw the heat coming from his father-in-law’s face and thought better of it.

Carter retained his calmness and started for the backdoor, “They were with me longer than that . I’m checking inside.”

“I haven’t unlocked yet, Carter, and anyway, they aren’t there.”

Carter spun, “Then where the hell are they?”

Mason’s face lost any hint of a smile or any kind of friendliness. The man was actually taller and heavier then Carter’s lean forty-seven-year-old frame but he moved to the other side of his chariot before putting out another probable lie, “I don’t know.”

But Carter felt he did know, but what did he know? How could he know? “I’m calling the police.” He drew out his phone and turned away.

“Good Christ, man,” Mason said, “Maybe they stopped at a friend’s house.”

Carter spun, “If Chantal knows even one family locally she hasn’t told me. You kids haven’t been here long enough to barely get moved in.”

“Well, maybe your little girl doesn’t tell you everything.”

Carter felt rage at that sarcasm—and he felt certain Mason knew something. How could he not? He turned away wondering if he should have jumped in his old pickup right away and gave chase. But his pickup was already in the closed garage, and tires squealing could mean anything, and how could he have explained to Chantal why he came rushing after her and Dodie when nothing had happened? But something did happen. He was sure! He dialed 911.

****
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In the two seconds it took 911 to answer, Carter’s thoughts covered Chantal’s and Dodie’s lives, the good,, the questionably-bad, the beautiful, and now this—

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

“My daughter and granddaughter have just been abducted.” He barely could believe what he had just said, but what else could it be?”

“Did you see who took them, Sir?”

“No.”

“Then why do you say ‘They’ve been abducted?’”

He spent the next minute and a half explaining what he heard and what he did, and all other pertinent information he had.

”I’ll dispatch a detective to you, Sir.”

“A detective?! For Christ’s sake, we need a squad car, we need road blocks, we need an Amber Alert, we—“

“Sir, if you didn’t actually see anything—“

“A white van I told you! It couldn’t have gotten farther than a few blocks! It’s still in the city—my god! You have to do something!”

“I’ve sent the detective, Sir.”

He hung up.

“So...?” came Mason’s voice, “What’s up?”

Carter took two deep breaths before he turned, “They’re sending a detective.”

Mason laughed, “And he will check every house between here and your place to see if anybody saw something, and in one of the houses he’ll find your little girl.”

Just the way Mason said ‘little girl’, just the tone of his voice, made his fists tighten. How he would love to smash that face, just once, but there were more important things to concern him, “We’ll see.” He turned away and walked to the edge of the street.

––––––––
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The Detective
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Again Chantal’s and Dodie’s lives took over Carter’s thoughts as he waited for the detective. Chantal had just arrived home from her very first day of school. He still had his loving wife then, and they both waited at the door to greet that little girl with the biggest smile running up the walk—his stomach tightened. His eyes threatened to pour forth as his tiny daughter filled the picture in his mind—he choked as the young Chantal told her parents of all the fun things she had done that day, and how much she liked her teacher.

Then his thoughts flashed to Dodie, to the first time she called him ‘Grandpa’, and then walked over and held her arms up. He remembered kneeling and taking that charming little girl into his arms and feeling her little arms going around his neck. For three or four seconds his breath almost left him. He choked again, worse; a few tears did escape. Then he tightened his fists and took a couple of quick and short breaths as his thoughts streaked right into the stratosphere. Back and forth his thoughts went, from Chantal to Dodie and back again.

Three days past they had spent at the farm for one of their rare visits. Chantal had saddled her Arabian mare, Sheikh, and went riding with the colt running alongside, and almost immediately was galloping out into the spacious pasture. Too fast he had always thought, but then that’s how his daughter had always operated, not fast and reckless, exactly, but full of spirit, always right there to take on new things, new adventures, not wildly but not too shyly either. Even after Dodie was born, well, she did take a few months off for the pregnancy. And then a few more months for recovery and her experiences with her new daughter. But soon she strapped Dodie to her bosom and took her everywhere that she could, and the moment Dodie could firmly hold her head up she was up on that Arabian with her mother.

For the first time yesterday Dodie sat on the Arabian by herself, in the corral. Chantal drew the line on her going into the pasture by herself, but he knew it would be soon, for Dodie was her mother over and over, and would not be held down for long, The sweet memory again brought a choke, an audible gasp, and almost brought more tears. Dodie’s face let go with maybe the hugest smile he had ever seen on her. Chantal then handed the reins to Dodie—which brought an even brighter smile—and then led Sheikh around the corral a few times by her bridle...and then, Chantal glanced at him with a grin, then climbed up behind Dodie and scooped her daughter a little higher onto her lap, then sent one more grin to her dad, and then the two of them were off—not exactly sixty miles per hour, but...and just before they would disappear they both looked back and waved.

Again he choked and found it hard to even breathe, his breath coming in short gasps...then a few tears did come again. He just could not stop them—I should have jumped in my pickup and gone after them! “Arghhh!” The scream barely made a sound. He looked at his watch.

Fifteen minutes had passed in barely a blink. Strange how all his memories of his darling children never included Mason. But then Mason had never joined in their activities. The man sometimes came along to the farm, or wherever they went, but he always chose to sit in the house , or the car, and play his stupid video games. Again Carter’s hands tightened, just from thinking of the man. Since their marriage he had never openly criticized Mason, except he knew with expressions, but he had never said anything to force Chantal to defend him. But he knew their relationship was nothing like the relationship between himself and Chantal’s mother. Maybe it was different between them in private, but in public he never saw real love pass between them, not hate either, but for certain not the kind of unspoken love that could cross rooms and hundreds of miles.

He shook his head. Even though he and Mason had never connected there was nothing to suggest Mason knew anything about this disappearance of his children.

A dark, medium-sized vehicle pulled up and stopped. Thank Goodness, now I can stop thinking and imagining the worst. A heavyset man got out and approached. A well-fed stomach protruded over his belt, “Mister Banks?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Detective Rosemond.” He extended his hand.

Carter gripped it, but didn’t receive much grip back. A weak handshake—to Carter—was worse than an over-enthusiastic one, ten times worse.

The detective withdrew and glanced at a note he had squashed in his hand, “I understand your daughter is missing...?”

“And my granddaughter, and they aren’t just missing—they’ve been abducted!” He felt his patience wearing thin. This guy was as idiotic as his son-in-law!

The detective glanced again at his note, “But you didn’t actually see it, Sir. A couple of light tire squeals could mean many other things.”

That was true, the squeals weren’t major, but professional abductors—if they were professional—but what else could they be?—would know not to make noise.

Just then a black-and-white unit arrived and parked on the other side of the street. A man and a woman got out and approached. The detective turned to them, “We’ve got two blocks of houses to talk to the residents to see if they’ve seen or heard, or even know, ah...” Again the man glanced at his note! “Ah Chantal or—and” Again he glanced at his note! “Ah, Dodie.” He glanced back to Carter, “How old is the little boy, Sir?”

“It’s a little girl! And she’s six!” Carter bit nails but managed to stay fairly calm. He didn’t know how he was managing that but he was.

“Who’s that?” The detective pointed toward the red chariot where Mason was again bent over the engine.

“My son-in-law.”

“Married to Chantal and the father of Dodie,” Rosemond said condescendingly, “He maybe can clear everything up,” then started up the driveway.

He could but he won’t. Although in truth Carter wished Mason could/would clear it up...sometimes I also wish pigs could fly. Didn’t know why he wished that, though.

The detective spent about five minutes with Mason, then returned, “Your son-in-law isn’t worried, Mister Banks. He said your daughter often disappears—“Liar!”—and he thinks that white van you saw was an old friend of hers, and she’s just out visiting, maybe even having a drink.”

“My daughter doesn’t drink, and she wouldn’t take her daughter into a bar!—plus she’s got her job to get  to this morning!”

“Well, that’s your opinion, Sir, about your daughter drinking, or not. Your son-i-law seems to think that you think that your daughter is quite an angel.” Then he smiled, with a lie as large as Mason’s.

“She is an angel,” Damn you!  

The detective’s smile disappeared as he turned away, “We’ll keep you informed, Sir.”

“No Amber Alert?”

Detective Rosemond stopped, turned back, and put forth what Carter saw as a very sarcastic smile, “We don’t put out Amber Alerts for every missing person, Sir. They require...certain criteria. There at least has to be a witness who actually saw something. The public would soon stop taking them seriously, and do you know how many people are reported missing every year?”

“No. Please tell me, if you can.”

“Hundreds of thousands.”

“And all turn out to be not missing at all....”

Again the detective’s smile faded, “As I said, Sir, we’ll keep you informed.”

Carter suspected both the detective and his son-in-law were poured from the same mold, and again he wondered how his darling Chantal could ever have linked up with a man like Mason, and he doubted anything would be done other than this house-to-house guessing game search.

The detective approached the two uniforms, talked for a minute, then gestured for them to begin their canvass of the neighborhood. Finally the man started toward his car. Carter felt like waving, as if they had made some sort of friendship.

Just the opposite. Carter decided it was time to call his old friend, Harley Maxwell. They hadn’t spoken in months, but Harley would still be Harley. He tapped the numbers

Two rings.

“Hey, Bud, this is Carter.” He heard vague background sounds, “I need your help, my friend, and it’s non-paying. Can you meet me at Porgy’s?”

“I can meet you, Carter, but how about Houghton’s out on Main? They have great Walleye.”

“I...I guess...but I’ve never been there.”

“A real classy place—so, you buyin’?”

“You bet.”

“Your voice sounds a bit serious, my friend.”

“It is, and I am.” Carter kept hearing background sounds, even thought Harley might have puffed, like he’d been hurrying, “Say, are you out and about?”

“I am, but, are you going to give me at least a clue about what’s up?”

Carter didn’t even hesitate, “Chantal and my granddaughter have been abducted.”

“That got my attention—I’ll meet you at Houghton’s, say...two-ish?”

“Two-ish it is. We’ll have an early dinner.” Carter dismissed his thoughts. He knew from experience that if his old friend was going to help him find his children it would have to be by Harley’s timeline. So the man had been ‘out and about,’ Big deal....

––––––––
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Harley Maxwell, ex-Army Special Ops
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At Houtghton’s Carter saw a parking spot beside a new-looking shiny black Silverado pickup and had a thought: probably Harley’s. One thing about Main Avenue there usually was plenty of parking available.

As he pulled in beside it and shut off the engine the world darkened. He knew it was just a cloud , but, strange, the same uncertain feeling washed over him as it had at the farm, that change could happen so quickly. A shiver slipped through him.

He got out and looked up. Just one small cloud had covered the sun, yet the darkness caused by it seemed to cover the whole city. He shook his head and started for the entrance. At the door he gripped the knob but hesitated, and looked up again. No change.

He turned the knob, pulled the door open, and came face-to-face with a young man. His attention went immediately to the young man’s T-shirt, a black one, with...an eye, a yellow one with a huge black iris. He focused there. He couldn’t help himself, and stared. They both stopped—

“May I help you, Sir?”

Carter snapped his attention to the young man’s face. For one heart-stopping second there appeared to be barely protruding bumps, one on each side of the forehead, “Sorry,” he said, “It’s so dark outside and to open the door to such brightness...”

The sun returned, as if planned—right, the sun itself was playing tricks on him. The two bumps disappeared along with the sun’s disappearance—so the sun and the bumps were both playing tricks on him.

The young man glanced to the outside and up, and said, “It’s not dark at all.”

Of course not. The young man pushed past Carter and dispatched what some would call a smile, but to Carter an expression of coldness that stabbed his back and caused a slight shiver. The young man reminded Carter of what the human resources director would project as he walked through the work area, looking down on the employees as if he were forty stories above the very world. If Carter saw the man coming he would avoid eye contact if at all possible, but being a lead person it was often not possible and he would be forced to meet the man eye-to-eye.

For a fleeting second the human resources director also sported two bumps on his forehead. For another fleeting second—hardly a bump in his thought pattern—the bumps on the two people’s heads seemed darker than his imagination, like maybe he wasn’t meant to see them, or, he was meant to see them.

He shivered, then shook his head and moved on.

Once inside he saw Harley waiting at a far table.

****
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“So that’s what happened, Harley. I thought about taking after them with my old pickup, but, they were gone, and then I tried 9-1-1 but that was a no-go too, and, well, it’s been a long day.” He had decided not to mention the young man with the forehead bumps—what an imagination you have, Sir.

Yet the meeting stuck with him, especially the bumps—horns?

“You wouldn’t have been able to catch them anyway, Carter, and very likely they have a safe house very close. They’ll hide out overnight at least, maybe even will wait a full day, or more, until they’ll know it’s safe to leave—“

“How will they know?”

“They’ll watch the news, and decide how serious this abduction is being taken.”

“And then?”

“They’ll abandon the white van where it’s now sitting and likely move to a full size sedan,”

“You keep saying ‘they’, as if you already know who it is.”

“I don’t, of course, but listening to your description of the abduction—very professional—well...I know of them.”

“Well, who?” How could Harley have an idea of who immediately? Who are we dealing with?”

Harley folded his arms and straightened in his chair, “This is going to be a bit hard for you to hear, my friend, but you have to hear it.”

Carter leaned forward slightly and motioned with his hands, “Tell me.”

“I will, but let’s partake of our meal a bit more, while we’re talking.” Harley forked off a piece of his fish fillet and held it ready to mouth, “You’ll find I was right about the Walleye here, Carter—delicious. They probably took it out of Lake Sakakawea this morning.” He chuckled, then pointed toward Carter’s plate, “Go ahead, my friend, you haven’t even touched yours.” Harley took that bite and split off another, “You’re going to need to eat, my friend, you’re going to need energy and strength  if you’re going after these guys.”

“Carter finally began cutting his fillet, “And you’re going with me, right?”

“I’ll see how well you take the information I give you, and I’ll watch how well you take care of yourself,” He gestured again toward Carter’s barely touched plate, “Like eating.”

“All right. I understand. I know you’re right.” He took a bite, then another.

“That’s better, my boy,” Harley said,  “Of course I don’t know who, exactly, but what you described sounds very professional, and, well, they go by many names—“

“Conspiracy theories, yes?”

“Well, yes and no. We both know there are lots of conspiracy theories out there, whatever people don’t understand they call a conspiracy theory.” Harley took another bite of his Walleye, “I guess it kinda depends on who you’re talking to.”

“I’m talking to my old friend, Harley Maxwell, who’s talking in circles.” Or is he? Does he even know some of those nut jobs?

“Sorry. As you probably know, after I got out of the service, I spent some time in local law enforcement.”

“I know, and now you’re retired. Just forty-eight years old and retired” And it bothered him that Harley already thought he knew who might have taken his girls—how could he know? That bothered him but he would try to dismiss it.

“I earned it, Carter. Twenty years in the army and five more as a cop, and I’ve heard things I’ve never shared with anyone.

“Like...?”

“Like the disappearance of Chantal and Dodie.”

“Yeah! They wouldn’t even put out an Amber Alert!”

“Like I said, Carter, as with you going after them, it was likely already too late.”

Carter took another bite of his fish, savored the taste, then, “You haven’t told what you’ve never shared....”

“Certain happenings...well, for certain crimes—we weren’t exactly told not to pursue, but it was usually pretty clear what cases would get attention, and what ones wouldn’t.

“Is this Detective Rosemond one of them—well one of those you aren’t exactly talking about?”

Harley looked at him with an expression suggesting he knew that Carter was saying certain things without being clear what he was saying—but what the hell, Harley was doing the same to him, so, fine, they both were carefully choosing their words. It was a world Carter was not accustomed to but hopefully he could learn.

“I remember Rosemond and I suspect he is—whoever or whatever we’re not exactly talking about, but I’m sure he’s not very far up the ladder of the pyramid. In fact he’s likely on the very bottom and will never go higher.”

“What’s this ‘pyramid’?”

“Look at the back side of one of your dollar bills, on the left side.”

Carter immediately pulled out his billfold and looked, “That’s a symbol of theirs? And they’re right here in Fargo?”

“Yes, the pyramid and the all-seeing eye—“ Carter instantly thought of the similarity of the eye on the young man’s shirt.

“And yes,” Harley continued, “Right here in Fargo, a good central location for their appendages to reach every location on earth.”

Some of the words in their conversation were coming out a bit loud, Carter thought, so he looked around. No other patrons appeared to be in hearing. He felt glad Harley had placed them in the back of the establishment. In another vein he wondered if he wanted to be silent at all, “So how do they move up?”

“They have to follow orders, mainly, and even doing something pretty spectacular is no guarantee to moving up.”

“Were you ever approached by these...people?

“Occasionally, but I always played dumb, so never got pushed. Also, I was never sure who they were, just copy cats or, the real thing, they don’t exactly go around announcing who they are. Basically, the ‘real thing’ people hide in plain sight as cops, politicians, teachers, even ministers—during the day. Something else at night.”

More importantly, Harley, who, exactly, are these people?

Harley leaned back, and folded his arms, “I don’t know...specifically, I just know the kind of human beings they are. Billionaires—but of course all billionaires are not included, just the ones who consider themselves elite. And have I ‘ever been approached?’ Again, I don’t know, not for sure. There are many groups and they all want the same thing. Power and control.”

Carter held both hands open and gave the impression he wanted more,  “Groups have names.”

They sure do, but I’m not sure I want to list them here—let’s end our meal. We’ll go home and sleep tonight—“

“Sleep?”

“Yes, my friend, you need rest and need to digest what I’ve already told you, and you need to focus. Tomorrow morning we’ll talk again. Breakfast at your place.”

Carter wasn’t sure he liked how things were going. He wanted to leave right then, but had no idea even where to start, and had to trust that his friend, Harley, did have an idea. What continued to bother him was the fact that Harley seemed to immediately know who had taken his girls, as if...well, he didn’t want to even consider that next thought, but knew in the back of his mind the thought would never go away.

––––––––
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More with Whit
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Whit put his time card in the time-clock and pushed down—Gong!

He blinked, then removed his card from the clock and put it back with the others on the wall storage. He didn’t remember his day, or coming to work that morning, or the walk from his room, or the birds singing in the one block of city park he always passed by. He didn’t even remember getting up that morning.

And the strangest thing, he didn’t think anything unusual about any of it.

He had a headache too. Not a bad one, though, and he also didn’t think anything strange about that. He remembered headaches from his past, the pain coming from certain areas of his head, like the top, one side or the other, the back, but this one just seemed to be his whole head, and there really was no pain, more like just an annoyance—

“Da Whit! Da Whit!”

The voice came from behind, quite a distance away. Whit knew who it was. The maiming of his name used to irritate him...but, strangely, no longer—

“Yoohoo! Daaa Whit!”

The voice suddenly was much closer. He still ignored it. A young man about his own age of twenty-two appeared beside him and elbowed him aside, “You gonna stand here all day, Da Whit? There’re other people waiting to punch out.”

He turned. Yes, four other people waited in line. Strange, he didn’t remember seeing them either—suddenly the young man beside him had no skin on his face, just an empty skull. Into his mind came that terrible scene of screaming people, and blood spurting everywhere, and himself shooting the gun causing all the carnage.

How many times had he seen that same vicious scene in his mind? Sometimes it went on and on. He remembered, at first, the horror he had felt watching such a violent scene, but as time went by it had reduced from viciously violent and something he would never, never, ever, do, to normal, something he was, maybe, born to do.

That’s right, Whit. You were born to do it.

That voice again, and when it spoke his head always seemed to hurt a little more, but still no certain place where he could put his hand on it. Seemed strange, but still, not something he was going to worry about.

In the front of his mind he still found the shooting scene shocking, but in the back of his mind it was beginning to seem more and more the norm, and more and more something he would do.

But he still retained some of his mind most of the time. Only when another person smarted off, or elbowed him, or offended him in some way, this violent scene would again intrude into his senses...and that voice. He continued to watch the scene, even imagining the young man beside him with a skull for a face, who had elbowed him being one of the victims in front of his withering fire...Don’t worry, Whit, That idiot young man will be one of the first to go when you return to perform your mission.

He had heard of people who heard voices, but he also figured those people were a bit whacko, and he doubted the whacko people ever heard voices that actually called them by name and pertained to their day-to-day life...just like he had turned off the TV his mind returned him to that far, far, back, memory...he remembered after the fence was built and the cows kept out, the pond became a magical place to him, a place of solitude, and watching birds and snakes and frogs and pollywogs, and the smell, kind of stinky sometimes but he loved it, and kept going back every day, sometimes more than once a day—and he always felt good there, the hyper, jumpy, restlessness would leave him—

Gong!!!!

The young man beside him had pushed his card down. It had almost seemed like he had made it louder than others, like he did it just to irritate Whit...but of course he couldn’t have done that. The time-clock had one gong-setting sound level and that was that.

Don’t be fooled, Whit, came the voice, That guy did do it harder, just one more way to bother you and disturb your peace of mind.

He shook his head. The violent scene dissipated, the voice quieted. The guy beside him got his face back. For a second or two he felt dizzy, another annoyance he had lived with for most of his life. He turned away and thought nothing more about it as he headed for the exit.

A young woman second in line stated, quietly, but loud enough for Whit to hear. “That guy is getting weirder all the time.”

A chorus of agreements followed.
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Continuing Their Plan
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The next morning about 7a.m. Carter saw Harley pull up in his Chevrolet Silverado Crew Cab pickup. Black roll bar, above the sun visor, and some sort of guard in front below the bumper, probably for off-road driving. Wow was all he could think of. Everyone seemed to have a new vehicle except himself. He didn’t care. Other things were more important than flashy vehicles. His job of Lead Person at the local sewer pipe factory paid well, but not well enough for a new pickup.

He moved to the front door and waited. It still bothered him that Harley just seemed to know who had abducted his children, as if...but, again, he wouldn’t go there.

The knock came. He opened.

“They found the white van last night, Carter, only about six blocks from here.”

Carter stepped back, “And...?”

“Pour me some coffee first, and then get those eggs and bacon cooking.”

He hadn’t really planned on making Harley breakfast, but, frustrated, he stepped further back and gestured for Harley to enter. He knew his friend would share everything on his own time. That’s how the man had always been, clear back to their childhood when Harley would take him to his family’s big woods along the river and teach him about hunting, fishing, trapping, just plain everything about survival, as if Harley knew right back then that he would enter the army, which would eventually lead to the Special Forces. Blow-hard know-it-all or not, Carter knew, if anyone could help him get Chantal and Dodie back, it was this man...if he could just get rid of that nagging feeling.

He began preparing breakfast. It wouldn’t take long.

Harley sat down at the table and opened the morning paper he had brought with him. He read for a few minutes, then, “I keep a Facebook page, my friend, and that’s something I doubt you do.”

Carter laid several strips of  bacon in the frying pan—they sizzled—then glanced at his friend, “You’re right. I don’t.”

“Probably just as well...some of the things people post...”

“Like what?”

“Well, last night this really great looking girl—likely early twenties—got on there and, well, you know the old saying, ‘She asked for it’ right?”

“I’ve heard that, yes, don’t know that I’d agree, but, what...?”

“Here’s the thing: I don’t know this girl. She’s a friend of a friend of a friend, but people share everything. They don’t seem to realize that people can see everything—unless they’re careful about their privacy. Anyway, this gorgeous girl, black hair, wide open, shining blue eyes, cute little pink cap and light blue top, got on there and opened her mouth wide. I mean it was like looking into a pink cavern with one very moist appendage sticking out, and, man, she was asking for it. All one has to do is click on her face and go right to her own site, and there is all her own information just waiting for a pervert to find...course, she does look old enough to take care of herself.”

“Her name was there too?”

“Likely a profile name, so I had to do a little more trolling, but not much. Then I went through her other pictures and it wasn’t long before that same picture came up, included with even more sexy pictures. People can protect their privacy, but many people don’t bother to even learn how.”

“So what are you getting at, Harley?”

“Just this: people treat Facebook like it’s their own personal photo album, like they think only friends and family can see their children and family and sexy pictures, but that’s not how it is.”

“You’re saying maybe that’s what happened to Chantal and Dodie, that somebody saw them on Facebook?”

“It’s possible, my friend, but I think Chantal is way more smarter than that. But what I’m really saying is a pervert Facebook surfer could have spotted the photos of that girl and sent all her information to friends of his and if she fit what they look for she could be abducted—hell, as we speak.”

Carter continued working on their breakfast while he digested this new information. He didn’t use social networking but was well aware of the privacy issues, but it hadn’t occurred to him that Chantal was even online—of course it would probably be strange if she wasn’t—and right then he didn’t want to think about it.

He turned the bacon over, causing more sizzling, “So what was the girl’s name, who you saw?”

“Kimberly Montage.”

“That’s her real name, not the profile one?”

“Don’t know for sure. She lives in New York, claims to be a model, and claims she had a photo shoot the next day.” Harley laughed, a bit, “Which means today. Well. good luck to her.”

Carter poured two coffees and a few minutes later dished up two platefuls of bacon, eggs, and whole wheat toast, “Orange juice?”

“You bet,” Harley said, “Helps with digestion.”

Carter poured two juices, then sat down to his own breakfast.

Harley was already eating and apparently enjoying it, so, Carter began eating too.

A few minutes later Harley began spreading Raspberry jelly on his last slice of toast, “Van’s clean, Carter, I suspected as much.”

Carter remained quiet and opened his hands.

“I’ve still got a couple friends—friends that I trust, that is—in the department. I called them both last night to be on lookout for a white van. One called this morning, woke me up in fact. Anyway, nothing in the van, no prints, no blood, no DNA, course DNA takes a bit longer. He will keep me informed, but I doubt they will find anything.” Harley took a bite of the jellied toast, chewed a bit, then looked calmly at Carter, “They likely dumped that van and changed vehicles almost immediately...they did screw up, though, didn’t change the plates on the van.”

“The plates?”

“Cops can tell if the screws have been recently removed. They haven’t been.”

“What state?”

“New Mexico.” Harley took a second, larger bite of the jellied toast, “Los Alamos and I’m not sure if it’s New Mexico—my research wasn’t clear—but there a nest of Bad people down there...somewhere.” Harley glanced at the ceiling, “Anyway, we’ll get there. I’ll have to keep looking online on the way, and my pickup, by the way, has a built-in computer and GPS, but we’ll have to be careful about research.”

“Why?”

“Because the government and some law enforcement—and for certain the bad guys—can pick up on certain words and get a signal, just like with the phone. Certain words can get a visit by the men in black, sometimes government, sometimes otherwise.” Then he laughed, “But don’t worry, Carter, I’ll let you do most of the driving, at least while I’m online.”

Harley was so knowledgeable, so...smug, yes, ‘smug’, but, like he said, he had earned it to be ‘smug’ too, he guessed. He remembered the time the two of them—they were about eight or nine—had visited Harley’s grandparents on the their farm. His grandpa had said he’d pay Harley a dollar for every Pocket Gopher he caught, then presented one death-clutch trap. In the two weeks they were there Harley caught seventeen gophers. Once he even let Carter set the trap. Got his fingers snapped but did get it set and, yes, caught a gopher. For that Harley earned seventeen dollars. He remembered Harley’s grandpa looking at him and handing over a five, I know you helped too, Carter. He understood, and accepted that Harley was a year older.

He guessed grandpas were just like that. He remembered his mother’s dad doing things like that too, always good to little kids. The thought caused a jab to his heart, because his own little granddaughter was missing. His whole body tightened for a second. But that’s how it had always been: Harley got the job done, and often allowed Carter to tag along, but never had they embarked on such a mission as this, whoever the hell those so-called ‘bad’ people were.

Suddenly the question that had been on his mind ever since Harley had said who might have taken his children could wait no longer, “Why did they take my Chantal and Dodie, Harley? What do they want with them?”

Harley got serious, “I’m sorry, my friend, you aren’t ready to hear that. You maybe will never be ready to hear that—so, you ready to leave?”

“You mean to take off after them?”

“You’re free, right?”

“Yes. I called my boss and Chantal’s already yesterday. I didn’t exactly tell him everything—told Chantal’s boss even less—and just asked for leaves of absence. Both bosses agreed, but I might have to start on the bottom again, at least near the bottom.”

“I guess you could handle that.”

“Yes, and I’m ready, even got a bag packed and a few sandwiches made, but first a visit to my son-in-law.”

“Fine, but we’ll use your pickup for that.”

“Why?”

“We want your son-in-law to see your pickup, not mine. I’ll explain later, if necessary.”

––––––––
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A Phone Signal
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“I’ll never understand how you ever okayed Chantal marrying that guy,” Harley said, as they stopped outside the son-in-law’s house.

“I didn’t okay it.” Carter opened his door and stepped out, “Chantal got just rigid when I brought it up. It was probably our most serious disagreement ever. But he did help produce our little Dodie.”

“Right. Okay, well, we have to get him to use his cell phone. Threaten him, whatever it takes. So that after we leave he’ll call the police, or, hopefully his contact. We need that signal.”

“His...’contact’?”

“Yes, you said you think he had something to do with the girls’ disappearances, right?”

“Well, yes, but I didn’t want to believe it.”

“Fine, but get him to use his phone. Do you want me to come in with you?”

“Yes. You can be my witness that I didn’t hurt him.”

They reached the front door. Carter knocked, “It’s 8:00. He should be up, even if it’s Saturday.”

No answer. He knocked louder, then went to pounding.

Still no answer. They went to the more private backdoor. He first knocked, then went to pounding more quickly, “Mason, you’ve got about three more seconds to open this door!”

They heard movement, then hurried steps, then the door swung open and presented Mason in a barely closed robe—and on a cell phone, “What the hell do you want, Carter? I told you everything I know yesterday.”

“Which wasn’t much.” Carter, followed by Harley carrying his own cell phone, brushed past Mason, “And who the hell are you talking to?”

“None of your damn business! What the hell? You can’t just barge in here!” But Mason stepped back and switched off his phone, “”What’d you bring your buddy here so the two of you could beat me up?”

“Nothing would please me more, Mason, but I wouldn’t need Harley’s help. I stopped just to tell you that Harley and I are leaving to go after Chantal.”

“You’ll never—“ Mason began, then coughed.

“We’ll never find her, you were going to say? That sounds like you do know something, Mason.” Carter narrowed his eyes. He wanted his son-in-law to completely understand what he would say next, “I have never liked you, Mason, you might as well know that—“

“I do know it, and the feeling is mutual, old man.”

Carter chuckled, “My sister and her husband will change off watching my place while I’m gone. I also wanted to stop and tell you this:” he held back, for effect, which did its work.

Mason swallowed, then barely muttered, “Yeah...?”

During the waiting he heard—barely heard—a sound from the bedroom, then caught just a glimpse of movement at the hall door. Undoubtedly Mason had already replaced Chantal with a different woman—Good! More ammunition to guarantee you will never touch Chantal again! “If Chantal, or Dodie, get hurt, in any way,” he began, “And I find out for sure, that you do know something, Mason, I will—the next time I see you—kill you.”

“I don’t know anything!” Mason shouted, “All I know is your little girl is no angel!”

Carter turned to his friend, “Let’s go, Harley.”

––––––––
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“God! I would have loved to nail him right there!” Carter exclaimed as they climbed back into his pickup.

“I don’t blame you.” Harley immediately opened the small laptop he had brought along.

The two men were barely started down the street when Harley’s mini GPS package beeped. Harley entered a short code to his phone, clicked, and a voice came on, “They just left, but I don’t know what they think they know. They’re driving an old brown 90s pickup.”

“My God, Carter said, “That’s Mason’s voice.”

Another voice answered. “All right,” then a hang up.

“That’s all?”

“We can’t trace a throw-away phone to a person,” Harley said, while again typing, then clicking again, “They both hung up and we did get a signal. They’re way down in Iowa already,  but as long as they continue using that phone we’ll be able to at least have a good idea where they are.”

Carter slammed the soft part of his right fist onto the steering wheel, “I knew Mason was involved, but what happened? What did he do?”

“He might have sold her.”

“Sold?”

“Yes, my friend. ‘Sold’ her. If they can’t get what they want for free they will approach someone like Mason, and make an offer. One of their scouts at one time may have seen Chantal, or Dodie, then made a concerted effort to watch her—and Mason—learn her habits, places she went,  her interests, her shopping habits—“

“Why would they watch Mason?” Carter interrupted.

“To see what kind of man he was, whether he was honest, sincere, etcetera.”

“Hell, they could have asked me!”

“Yes, I’m sure you would have given him an A-1 recommendation.” Harley chuckled, “But they needed to know certain things they only could find out with the direct approach, like probably through Mason they found out that when she and Dodie go to the farm with you, they will walk home.”

“But that’s not exactly a routine. We’ve only visited the farm twice since she’s lived in her new location.”

“They have ways of getting information, Carter. Evidently Mason has been filling them in.”

“So you mean they actually chose Chantal?”

“Yes. Or Dodie.”

“My six-year-old granddaughter?”

“And even younger, Carter, there’s almost no age limit, and, as I said, they have scouts everywhere, doing everything they’re told to do.”

“You mean Chantal, or Dodie, matches the description of what somebody—some fucking pervert, that is—wants?”

“Yes.” Harley hesitated, “Or, your girls just match a description of the type of woman they’re always on the lookout for.”

“Who are these people, Harley? What do they want?”

“World domination, for one thing.”

“And they needed Chantal and Dodie for that?”

“One thing you need to understand, my friend, I named them Just plain bad, for the sake of you and me discussing them, probably not always in privacy, because we do have to be careful who hears us. Mainly they belong to groups with many names, but one thing we can be sure of, they are all billionaires. They abduct hundreds, maybe thousands, of people every year, mostly children and quite often from families where the child won’t even be missed for a while, and then maybe not even reported missing.”

Carter shook his head, unable to even comprehend a child not being missed by its own family.

“There’s lots of kids that never got to live in a loving household, Carter, homes of physical and sexual abuse, incest—just plain no love. Many children just run away hoping to find something better, and if they do get married, or hook up with someone, and create more kids, well, they were abused as a child so abuse is already in their genes...their blood, so to speak.”

Carter steered into his driveway, then directly into the garage, hit a button on the dash and the overhead door closed, “So the runaways will just get picked up....”

“Right, but the ‘bad’ people aren’t everywhere—yet—but their feelers are: people who know people, so the fresh runaway child will be picked up within days and likely go straight to the world of prostitution, or, if the child has special qualities they go for special orders or directly to the auction block.”

“But sometimes those ‘people who know people’ do get special orders...,” Carter offered.

“Right. From somebody really high up—and whatever they want is passed down through a chain of command. Nobody even near the top knows the top leaders—it’s almost like the Wizard of Oz. As long as people are satisfied with their lot, they will accept continuing getting fooled. Anyway, the request goes down to an abduction manager and he puts out the request to the field men—the feelers—most of whom are so on the bottom that they have no idea even who they’re working for. Basically just common criminals working for money, But the abduction of Chantal and Dodie was most likely carried out by a higher-up manager. They wouldn’t trust a bottom feeder for an important abduction.

Carter felt it hard to believe what he was hearing, and kept quiet.

Harley hesitated and took a breath, then, “You probably have wondered how I know so much about what happens out there.”

“That has crossed my mind, but I guess if I’m going to work with you I probably do need to know more about this underground...thing you’ve been describing.”

“That’s right, my friend, and I would appreciate it if you don’t ask questions...well, not too many anyway. And then there’s the other thing, they also serve extremely rich people who maybe aren’t even members—I suspect they do it just for the money.” Again Harley hesitated and glanced toward Carter for a few seconds, then, “They especially like serving the oil barons, mainly Arabs and Nigerians. So if your girls were abducted for that reason, well, we won’t have a lot of time.” Harley closed and folded his laptop into a six-by-nine inch book-sized package, “Well, let’s get moved to my pickup and get on the road.”

Carter covered his mouth and let out a breath. He felt like screaming and beating on something. He stared straight ahead and felt so helpless, and it did cross his mind, again, but vaguely, to wonder how Harley could know so much about these...people. “But you don’t know, specifically, who took my girls.”

“No, of course I don’t know. If I did it would make our job much easier, yes?”

“Yes, much.”

The two men began moving their gear from the house to Harley’s Crew Cab. Carter had packed only a gym bag, water, and the sandwiches. Harley’s supplies were already there, so it didn’t take long.

“You mind taking the first driving shift?” Harley asked.

“Fine.”

“We’ll go straight to I-29 south.”

“Right.” Carter’s mind was flying as he climbed into the shiny vehicle and started it. He decided to return the subject of their conversation back to, “World domination. A lot of people have wanted that, throughout history, and they’ve all been stopped...eventually.”

“And we can hope to stop them again, but these guys I haven’t named—because I’m not sure either—because the biggest group is so secret, and buried so deeply inside our societies for generations. Some claim for hundreds of years...maybe even back to the Babylonians.”

“And they’ve never been exposed?”

“No, because they are so secret and buried, but, recently—over recent years I mean—some really high up people—have came out and made claims, written articles, that the main stream media wouldn’t touch, of course. So it’s left up to the conspiracy theorists—who nobody believes anyway—so the whistle-blowers go online with their info—thank God for the internet, but sometimes that info disappears anyway.”

“Disappears?”

“Yes. Did the writer—for fear of exposure—delete his own articles? Or did the so-called ‘bad’ people discover them and do the deleting? They have people prowling, looking for such stories constantly. If the story is related to pop music—as many are, or poorly written, poor grammar and such, they leave them up. But if the story hits close to home they disappear, and sometimes the whistle-blower disappears too.”

“You mean...assassinated...?”

“Yes.”

“So they hope to achieve world domination, and what will they do when they get it?”

“Well, through war and disease and in the end, chemicals in the skies—“

“In the end...?” Carter interrupted.

“In the ideal world these people want eighty-five percent fewer people on earth, just enough for the remaining slaves to keep them well fed and happy.” Harley reached to Carter’s shoulder and squeezed, “They plan to kill billions of people, my friend, and nobody will even know who did it, and even then they won’t be truly exposed. Not till the deed is done and just the mind-controlled slave population remains.”

“Mind-control?” Carter steered onto I-29 south at the intersection of Main Avenue, then slapped the steering wheel, “Christ, Harley, just tell me what I need to know, and I doubt I need to know about mind-control...!” Snapping at his friend probably was uncalled for.

“Sorry, Carter, I’m not trying to bore you, but, you see, I don’t know what you need to know but I do think you need to know as much as possible of what I know, things I do know about these people, at least what I’ve heard from good sources.”

“It’s OK, Harley. I’m sorry too. I just feel so helpless sometimes...but, please, go on about the mind-control thing.”

“H-A-R-R-P, the High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program, or Harp. That’s an intense array of antennas up in the wilderness of Alaska.” Harley gave a short laugh, “Ol’ Jesse Ventura tried to get in to that one and got stopped.”

“You mean the ex-governor of Minnesota?”

“Yes I do. He’s one of the top conspiracy theorists, even got his own TV show, but he couldn’t get past the gate at Harp, at least not the video I saw.”

Carter, with two fingers on the steering wheel and appreciating the ease of operating such a vehicle, looked over at his friend and changed to a lighter subject, “How many horses in this baby?”

“A little over 300 galloping Belgians, five point three liter V8 engine.”

“How about the floodlights? Don’t see much of them anymore.”

‘had to special order, an after-market thing. That and special suspension shocks, so we won’t have any trouble going off-road.”

Carter shook his head at the information, “Let’s just keep going all day and all night. We can change off driving.”

“Agreed.” Harley stored his portable laptop and opened the one built into the console, slid it out, then did some more clicking and found a news-page where a weatherman was standing before a huge map showing both the eastern seaboard and the gulf. The weatherman’s voice took over the conversation, “...highly unusual for two hurricanes to be approaching at once, but that’s what’s happening. In fact I have never heard of such a thing, and these are both vicious storms, folks. At this point it looks like they both will be a category three or four...or more.”

“Could be a Harp event,” Harley said quietly.

Carter listened for a few more seconds to the weatherman, then tuned him out. He was again more interested in the information Harley was providing. So, this harp thing can control minds?”

“Yes and no, and, I don’t know, Carter. What my quick research has told me, those antennae can temporarily excite a limited area of the ionosphere. And by doing that, and intensifying the signal, can control the weather, cause drought, or flood, earthquakes—in fact this double hurricane really could be a harp-caused event—and control the mind.”

“Freaking, fucking scary, man.” Carter could barely believe the words that had just left his mouth. “Anything else?” he asked, not really wanting more.

“Yes, Chem-trails. Ninety or more percent of people have no idea what they are, and most of the other percentage points would not believe even if they were told.”

“Why...?”

“Because they are certain the smoke they see...up there...,” He pointed. His face looked like he wanted to laugh, but didn’t,  “has to be from air-liners.”

Carter felt like laughing too. Yes, he had seen then, and like most other people was satisfied to consider them from airliners—much easier than arguing with people...but just in case Harley had more to say Carter decided to wait.

“So far the chemtrails are mostly being covered by the conspiracy theorists—“

“...just in,” the radio was continuing, “The Senate, through a squeaky close vote, just passed the new gun control law and the president is expected to sign it immedia—“

Harley changed channels then turned the sound down.

“Why did you shut that off?”

“Christ, Carter, gun control has been in the news practically nonstop for how long now? I’m sick of hearing about it!”

Harley seemed more than a little sick of it, like somehow the new law would affect him personally. He wondered but held off asking. Again, maybe something he wouldn’t really like to know about, but it was sure making him wonder, and noticed his friend tapping again on the keyboard, “What are you doing now?” He didn’t mean to sound suspicious, because he wasn’t—he didn’t think—but was pretty sure he had sounded that way.

“Nothing,” Harley said, sounding a bit perturbed, and moved the screen slightly so that Carter couldn’t see, “Nothing important. We’ll plan a hundred miles or so and then change drivers.”

‘Nothing important’ right, but the new site Harley went to took his full attention—and why would he turn the screen so I couldn’t see?

––––––––
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With Chantal & Dodie
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Chantal awoke to a headache like she had never experienced before. She opened her eyes—“Oh!” and closed them again. The sun had never been brighter. She tried to think, to remember...vaguely she remembered a white van stopping beside her and Dodie—Dodie! Where are you? Her right arm reached out and down, and felt the warm body of her child on the floor. She didn’t open her eyes but ran her hand over that warm body, trying to be sure it was her child—

“Mom...? Ooooh!” Evidently Dodie had just opened her eyes too, and got the same treatment from the sun.

“Keep it down back there!” came a voice close by, “Keep quiet or I’ll use the needle again! If you think you have a headache now, a second needle will double it!”

Chantal squeezed her daughter’s arm, “Sssshhh, Sweetheart.” She barely spoke but Dodie put her hand on her mother’s hand, and answered, “Kay, Mom.”

Chantal returned to her thoughts: Yes, a needle. She thought it was a bee sting or something, and remembered nothing after that prick. She wondered what they had injected her with, and wondered where she was, riding in a vehicle for sure, she knew that, but to where, and why, and who was the man who had spoken, and what did he want with them?

The pain in her head intensified. She moaned silently, and brought her other hand to her forehead—hot, hotter than any fever she remembered...her thoughts went to her aunt’s farm. She and Dodie had just spent the last days there with her dad. They all were enjoying vacation time together. How she loved everything about that farm, the cows, horses, and her own horse, Sheikh, a beautiful gray Arabian with her unnamed colt—pigs, chickens, turkeys—both wild and tame, and other wildlife, and countless birds—all the other livestock, and the cats, and a Collie dog, and the smells.

That particular day, she could almost recreate the smells—my God! It had to have been just...when...yesterday! Or the day before...? She wasn’t sure. The memory of freshly-cut sweet clover cut into her thoughts. The smell of clover was special, almost romantic. And of course the precious time spent with her aunt and uncle and young nephew...and her dad...Yesterday? She had no real idea about anything, just knew that something bad—really bad—was happening...unconsciousness returned.

Her hand on her daughter relaxed and fell away.

“Mom...? Her daughter’s frightened voice went nowhere.

––––––––
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Casket-Liners—What Are They For?
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“So how did you get Mason’s phone hookup?

“Remember, Carter, or maybe I never told you, but in my later military years I was in Army Intelligence. That helped me get a job too in law enforcement—though I usually tried to stay in the background. After I started learning more about the ‘bad’ people I got acquainted with some trustworthy friends. One of those friends showed me how to, with GPS, and other stuff, trace a phone’s signal.

“Amazing.”

“Yes, Chantal’s abductors don’t know how well equipped we are. They’ll expect to see an old brown pickup, not what we’re driving. And as long as they keep that phone—now that we have their signal—we’ll know approximately where they are, at least how far ahead they are. If we ever start getting close we’ll have to be extra careful. I never told you, Carter, but I have a private investigator license.”

Carter, driving again, glanced over at his friend, “Well, we’ve been out of touch.” He looked back at the road and wondered what else he didn’t know about his so-called best friend, but thought better about asking. Likely there were some things he wouldn’t want to know, “No excuse for that, though, but I guess lifelong guy friends don’t stay in touch like lifelong women friends.”

“Yes, guys are different.” Harley agreed while fiddling with his wristwatch, “I’m going to catch some shuteye.” He slid slightly down in his seat, hit a button on the side and lowered himself, “The interstate runs mostly east of the Missouri River. There’s probably other places to cross but we’ll cross at Omaha. There’s something not too far into Nebraska that I want to show you, just in case you’ve had any doubt about the plans of these people. My alarm is set but if we reach Sioux City, and I’m not up—“

“Then I’ll wake you.”

“Good. After we’re in Nebraska we’ll want a county highway.”

“Got’cha.”

Almost that quickly Harley was breathing heavier.

****
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Two hours passed.

Ahead appeared a Sioux City sign. Carter reached to shake his friend.

Harley’s wristwatch alarm started whining.

“I’m up!” Harley sat up and rubbed his eyes, “Where are we?”

“We’re about to Sioux City.”

“Okay, pull onto the next exit ramp and we can change drivers until we get into Nebraska, then I’ll want you to drive again, as I’ll need to watch closely where we are, plus I’ve got this beat up map.”

“Map?”

“Yeah, a friend told me about this place but could only draw a map.”

They reached an interchange. Carter pulled onto it, crossed the highway, then stopped on the entrance ramp, where they changed drivers.

An hour and a half passed. At Omaha they crossed the Missouri onto Interstate 80; Harley continued driving until they reached a quiet stretch, then pulled over at the next interchange where they again changed drivers.

“Okay, it’s a few miles yet,” Harley said, “I don’t remember the exit number but there’s a huge cottonwood—one of the landmarks planted by the Indians, I’d say—anyway, the tree is right there in the exit ramp triangle. You can’t miss it.”

“Makes one wonder how they escaped the chainsaws and bulldozers when they built the highway.”

“A few did,” Harley said, “If they were growing in the exact right spot.”

About ten more miles went by. Far ahead appeared a lone tree, and growing right where Harley—snoozing again, said it would be.

Carter had always liked trees, another life lesson for which he could thank Harley. During their jaunts along the river, or at his grandfather’s farm, Harley always pointed out the different trees, and showed how the leaves and bark was different, and from a distance their shapes. Weeds and native plants Harley wasn’t so up on but he knew quite a few of them too.

He clicked off the cruise control and began slowing as he turned onto the off ramp.

The change in speed brought Harley out of his snooze, “Turn to your left up here. That’ll put us south of the interstate.”

Carter slowed at the stop sign, then turned left and commented, “Other than the cottonwood there’s barely another living thing in sight. Are you sure about this?”

Harley reached in the cubbyhole, pulled out a folded notepaper, opened it, scanned for a few seconds, then pointed, “See that tree-line? It’s about five miles away. That’s where were going.”

“Do we have time for this side trip?”

“Don’t worry, my friend, even if they get farther ahead of us we still have their signal, and, anyway, this is something you need to see, and then pray you never see another, and, also like I said, I have an idea of where they’re going.”

The hard surface road of the interstate intersection soon changed to gravel.

The five miles went by. At the tree-line Harley spoke, “About a mile in there’ll be a road leading to the right, that looks like it’s going nowhere, which is just how those people want it.”

The more Harley told him the more Carter believed Harley knew much more about those ‘people’ than he was saying. But the fact remained that his friend Harley Maxwell was the only person able to help him find his girls, so best to remain silent and somewhat dumb.

The road soon appeared but would have been easy to miss. He turned onto it.

“Just keep going, Carter. When we get there you will know.”

They soon entered a large meadow clearing, where appeared stack upon stack of...,”What on God’s green earth are those?”

“Casket liners,” Harley said, “Thousands of ‘em—maybe hundreds of thousands”

“Liners? Hell, they’re bigger than the caskets themselves.”

“That’s right. You, me, and two or three other good-sized people could crawl into just one.”

Carter pulled to within fifty feet of one stack and stopped. Nearby a man got up and stared toward them, “What the hell? I didn’t even see him. What is he? A guard, maybe?”

“Not likely.” Harley opened a compartment down below the dash, easily accessible by either the driver or passenger, and pulled out what appeared to be a semi-automatic  pistol, “Colt.45, my friend.” He also retrieved a loaded magazine, inserted it into the handle and pulled back the slide, cocking it, then put it on half-safety, then slipped it behind him between his back and trousers.

Just like they do it in the movies.

“Leave it running,” Harley said, “We’ll both get out and try to talk to him. He might know something.”

Might know something?

They both got out and left their doors open.

“Howdy!” Harley called out.

The man didn’t answer. The stare on his face appeared to harden, and maybe get a bit wild.

“We’ll approach a bit closer,” Harley said.

They took a few more slow steps. Carter realized he took fewer, and felt OK about it.

“Who the fuck are you people?” The man doubled his fists and raised, slightly, his left one.

“We’re nobody,” Harley said.

“Yeah, ‘nobody’—fuckin right! Then what the fuck you want here?”

The man’s eyes had much white showing, and my god! His hair was short and black and looked much like a photo from the deep past and a short little black moustache mainly just under his nose that reminded Carter of, of—he refused to even think the name!

“They’re gonna try to mark us!” the man shouted.

“Who’s ‘they’? Harley asked.

They were within about twenty feet.

“That’s close enough,” Harley said in low voice.

“The one’s in charge,” the man said, also a little quieter.

“And who’s that?”

“You know! The shadow fucking government! Or the god-damned leftist politicians—half the Congress—and the billionaires—whoever the fuck they are!”

“So you really don’t know.”

Carter didn’t like how the so-called conversation was escalating—but, hell, Harley was taking care of it, maybe—come on Harley, get us the hell out of here before that crazy man also pulls a gun!

“I know all god-damned right—I was with’em—I was one of’em, for Chris-sake!”

“Are they close by?”

“Hell, they’re everywhere!”

“But the group you were with,” Harley persisted, “Where are they? How close?”

As they stood there staring at each other and waiting an odor began, “Jesus!” Carter’s hand flew to cover his nose, an automatic response.

“You don’t like that smell, do ya, ya crazy fucker—it’s gangrene! I’m probably gonna die soon. The mutherfuckers shot me when I was escaping. Hit my leg, it’s a wonder I got away at all!”

“We should help him,” Carter said, barely believing he had said anything.

“Start backtracking to the pickup,” Harley said, “You keep driving.”

“What...?”

“Do it!”

They carefully walked backward. Carter’s skin began crawling. He didn’t know how close they were and he didn’t want to turn around and look—

“Run!”

The he did turn around and ran, but just before he stopped seeing the man he saw that the man had started toward them, limping but appearing quite able to move quickly. He reached the driver’s side, jumped in and closed the door, thanking God they had left it running.

Harley had moved a little more slowly while keeping his eyes on the man. Finally at the door he pulled the gun and pointed it at the man, then fired into the ground between the man’s feet.

The man stopped, “Mutherfuckers! The hell with ya—we’re all gonna die anyway! The Mayans was wrong, but the billionaires ain’t!”

“Let’s go!” Harley said as he climbed in, “Go to his left—which would take them quite close to the man—go about two hundred feet, then make a big U-turn and haul our asses out’a here and back to the interstate and don’t let no grass grow under us!”

Carter did as instructed and as he began the U-turn, through peripheral vision, almost like an impossible dream he saw them: Railroad Tracks. He tried to dismiss all he saw, the tracks, the man’s startling resemblance, the casket-liners, and the presence of all he’d seen sent his mind reeling to nightmarish movies and old news reels from World War II Nazi Concentration camps.

He didn’t think the Nazis had bothered with casket-liners, but the horrible analogy was there. What are they for? Why the railroad? God help us!

Harley wasn’t frightened, Carter could see that

They reached the gravel road and turned onto it, but something back there had brought a change to his friend, a seriousness he had never seen before.

They were at least two miles down the interstate before Harley spoke, and the good cheer, the easy manner, was gone, “I don’t know what the casket-liners are for, Carter, my friend didn’t know either.”

“Your friend who gave you the map?”

“Right. I hadn’t been there before. I was just following his directions, but the place is how he described it...except for that man. Did you notice the sores on his arms and some on his face.?”

“No,” Carter admitted, “But good Lord! His face! Didn’t you notice his face?”

“I did. Like a page out of a history book. Maybe it actually was Hitler. Some people think he’s still alive you know, or maybe a son, or maybe an alien meant to look like Hitler,” he said quieter, “But the sores don’t make sense. Did you really not notice them?”

“I guess I was too busy staring at his face, and looking at the whole man, what there was of him.”

“Right, not much humanity left there. He had much more than gangrene, and whatever he had he would have given to us had we tried to help him, and where the hell could we have taken him? A hospital, or whatever, would have called the cops as soon as they saw the guy, and then they would have detained us too.”

“I know. I know you’re right.”

“Cold but right. You were right too, Carter. It would have been good if we could have helped him, but his humanity is gone, long gone and the people who had him—however long they had him—took it from him. We’re going to see a lot more inhumanity, my friend, before our mission is over. I’d like to fly over this area to see where those tracks go, and, especially where they come from. I will almost guarantee they belong to no contemporary railroad company. They likely start at one staging area, lead here, then go to another staging area.”

“’Staging’ area?”

“I want to sleep again,” Harley said, “We’ll talk more later.”

“And ‘alien’, you’ve said that, too, what the fuck is that?”

“I said we’ll talk more later.”

Well, don’t bite my head off. Carter didn’t remember his friend ever snapping at him. Sure they had argued many times when they were growing up, but a snap was different. A snap was the same as saying ‘I’m better than you!’ or, ‘What I say goes’! Maybe his friend had more things on his mind that he simply could not share, not right then, anyway.

Before Harley laid back he did some more on the keyboard, went somewhere, typed maybe a username and password, then typed some more, then closed all pages and laid back. That was the third time he had done something without explaining what he was doing. Carter decided to decide it was just something he didn’t need to know about, yet, but the apparent secrecy was continuing to bother him.

****
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Chantal awoke. Again her mind went to her last good memories. She had gotten to ride her pony again. The two had trotted past the barn, she had waved to her dad, then she had given Sheikh her head, and they had galloped fast and far into the large pasture—oh my god that horse loves to run! Her head still hurt but not like before. She opened her eyes carefully. No bright sun struck her. She was terribly uncomfortable but didn’t move. She longed to reach over the seat and touch her child, but didn’t dare do that either. She did turn her head though and was able to see up, and was met with the harsh face of evil.

She looked away and forced her mind to return to the farm. After their run they had returned to the barnyard and her dad had handed up Dodie—and oh, dear Lord, her darling daughter had just squealed in delight. She had set Dodie on Sheikh herself, and then climbed up to sit behind her. Her mind must be playing tricks on her. Dodie did squeal, though, and she knew how Dodie felt, and remembered her own first sitting on the back of a horse, alone for the very first time. Yes, Dodie had sat and ridden alone for a few minutes, and the feeling of sitting and moving on the four legs of another living animal—a human pleasure like no other!  She choked, and again opened her eyes to near darkness.

The only light came from the auto’s dashboard. Barely moving she peaked up. The man with the evil face had a large head. He was bald. She wondered how long he had been staring at her, as that certainly was what he was doing. His eyes were cold. She saw absolutely no feeling in them. No emotion. Just evil. Who are you? Where am I? What do you want?

“You have questions,” he said as a statement.

She knew she hadn’t spoken. She knew she had made no sound, yet he had read her mind—had he?

“No. I cannot read your mind.”

He did it again!

“You and your daughter have been very good. No crying. No screaming...you have been an easy assignment.”

‘Assignment’?

“Too bad your good conduct will not help you.” He turned away, “Keep it up. We will be there soon.”

And then what?

––––––––
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More Goals &  Tactics
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Harley slept for two more hours, but not peaceful sleep, Carter saw that. The man had tossed and turned often, like he just couldn’t get comfortable and often spoke, mostly in gibberish, but sometimes a good clean English word:

Like ‘No’.

When he came fully out of his sleep he sat up and spoke, but the happy-go-lucky guy he had been with for the past twenty-four hours was definitely gone, “Didn’t really take things seriously, Carter, until I saw those casket-liners. I believed the guy who told me, yes, I believed he had actually seen something, something suspicious. Something that could make one...wonder. But to actually see what he described, to know with no doubt that they exist. and to know what they’re for—probably for—my god, Carter....”

“What they’re for? What are they for?”

“Well, I’m not sure of course, but they have to have something to do with the final goal. Likely they’re to help transport bodies. One could stack a lot more of those liners full of bodies than just the bodies themselves, and they’re going to need to deal with a large amount of bodies.”

Through peripheral vision Carter saw his friend bring both hands to his face. He glanced over, then put his hand on Harley’s shoulder, “I saw them too, Harley, but for me it was living a nightmare, and I know I didn’t get the same message as you. I also don’t know what you mean by ‘staging’ area, or maybe I do know but just want you to tell me and remove all doubt.”

“You know as well as I do what Hitler did, what he almost got away with,” Harley said, “Much of his war machine was financed by the billionaire clubs—They are actually the Billionaire Boys Club—hell, they financed both sides. Same as the French revolution, World War I, some even claim they financed both side of the American revolution. Anyway, Hitler too wanted a one-world government, and if he had defeated Britain...if we hadn’t gotten in when we did, my god, he might have pulled it off.”

Carter glanced at is friend and shook his head—strange how he pulled that name right out of the sky, or his head, more stuff he either didn’t want to know about or would be told when Harley figured he should know.

“Think of it, “ Harley continued, what Hitler did in the thirties and forties he did with the technology available then. Compared to today that technology was almost like just throwing stones at your neighbor rather than sending tanks and warplanes. Hell, today’s cell phone is just three or four clicks short of introducing a phaser, for Christ’s sake!”

Carter laughed, “I’ve thought of that myself, I mean, why not? If somebody is really bugging me, I could just turn up the power and make the guy disappear, forever.”

“I was half serious.” Harley added, “With today’s technology it would be pretty easy—Yeah! Just look at this commercial!”

Carter glanced at the small under dash TV screen that had played—audio down—constantly since they had left North Dakota. It showed a brunette woman about forty talking about her pain, her fibromyalgia, if he remembered correctly.

“Yeah!” Harley exclaimed, “See, she took her drug like a good little girl and now she feels better. She names off the side-effects but, hell, she feels better now so what the hell?” Harley chuckled, evidently seeing humor where there was none, “Now her husband—I suspect that guy is her husband—she doesn’t look  like the type who would just shack up with some guy—walks her out to her vehicle and hands over her coffee, she drives to some work site, gets out, puts on a white hardhat, gets three or four construction guys to stand around her she unrolls a blueprint, she points at something on the blueprint, then uses two fingers to point at something—what the hell is she pointing at?”

Carter had always wondered that too, but no good-looking management-type guy stepped up and said a thing, “Damn good looking too.”

“That she is,” Harley agreed, “I’m just using that commercial to express today’s technology. The company that manufactures the drug she’s using—whatever the hell she’s using—can probably create a disease too. They’d first let thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands get sick and die, then would come out with this wonder drug—or vaccine—that they’d send far and wide, and that would finish the job. And with the Billionaire Boys running not only the drug company but the Food & Drug Administration too, they could kill a lot of people in short order, and fill those casket liners.”

Harley faced Carter, “So things are making more sense to you?”

“Unfortunately, yes. But those liners don’t make any sense to me. Why would they bother? Why not just burn the bodies same as the Nazis did?”

“True, it would seem more cost-effective.” Harley reached across and slapped Carter’s shoulder, “So, what else is on your mind, that I can hopefully help with?”

“Earlier, you mentioned ‘aliens’.”

“Just another conspiracy theory—for now, at least—that there are military bases deep underground, and the Billionaire Boys have an alien army down there...for when the day comes.”

Carter shivered, and not from any chill, then started slowing down, “Maybe the liners really are to make the transport of dead bodies easier.” He decided not to pursue the alien theory and deep underground bases. Both items were too far out to even imagine, I hope.

Up ahead a brightly lit sign said not only gas but food too, “Let’s get something warm to eat, and then it’s your turn to drive again.”

––––––––
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I Want Both my Children Back
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An hour passed at the roadside café. Carter felt concerned at their progress; he felt they had gotten no closer to his children. And they had just eaten at a leisurely pace. Halfway to their pickup, “Harley, we are going to find my girls, right?”

“Yes.”

The answer had come back pretty quick, and sounded...he didn’t know, “Both of them?”

Harley stopped, “Carter, I don’t know. In my research I haven’t heard of a mother and daughter being taken together, and those boys are systematic in what they do, so it wasn’t a coincidence that they got taken together. Of course it also might have been.”

“’Might’?”

“Yes, maybe their surveillance was taking too long. Maybe the buyer was getting impatient.”

“’Buyer’?” The thought of someone, some pervert monster actually buying someone was enough to upset him. The fact it was his children being bought made his blood run cold, “So what? Say someone is buying them, then that means they will stay together, right? And when we find them we will find both of them—right?”

“There are more things I haven’t told you, my friend.”

“Well, what? Tell me, please!”

“Yeah, what the fuck? Tell us!” The unexpected words came out of the shadows from a stranger, “That’s right. I heard you guys talkin’ in there.” The man, hair black as coal, a day’s beard-growth, and dressed as if on holiday, walked right up to them and continued, “The sons-of-bitches are gonna try and take my guns—well, let’em try!”

Harley, stopping, asked, “Who are you talking about, Sir?”

“The god-damned liberals—that’s who you were talkin’ about, right?”

“Sir,” Carter said, “I don’t believe we mentioned either guns or liberals.”

Harley held his hand up, “That’s okay, Carter. I’d like to know more of what this fellow thinks. Do you think the liberals want your guns?”

“I know they do. I live in the Ozarks. I’ve got this neighbor who lives way back off the road. He don’t hurt nobody, lives off the land practically, and one day I saw this black car turn down his road, followed by one of them new Homeland Security vehicles—a big mutherfucker! But what the fuck? They needed all that firepower for one old hermit?”

“Is he also a survivalist?” Harley asked, “With a computer, and maybe writing anti-government stuff?”

“I suppose you could call him that, but what the fuck? I am too! And I don’t know what he writes about, but I do know he’s got a computer to keep track of his chickens and garden. He runs his computer with a diesel generator—and, anyway, yes, we’re both survivalists but those mothers didn’t come for me!”

“Yet,” Carter offered.

“’Yet’,! You fuckin’ right! I told all my neighbors about it and we had a meetin’ and we formed a militia right then and there. Arkansas ain’t gonna take no shit from those liberal motherfuckers!”

“What about your neighbor?” Carter asked, “The hermit?”

“Soon as those G-men were gone I drove over there. The poor guy was all but cryin’ for Christ’s sake! I asked him what happened. He said, ‘They took my guns! All of ‘em!’ So I told’em he could borrow whatever he needed from me, and then I started callin’.”

“Who?”

“Friends! Like I said, we had a meetin’ and set up a militia.”

“So why are you telling us?” Harley asked.

“Like you said, I heard you guys talkin’ and I figured you could be allies.”

“Allies?” Harley asked, “Against who?”

“The liberals for Christ’s sake! If they try to take our guns you can bet there’ll be a civil war and Arkansas ain’t that far from here, sayin’ you boys are local....”

“We’re not.” Carter said, “We’re from North Dakota.”

“Dakota, huh? Well, I reckon the Dakotas will stand tall.”

“We have to get going,” Harley said, and opened his billfold, “Here’s my card. I’m Harley Maxwell.” He extended his hand.

“Private detective, huh? Yeah, I’ll keep this card where I can find it. I’m Wilson Norbert.”

The two men shook hands, said farewells, and Norbert went his way.

“Jesus!” Carter said, “That guy is nut!”

“Maybe not.”

“The liberals? Taking his guns? Our guns? Christ! I don’t even own one, and if I understand the Second Amendment it’s illegal to take our guns.”

“As I said when we left, Carter, things in our country are changing. Don’t know that I’d blame the liberals, though, even though they madly want confiscation—“

“Christ!” Carter interrupted, “We were talking about my girls. You said there was something else you haven’t told me.”

“Right. We’re approaching one of their Satanic holidays—“

“Satanic?—Jesus! You haven’t mentioned Satanism before.”

“I haven’t because it hasn’t specifically come up.” Harley put his hand under Carter’s elbow, “Come on, let’s get in the pickup before someone else hears our talk.”

They covered the last distance quickly.

Carter got in the passenger seat and closed his door. The instant Harley closed his door, “So go on, Harley, what’s this Satanic holiday?”

“It’s called the Grand Climax.” Harley started the engine, then pointed at the computer keyboard, “Go ahead and punch it in. You can read and then we can talk more.”

Carter punched the two words. Instantly the screen filled with websites referring to the Grand Climax. Everything didn’t pertain to Satanism but it was easy enough to see which ones did. The top page was the Wikipedia encyclopedia. The second one referred to Revelation, the last book in the Bible. He would look at that one too, but later. He clicked on the third webpage from the top: The Grand Climax Satanic Ritual—July 27th Satanic Magic Blog.

He began reading fast. His scanning first caught the words virgin sacrifice and child abduction. He read on and saw many more words pertaining to sex and perversion but..., “The guy who writes this blog says mostly what people say about us—them—is a bunch of hooey!”

Harley guided the crew cab onto the interstate entrance ramp, “Well, sure, Carter, the guy isn’t going to admit those rumors are real, and he’s not going to go into detail about what happens at those at those rites. Law enforcement wouldn’t be able to ignore that.”

Carter read to the end of the page, “People—regular Americans—actually worship the devil?”

“I don’t know how many ‘regular’ Americans are involved, but, unfortunately, I think that’s true, Carter. In my reading and research Satanism seems to have fully entered our society and culture, but go on with what you’re seeing.”

“I mean, the guy who wrote this describes his coven and the things that happen as just a regular holiday, and the Billionaire Boys are fully involved too?”

“The Billionaire Boys actually wrote the Satanic Charter, and I’ve seen and read some of it—not pleasant reading, by the way—but these Satanists can get a dark high by torturing their victims and then drinking their blood, which contains emotional neuro-chemicals released into their blood at the time of their death, and please don’t be surprised, Carter, if, during our search, that we run into these people.”

“And these people might have my babies?”

Harley accelerated into the flow of traffic before he answered, “Yes.”

“You still haven’t really answered my question: do you think we can get both back?”

“Carter, all I’ve been telling you is what I think, the deductions, I can make from my research, much of it questionable and hearsay—honestly, I can’t even tell you for certain these bad people even exist.”

“Just tell what you think, Harley. Please, I trust you!”

“I’m nearly certain we won’t get both back—not together—and the best choice would be Dodie.”

“What? Why?!” He couldn’t imagine going on with life itself without his daughter, and that thought chilled him because it would mean going on without his granddaughter! He wanted both of them back, and together!

“Well, think of it, Carter, Chantal is the mother to Dodie, so, if we get only Chantal back, and she comes back without her daughter and doesn’t know what happened to her child, whether she’s alive or dead, if she’s being raped and sodomized, well, Chantal would be devastated, and never be the same again.”

Carter felt his whole body slump. All this time he’d been living in denial. Like it was going to be just a matter of time before he had both his babies back and safe, but now the outlook felt hopeless, unbelievable, for certain unacceptable, but he had no choice but to accept it. He took a shallow breath and felt his chest heave.

Without thinking he hit the back button, then continued moving down the page of webpages and stopped on what looked like what be helpful information. He took another breath. His chest didn’t feel any better, but he clicked:

Instantly: The Grand Climax—a call to our Satanic Brothers and Sisters.

****
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Chantal could feel the car turning, slowing down, speeding up, turning again. They must be getting close to somewhere. But where? Her headache was gone.

“You two can sit up back there,” came that voice from the front.

Stiffly, Chantal moved her feet to the floor, at the same time she put both hands on, “Dodie, Honey, you can sit up now.”

“Mom...?”

“Yes,  Honey, sit up, please, get right up here on the seat beside me.” As if I can protect you from all harm.

Dodie moved quickly to beside her mom, who put both arms around her and kept them there.

The man in the front passenger seat looked back. In daylight his face looked doubly evil, and white, almost bloodless-white. He didn’t smile, “Brush your hair with your hands, and get the sleep seeds out of your eyes, the kid’s eyes too.”

She did as told. Dodie looked up, her soft eyes showing...she didn’t know, “Mom, where are we?”

“I don’t know, Honey.”

“Where are we going?”

“That’s enough talking back there.”

“Ssssh.” She put her fingers to Dodie’s lips, “Quiet, Honey, please. They’ll soon tell us.”

The man in front, the driver, she thought, laughed, but didn’t say anything.

With her daughter as close to her as possible, she looked at the passing scenery. Not much to see. Rundown buildings. Empty streets. No trees, no people. She saw a statue ahead, a warrior, with a sword, maybe—she remembered seeing a picture of a knight once, a Knights Templar, she thought—whoever they were—she wasn’t sure. The statue was also rundown, with many bird droppings on it. They came to a more open area, at least three blocks with few but really rundown buildings, something like a modern ghost town.

Then appeared a much larger building. The car steered toward the main entrance to what appeared to have once been a fabulous hotel, with even a doorman. No uniform, though. She felt a rush of humor that didn’t last long. The man at the door was anything but royalty; he even looked homeless, like he was getting paid to stand by that door and soon would just disappear into the streets again.

They stopped. The man in the passenger seat got out quickly, removed a key from his pants pocket and unlocked the back door, then opened it and gestured, “Come on, lady. We’re here.”

Where?

Hanging on to Dodie’s hand she stepped out first. Dodie followed and clutched her mom’s arm.

The man then gestured to the doorman, who stepped up and grabbed Dodie’s arm and pulled her away. Chantal grabbed Dodie’s other arm and tried to hang on but realized she couldn’t win and let go.

“Mom...?” Dodie’s eyes showed...fear...and something else. She didn’t know what but the thought sent spears and daggers into and through her stomach.

She had seen dozens of expressions cross her beautiful daughter’s face but never what resided there now. She couldn’t really call it fear, but an emptiness, as if Dodie already somehow knew that she was seeing her mom for the last time. Chantal knew her own face had to be showing fear like she had never known—I can’t let my child see the fear I’m feeling! She tried to erase the fear from her face; she felt her face turned hard—what can I do?—Dodie!—“Just do he what he wants, Dodie.” She couldn’t have said that! What on earth had she just told her daughter to do? Whatever the man wants—my dear Lord!

The man with the evil face then grabbed Chantal’s arm and pulled her though the door. The man with Dodie came in too, but went in another direction.

“Mom...?”

Her stomach felt like it simply no longer existed. She struggled as much as she dared, and watched her daughter getting farther and farther away. She tried to see into Dodie’s eyes, tried to tell her that everything would soon be alright, but somehow she knew that everything was not going to be alright, and that ‘emptiness’ look stayed on Dodie’s face. She watched until her child disappeared through another door. The look in Dodie’s eyes stayed with her, and would stay with her, Dodie, my Dodie—dear Lord, where are we? What’s happening? God, please help us!

––––––––
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First Sighting of the Black Uniforms
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Carter came out of his sleep with a start. His dream had shown him once again his two children walking peacefully down the street heading for their own home. The sun was at zenith, almost overhead. Huge trees graced both sides of the street. Fargo was one city that had begun treating their elms early in the Dutch Elm disease epidemic, and had saved many of the graceful giants. With the bright sun behind them Chantal and Dodie were but silhouettes as they crossed the street, then they stopped and waved just before they disappeared. Then the white van, the squealing tires—!

He sat up. It was daylight. Strange he would have thought of the Dutch Elm Disease, and strange that his children were but silhouettes. As he remembered he could see them plainly. Why would I dream differently? Why couldn’t I see them? Does it mean I won’t find them? He turned to Harley, “How long was I out?”

“Over two hours,” Harley said, “You did good. That’s about the longest you’ve slept since we left.”

“How long have we been gone?”

“Just about thirty-six hours and we closed the gap a bit. Twenty minutes ago we were only some forty miles behind.”

“Just forty miles? We could have caught them!”

“Yeah, I was getting ready to wake you when we lost the signal. They probably stopped and unplugged the phone from the cigarette lighter and then shut it off. So I’d say they’ve reached their destination, or at least a destination. We’re deep into Kansas. I think they moved onto Interstate70 at Kansas City, so we did too, about a half hour ago. I’m looking for a place to stop too. Now that we’re blind there’s no use going on, for a while at least.”

“Makes sense.” Carter let out a breath, doubled his fists, then covered his eyes, Dear Lord, please watch over my children. He didn’t pray, not ever. He believed in God, yes, but never felt like he should pray, to ask for things, but for the safety and return of his children he would do anything, even pray. Again he wondered why he couldn’t see them in his dream. Just silhouettes. The thought tightened his stomach. Maybe it meant he was getting neither back.

They began passing new houses and houses under construction. Harley began shaking his head, “All this new construction. People think they’ll be safe and happier if they move out to the country, and build a fireplace. But a fireplace won’t heat those huge mansions they build with the huge family rooms and cathedral ceilings, and what about a wood supply? If they can even find a source for wood—and will they learn how to run a chainsaw? Can they even learn? They buy a saw and think all they have to do is stack some store-bought Birch wood by the fireplace and read the owner’s-manual. And then they’ll want to have livestock that they won’t know how to care for, even less how to butcher—hell, plenty of time to learn, and then people move in next to’em on both sides and complain about their livestock smelling, or their rooster crowing too early in the morning, so, hell, they’re right back where they started: American Suburban Pie. And then some blockhead wants to start a community government—“

“But ‘safe’, you said” Carter interrupted, “Safe from what?”

“The Billionaire Boys, gangs, drugs, hell, you name it.”

“Do you think most of these suburbanites even know of the ‘Billionaire Boys’, of the danger associated?

“Some probably have heard of them, but most haven’t, and none believe in the real danger. To start some guy will hear about’em, look’em up on the internet, then he’ll tell a neighbor, they’ll talk, then some will get scared and decide to move even farther out. These guys are all rich, have a good job, or perfect credit rating—“

“Right, the elite—or the semi-elite.”

“These guys might be rich, Carter, but they aren’t elite, actually they’re weak!” Harley faced the side window and said much lower, “They live and breed and dirty the land.”

Carter understood a couple words but, “Didn’t quite hear you, there, Harley.”

“I said, when the guys in black uniforms come, these guys will get taken as quickly as the most poverty-stricken person alive. These guys out here might have guns but that’s the only survival tool they have, and they damn well better know how to use those guns, and when, and especially whether or not!”

Carter knew that wasn’t what he didn’t hear well, and wondered why his friend would change what he said, but he wouldn’t challenge him, and now believed more than ever that Harley knew MUCH more than he was telling. The episode produced a little twitch in his stomach but, for then he felt he had to ignore it, but he did have another question, “‘Black uniforms’?” Harley was his best friend, after all.

“That’s what the Billionaire Boy’s army will wear, or their police force, or likely both.”

“Oh.” Right—‘Oh’, but enough for then.

They soon reached the outskirts of the city. He hadn’t noticed what the sign said but the early sprawl of fast food joints, strip-malls, and big box retailers suggested a population of at least a hundred thousand. He put his hands over his face to block the sun but kept two fingers apart so that he could see with at least one eye.

Harley drove on, probably looking for a place to eat, for Carter hadn’t packed near enough sandwiches, to last them they didn’t know how long.

“Something happening up ahead, over there in the city.” Harley pointed toward what looked like a possible gathering protest, then pulled onto an exit ramp, then drove a few minutes more looking for a route to what they had seen from the interstate. Finally he pulled to the side of the street and shut off the engine.

Carter uncovered his face. About two blocks ahead maybe two hundred people were in the street, many with signs, “A demonstration?”

“Looks like. Let’s just watch for a bit.”

Carter pointed, “See those guys way beyond the demonstrators? They appear to be in...uniform, black uniform, but...not cops...and they’re already wearing, what...gas masks?”

“Dark face shields, probably, and you’re right, they’re not cops, least not cops like we’re used to seeing.”

“Then, what are they?”

“Some theorists say they were stolen as babies, their genetics somehow altered to become super soldiers or, basically, mindless clones...or...aliens.”

“Aliens again! You mean like from outer space?”

“Yes, Carter: outer space aliens. One story/video I saw and read online described how a group of protestors got one of’em down and got his face shield off. Well a bunch of cops on the sidelines—probably waiting for such a thing to happen—just swarmed that scene. The cop got his face shield back on and the protestors who took him down—plus anybody else in the vicinity who maybe saw something—were gotten out of there fast. I’m surprised that video somehow survived. There’s other theories about those guys too, but I’ll tell you later.”

Carter shook his head, “And why are they just standing there?”

“They probably won’t be ‘just standing’ for long.

From a side street came a bus with dark windows. The bus didn’t look very normal either. Carter shuddered...it looks military, then two buses, then three. The three buses parked in a way that partly surrounded the demonstrators, and that’s when the cops—that didn’t look like regular cops—hoisted batons and began to move on the demonstrators. Some began to throw small canisters.

“Tear gas?”

“Maybe, but it might be a sort of gas just to disorient people, make them easier to get on those buses.”

“But it was just a small demonstration, and peaceful, I might add, so why are they being treated like criminals?”

“Maybe depends on what they were demonstrating about—look!”

Clouds of white smoke began to materialize among the demonstrators, who tried to cover their faces but began to stagger. Most dropped their signs. Some tried to run, but most were quickly subdued—sometimes with a baton swing—and guided onto those buses.

In only six or seven minutes the buses began leaving, followed by two black vans loaded with the cops that didn’t look like cops. Then the street was empty. Even the signs were gone.

Carter couldn’t believe what he had just witnessed, “My god, what the hell just happened?”

“There’s a guy up there hiding between two cars.”

“Yeah, I saw him arrive,” Carter said, “And he parked on the wrong side of the street.”

“Good for him,” Harley added, “How he got away, or somehow got missed, I don’t know, but let’s ask him.” Harley started the crew cab and drove about fifty feet to approach the hiding man, “Hey, bud, what were you guys protesting up there?” He shut off the engine.

The man, his eyes wide and fearful-looking, faced them, “Who are you?”

“Like you, man, just two concerned citizens.”

“Ha! Right! We weren’t doing anything wrong! We have a right to assemble, a right of free speech—those fuckin’ cops, they just beat the hell out of a couple guys!”

“Leaders? Of the protest?”

“Yes! How the hell would they know, to single’em out that way?”

“Oh, they know, man, but please tell me, what were you protesting?”

“How do I know you’re not one of them?”

“We’re not. We’re from North Dakota. We’re tracking the abductors of my friend’s daughter and granddaughter.”

“Okay.” The man appeared to calm a bit. He pointed to his left, toward a building about a block away, maybe two hundred feet long, and appeared to have an upstairs, “See that steel building over there? It’s just a small manufacturing plant that just got unionized. I told’em, ‘Don’t do it’! The management offered what I considered a good contract but the union leaders got us to vote and reject it. Some of us voted to accept, but you know how it is when you’re a member of a union: you do what the majority wants or quit your job. But I never expected something like this to happen.”

“How did you get away?” Harley asked.

“I just hadn’t got there yet—Christ! And then I saw those black uniforms....”

“What will you do now?” Carter asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve got a wife and a kid.. I don’t know if I even dare to stick around in this city—who the hell were those guys anyway?”

“Do you have any idea where those buses went?” Harley asked, totally ignoring the man’s plight.

“No idea, but the street they went down eventually becomes a county highway.”

“Thanks, and good luck to you,” Harley then started the crew cab and they pulled away.

––––––––
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“Can’t we help him?”

“Get it out of your head that we can help people, Carter. What we just witnessed is likely going to be happening everywhere pretty soon, there’ll be hundreds, maybe thousands of people needing the same kind of help, and that will become overwhelming to First Responders, and that is something you and I don’t need to get involved with—cruel but totally factual.”

Carter knew he was right, so said nothing.

“I don’t know where they find the guys to be those black-suited cops. Besides having their genetics changed they must also have been seriously brainwashed, and somehow programmed from children to do what they did to those peaceful demonstrators.

“’Programmed from children’?”

“Yes, another thing I’ve...heard about: children. I’ll tell you now, and I do believe you need to know as much as I can tell you.”

Carter wasn’t sure if he needed ‘everything’, but, “Go ahead.”

“They start’em as young as two years old. They’ll put’em in a metal cage with electrodes attached, then they’ll shock the child, severely. Then they’ll take the child out of the cage and put a kitten into their hands and tell the child to wring its neck. The child will cry and refuse.” Harley turned toward him, “Hang onto your hat, my friend. They’ll put the child back into the cage and shock them until they can’t scream anymore.”

Carter tightened his fists and stared straight ahead.

“Then they take the child out of the cage, give it the kitten again and repeat the order. The child will cry and shake but will do it, for fear of more torture. The child will then go into a corner and vomit, while the trainer praises him for a good job.

Harley’s voice had changed slightly, got softer, maybe, like feeling no remorse for what he was describing to feeling at least some....

“As the child gets older the animal gets larger, until, at some point the child will actually kill an infant human—“

“Jesus Christ, Harley! You talk like you were there, like you even experienced it yourself...” Or was a trainer...the thought came like an instinct. He couldn’t have stopped it even if he would have had an hour’s warning, and he could not believe the thought he had just had.

Harley talked on, as if he had not even heard Carter’s outburst, “By age nine they are taught to assemble a gun, to aim and to fire on command, first at targets, then manikins, then at expendables—“

“’Expendables’?”

“Yes, Carter, some kids fail and fail, so what are we—they to do with them? Send them back to society? I don’t think so.”

Carter looked at his friend and barely recognized him. It appeared as if what the man was describing he had to harden himself, to actually take on the personality of the trainers of the Billionaire Boys—and he hadn’t missed Harley’s almost mistake with a word: we for they, but no way would he bring it up, and hoped the near mistake would just be forgotten, by both of them.

“The ones that do well will be praised.” Harley looked his way, “Those who don’t will likely be expended.”

Carter didn’t need to ask about ‘expended’, he well knew the meaning. A moment passed in silence. He could only believe his friend was prepping himself to continue. Harley had warned him that these were very bad people, but no way could he ever have prepared himself to listen to this without blinking.

“By age fifteen,” Harley went on, “The children do hand to hand combat, with spectators—bigwigs who come to watch...the gladiators. They use every weapon imaginable, and learn to fight for their very lives, sometimes even to death. The losers—if they survive—are punished by their trainer for making him lose face. The winners are highly praised. By the time they are twenty or so they are expert killing machines, and they will obey every command.

“And this is who those black-uniformed cops are, who we might be following? And you think it’s a good idea to follow them, those buses?”

“Yes. Those trained guys will be with us first.” Harley glanced and laughed, a bit, “They’ll save the aliens—or whoever—for their army which will be led by the trained guys.”

Carter just shook his head, and shivered.

“We’ll get close enough to see the buses up ahead, then we might have to go off-road for a while, and even look over hilltops on foot. I maybe was wrong about New Mexico, Carter. Kansas probably has plenty of open country for holding compounds too. It’s possible Chantal and Dodie are, or will be, in the same place as where those buses are heading.

****
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Chantal was being hurried down a dark hall with elegant walls and luxurious carpet of what once had to been an expensive hotel. She wondered where she was and how such a fantastic building could have degraded to what it now  evidently was—whatever it was. And where’s my baby? “Where’s my daughter?”

“Shut up!” They stopped at a door. The man unlocked it, opened the door and pushed her in.

“You brute! Where’s my ba—“

The man slammed the door and locked it.

A shrieking sound reached her—a jet plane revving up! She had a window. She hurried to it and realized she couldn’t see through the translucent glass, except for a few vague shapes. She strained to see, and ascertained she was likely on the second floor. Maybe two hundred feet away was what appeared to be a small jet...waiting. She could make out the fumes from the tail. From below a shape appeared, walking, and leading...a child—Dodie!

The child was struggling—dear Lord—Dodie! She covered her mouth and stopped breathing as she strained to see and watched the struggling child pulled toward that jet plane. A door on the plane opened and another shape stepped out and waved as the man and child approached.

It has to be my baby!—it can’t be! Her stomach left her as she watched the person from the plane take the hand of the child and began to pull it into that plane. The door closed. The man stepped back. The plane began to taxi, then turned, accelerated, streaked away and became airborne.

Then came a sound she didn’t recognize, but loud, and she barely comprehended it because her senses were leaving her. Through peripheral vision. Again just barely, she saw a huge shape appearing that stretched out, like a train—just before she began a fall to the floor.
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Following the Buses
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Buckled in, yes, but Carter held onto the seat too, as the crew cab was going way over the speed limit, “We don’t want to get stopped for speeding, Harley!”

“We won’t. This wide open country can’t hide a cop, and I’ve got a built-in radar detector.

My god is there anything this vehicle doesn’t have?

See that hill coming up—it’s not much of a hill but we will temporarily leave the road there and climb the hill on foot, as it’s possible we’ve caught the buses.”

“What if they can see us by some sort of radar that can see over the hill or something?”

“If they have something like that, my friend, it’s something I don’t know about.”

“And you,, of course, know about everything!” It was the first time Carter had ever really challenged Harley, directly. He immediately felt sorry, but, damn it, the man had changed! He remembered the dozens and dozens and dozens of times they had wrestled. He always lost; he always ended up on the bottom with Harley on top holding down his wrists and saying, ‘I’m the best, Carter, I always win and I always will win. You will never take me’. No, he had never taken him, but sometimes he had wondered if he had let himself get beat, just to protect the man’s ego, the boy’s ego back then he supposed. In fact he had never even argued with Harley—never—never stood up to him, always let him have his way. Why? Why had he done that? For fear of losing his friend? His protector? Yes, many were the times Harley had come between himself and a threatening bully. But maybe he could have taken the bully himself—But Harley had never let him find out, and therefore kept him beaten down, fearing he could never do anything to protect himself.

“No,” Harley said, “I don’t know about everything, but I am fairly up on electronic surveillance.”

“I know, Harley. I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn.” Even now bowing to him—why?

“It’s alright. You have a lot on your mind.” Harley slowed and aimed for the ditch, a fairly shallow one, “Hang on!”

There were a few bumps. They stayed in the ditch for about two hundred feet, then Harley inched the vehicle onto the field right-of-way and soon stopped at the foot of the hill.

Carter was out immediately and climbing the hill.

“When you get to the top.” Harley called after him, “Try not to show more than your head.”

He hadn’t thought of that but now he did, but, again, saved by Harley’s bell. He dashed into a growth of a few large cottonwoods—and a murder of Crows!

Aw! Aw! Aw! Aw!....

The large black birds, about a dozen, fluttered from the high treetops, then many landed again and continued their scolding. Carter shivered. Of all the many kinds of birds he had to flush a murder of crows. If any birds matched a Satanic group it was the black crows.

Almost to the top and a small growth of bushes. He clambered up behind them and finally looked, “They’re still on the road!” he yelled, “I can barely see them!”

“Okay, come on down. We can continue following just not as fast.”

––––––––
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Everything had happened so fast. Dodie remembered being pulled away from her mother so fast she hadn’t even been able to think, then pulled through several doors, then jerked outside and pulled to this plane, then handed to a woman who pulled her into the plane. The woman then had thrown her into this seat and buckled her in, then the plane had started moving and the woman barely got to a seat before they started going real fast. And not once did the woman even look at her, and didn’t speak at all, and all Dodie could even really think about was...Mom! Where was her mom?

She remembered a rough ride, and feeling funny and heavy as the plane went down the runway, then everything smoothed out. Of course, Dodie had never been on a plane. She didn’t understand her feelings but she knew something was not right. Something was really not right!

The woman left her seat and looked at her. Dodie closed her eyes and tried to scrunch down.

“You can’t hide, little girl, and you have nothing to fear.”

“Where’s my mom?”

“I have to examine you now, sweetheart,” the woman said, completely ignoring Dodie’s question, “Let’s get you unbuckled and laid back.”

Mostly Dodie heard the snaps as she was freed, and she kept her eyes closed, “Where’s my mom?” she repeated.

Again ignoring her question, the woman moved a lever on her seat and pushed her back, “Now you just lie still,” the woman said, then began tugging on Dodie’s panties.

Dodie immediately reached out and grabbed her panties, and got her hand slapped, twice.

The woman grabbed both her upper arms, “I said to lie still!”

Dodie knew she couldn’t fight, and tried to relax.

The woman released her arms and went back to pulling on her panties. Dodie stiffened up but didn’t try to fight again.

“That’s better,” the woman said and pulled her panties completely off, “Now, little one, you will do as I say and I won’t hurt you.” She then grasped both of Dodie’s shins and pushed them back toward her butt, “Now spread your legs and hold yourself open as far as you can.”

Dodie held her breath and did as told, and chanced to open her eyes to slits, and watched the woman as she leaned toward her, a small flashlight in one hand and her other hand—her thoughts went to her mom and her grandpa and the fun days she had spent at her auntie’s farm with the kitties and a nice dog, and little piggies and lambs and baby cows! She had even gotten to ride Sheikh, her mom’s pony—that was so much fun! And Grandpa said they might move out there someday—

The woman’s hand touched Dodie’s private part! Her mom said nobody should ever touch her there, except her mom, herself or a doctor. She instantly tried to close legs and pull herself away from the woman—she couldn’t help herself!

Again the woman slapped her, twice, once on her face, then lightly rapped her head with the flashlight, “I said to stay still! I have to examine you, and if you move again I will hurt you! Do you understand?”

Dodie couldn’t believe what was happening to her, but she shook her head positively, and again closed her eyes tight—Her thoughts again went to the farm and baby chickens and cute little duckies and the really, really, good meals she had—again she felt the woman touch her. She tightened up but did not try to fight.

“That’s better, Sweetheart.”

I’m not your sweetheart!

She again opened her eyes to slits. She saw the woman again lean in toward her and shine the light, and felt the woman’s fingers opening her—and remembered the seat falling off her bicycle and herself falling down on that sharp thing and bleeding, and bleeding, and bleeding...

“No Hymen!”

She barely heard what the woman said and had no idea what a ‘hymen’ was.

“Okay, young lady, you get your panties on, and stay where you are. I’ll be right back!”

She opened her eyes and saw the woman leave, and slipped her panties back on, and wondered what had just happened. The woman looked unhappy, maybe even mad. Dodie wondered if she had done something wrong.

****
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Chantal heard voices.  She knew she was lying on something soft, and did not move, hardly dared move.

“Fool! I’ve told you before,” came a voice she didn’t recognize, “Keep the mothers out of the rooms until the kid is gone!”

“This room has frosted glass,” came the voice she did recognize, ‘She couldn’t have seen anything.”

“Yes, but one can still see shapes, and a frosted glass definitely does not block sound. This woman hit her head when she fell. She might even have a concussion. Damaged merchandise we cannot use.”

A concussion. That information she would use and come out of her unconsciousness when she was ready.

“We can still use her,” the man with the voice she recognized, said—she felt his hand on her face. Then he brushed one eye open for two or three seconds. She had all she could do to continue faking unconsciousness! “Black hair, blue eyes, she would bring a huge price at the auction, but, well, she’s evidently not a virgin but we could still use her for sacrifice. Those old geezers love a woman who looks like this. The Grand Climax will soon be here.”

‘Sacrifice’? ‘Grand Climax?’

“Let’s go,” the other voice said, “We will make our contacts, and the others will be here soon. We can make a decision and then you can go.”

GO? To where? My god!...Dodie!

The men continued talking as they left the room. She had enough to think about without trying to understand what they said, but listened intently as the door closed...and the lock clicked.

She opened her eyes and sat up. Her head spun. She held onto the bed, then gingerly touched the back of her head. A definite bump, but not too serious, she didn’t think. She looked around and saw she was still in the same room, just hadn’t noticed the bed before, when the jet plane took her attention. Very likely the child she had seen dragged to that plane was Dodie, but she tried not to think about it, to not accept it, but how could she not accept it?

Dodie. Gone.

She felt like she was dreaming, and wished to God she was dreaming, but she knew she wasn’t. The tears came. She didn’t even try to stop them, and let herself fall backward onto the bed.

––––––––
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Carter tensed as Harley crept the Crew Cab up the incline. Sure, he knew the buses would be miles away by then, but still, the thought of getting caught—by he had no idea who—was gut-wrenching.

They reached the top of the hill and saw nothing ahead of them on the highway. That was gut-wrenching too, this following of vehicles they could not see. At least with the earlier car they had GPS or whatever secret spy stuff Harley knew about. And they had no idea if these people were in any way connected with the people who took Chantal and Dodie.

Back on the highway Harley soon was up to speed again.

A wide curve disappearing in a grove of tall cottonwoods appeared ahead, Harley didn’t even slow down, “This has got to be one of those earth-survey correction lines.” He said, as there’s no other reason, right here, for a curve.

As they got around it a second curve about a mile ahead disappearing among more cottonwoods to the left about a mile ahead. This time Harley slowed, “Never know when there’ll be another road connecting on these county highways,” he said as he slowed even more. A ways ahead a gravel road led off to the west and a small amount of dust was still settling. “I will almost guarantee they turned off here and now we have to go off-road again in case they’re stopped up ahead somewhere. Lucky those cottonwoods don’t appear to have a lot of fallen timber.”

So into the tall trees they went, and flushed two buck deer in velvet. At least a half mile went by before the trees ended. Far in the distance the dust continued, too much for a car or pickup to make.”That’s gotta be them,” Harley said, “We’ll follow in the ditch. Lucky this is dry country. We’re not likely to run into water. If we do we can get back on the road. The important thing is that we don’t create dust.”

“Why?”

“Because if we’re approaching one of those holding places they’ll have lookouts and ways to stop anybody foolish enough to turn onto that road—likely, anybody that foolish would probably just disappear into the holding area and their vehicle would be crushed for scrap iron.”

“What about us?”

“We’re different, Carter, “We know who we’re following and we’re being very careful about it.”

“What about farmers and ranchers? This rural country looks like plenty of pasture, but I haven’t seen any planted fields or livestock either.”

“Well, the Billionaire Boys aren’t stupid. I’m sure they scout far and wide before deciding where to have a holding compound. There maybe was a farmer or rancher here or two or three. So, one—and this is the likely scenario—the farmer or rancher joined, or, two, they—family and all—were dispatched and the family’s records erased.” Harley turned Carter’s way, his face not at all like the easygoing guy he had always known, “Believe me, we won’t find any downhome folks out in these parts who will invite us in to sit down for a meal.”

Carter shook his head. Another slight incline was coming up. Luckily, another grove of trees were there too. Harley steered into them and kept going until their vehicle would be out of sight from the road, “I have a feeling we are there.” He pointed to the larger glove compartment in front of Carter, “In there are binoculars.”

Sure enough. Binoculars. Camera. More ammunition. A telescopic steel baton. Pepper spray, ETC.  Harley’s vehicle was well-equipped for surveillance and anything else a private investigator might need. Harley himself again retrieved the Colt .45, ejected the magazine, looked at it, then ejected the chambered shell—as if some gremlin had secretly unloaded it—pushed it back into the magazine, then the handle, cocked it, then returned it to safety.

Again Carter chided himself for his sarcasm. Where would he be without his friend, Harley?

Take the camera too,” Harley said, “Never know what we might need. I’ll get it from you later.”

They got out. As before Harley slipped the pistol under his felt behind him, “We’ll move a couple hundred yards from the road. If a vehicle appears—from either direction—we’ll be able to just drop to the ground and disappear.”

The second incline was not high but very long. Two more crows flushed but didn’t do a lot of cawing. They both stopped and watched the birds fly away. “Lucky there wasn’t a noisy flock of’em again,” Harley said, “Cause I do think we are there.”

“A flock of crows is called a murder, Harley.”

Harley glanced at him but said nothing. Carter was surprised that even he knew that fact. Must have read it somewhere, was nice to let Harley know that he too, knew something, though, occasionally at least.

As they continued climbing they heard what sounded like, “A fucking train!” Harley exclaimed. “I bet if we followed those tracks they would take us right back to that pile of casket-liners and another holding compound—or something—damn!” It took them about another ten minutes to reach the top, where they could finally see. Not exactly a spectacularly beautiful natural panorama. About a half mile away rose several large buildings. A high fence with loops of concertina wire on top surrounded everything. Outside the fence close to the road sat a very small building.

––––––––
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As Carter gazed through the binoculars the hairs on the back of his neck began t stand. He tried to ignore the feeling as he swept the glass around the sprawling compound—while taking a few photos—but couldn’t focus on anything but what he was seeing, way too much like the meadow full of casket-liners, and the man who looked like Hitler. He lowered the glasses and camera and felt his stomach tighten even more as a man carrying an M16 came out of the brush.

But Harley was already there and instantly had the man’s head in an arm lock. The man struggled but his eyes soon began to close and he dropped the M16. Harley lowered the man to the ground, then called, “Carter, there’s a tool box in the back of my truck. It’s not locked. There’s nylon rope and duct tape. You please get that stuff and I’ll stay with our man here.”

“God, I thought you killed him.”

“I considered it, but what’s happening here may not be what we think, so I just put him to sleep, but he won’t sleep long.”

“Okay, I’ll be back quick as I can.” Carter laid the binoculars and camera down and hurried off. In several minutes he was back.”

Harley first used the tape, covered the man’s mouth, then wrapped it around his head, came back and covered the top of his nose, then went around twice more, leaving just enough space open for the man to breathe, then tied his hands behind his back and connected the rope to his feet, then added more tape, “That’ll hold him.”

“God, I guess.” Carter shuddered at Harley’s expertise.

Harley then handed over the man’s belt with a shoulder holster and two magazines of ammo, “Put this on, Carter, for now, then in the pickup put it where you can get it in a hurry. Have you fired a handgun before?”

“Yes, but not since my air force days.”

“Fine. Handling a gun is just like riding a bike. You simply do not forget how.” He handed over the man’s Colt .45, “Here you go. Check your load.”

Remembering what Harley had done earlier, Carter went through the motions, left his gun on half-cock and put it back in the holster.

“Okay, this guy will be fine but he might have a relief coming. That’s something we just won’t know. If they go by military time that probably won’t be for three more hours. In the meantime we need to get down there to see what’s in that compound.”

“While you were dispatching that guy, Harley, I could see what that train delivered.”

“Yeah...?”

“A bunch of people—just, people: old, young, men, women, children, definitely not a protest group like we saw with the buses.”

“Were you able to see the buses?”

“No, and how the hell are we getting through that fence?”

“Don’t know yet. We’ll move down to the road for now, at least get closer.”

Carter folded his arms, “Harley, why don’t we just wait for this guy to wake up and ask him what’s down there?” It was only the second time in Carter’s life that he had actually stood up to Harley.

Harley blinked, “I think you are correct, my good friend.”

The two men turned to their captive, who was beginning to make sounds and move.

They waited two more minutes, until the guy’s eyes were wide, definitely awake, and definitely aware that he could not move or speak.

He focused first on Carter, and then on Harley, who spoke, “That’s right, buddy, you are our prisoner. Earlier I could have killed you, but my friend here—“ he glanced toward Carter, who acknowledged with a nod, “—said we should let you live.” Harley removed a folding knife from his belt—something Carter hadn’t noticed—flipped it open, knelt close to the man and placed the sharp part of the blade lightly against his throat, “I’m going to uncover your mouth, but believe me, if you start screaming, or anything, you will die, quickly, understand?”

The man nodded positively.

Harley then began peeling the tape, first around the man’s head, then stopped at his mouth again, put the knife’s blade a bit firmly against the throat and nodded to the man, brow raised, then continued with the tape.

Soon as he could the man said, “Thank you. Jeezus, I’ve never been hogtied like this.”

“Good, now, what is that compound you’re guarding?” Carter asked, “If that’s what you’re doing.”

“I don’t know what’s in there. I just walk the perimeter, four on, four off. In case you noticed that little shack outside the fence, that’s where me and three other guys sleep. Three times a day they bring us food. That’s all I know.”

Carter pulled the pistol Harley had given him earlier, “You have to know more than that.” He aimed directly at the man’s face.

“I’d talk if I were you,” Harley said, “My friend here usually takes no prisoners.”

“Jeezus! I did tell you all I know!”

Harley held his hand up toward the gun, “Don’t worry, buddy, he won’t really shoot you, not without a a silencer, and we don’t have one with us.” Harley tugged on the tape, “However, I can dispatch you with this knife.” He held the knife again where the man could feel it against his throat.

“How soon till you’re missed?” Carter asked as he again holstered the pistol.

“I came on watch just before you took me down.” He looked toward Harley. The other guy probably won’t miss me for at least an hour.”

“Okay,” Carter said, “Let’s try again. What’s that train doing here? How often does it come?

“Maybe once a week, and that’s up from about a month ago. Then it was like once in two or three months, and about two hours after the train leaves we get an awful smell out here. The big building farthest away belches smoke like you wouldn’t believe. And that’s startin’ ta kind of scare me, reminds me of something I don’t care to even think about. I’d like’ta leave, but one guy tried it once. When they found out, two jeeps came tearin’ out’a there, three cops in each—all wearin’ those dark face shields, and two hours later they returned with the guy. I never saw the guy again.”

Carter and Harley looked at each other.

“In fact, if I do soon get missed those cops will be out here quick.

“Are they all dressed in black?”

“Yeah. Scary fuckers, and we never see their faces.” The man’s eyes widened, “Sometimes makes me wonder if they even have faces.”

“One more question,” Carter said, “Did a car arrive recently? Like today? An hour or two ago?”

“Cars almost never come here, just those big buses, and the train, And definitely no car today.”

“That’s it,” Carter said, “A wild goose chase.”

“You’re right,” Harley agreed, ‘so we better smoke our asses out’a here right quick.”

“Take me with you! Please!”

Carter and Harley looked at each other for a few seconds, then Harley said, “Well, we have to take you, because we don’t trust you not to tell on us.”

“Agreed,” Carter said, “So what’s your name?”

“Drake! Austin Drake!”

“Okay, Austin Drake, we’ll take you with us but it’ll be awhile before we trust you enough to untie you, and, as soon as you hear us talk about what we consider classified information—and you won’t know what’s classified, or not—your life will no longer be worth more than one bullet or a quick slice with my knife.”

“Like who you are and what you’re doing out here.”

Harley first glanced toward Carter, , then answered, “That’s right.”

“Understood. You won’t get no shit from me!”

****
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When Chantal awoke again that vicious headache was back. They must have drugged her again. She knew she was again riding, again lying in the backseat. At least it was nearly dark, so she opened her eyes. But just the act of opening them intensified the pain. Then she became aware of a voice—

“What do you mean ‘She’s not a virgin’? Christ, she can’t be more than five or six years old!”

“She fell, on her bike,” Chantal said, then couldn’t believe she was explaining, “It happened just last year—“

“What?” The man in the front passenger seat jerked around, “What did you say?”

She opened her eyes for a second, saw that the man was on a cell phone, “She was riding her new bike and the seat came off—I told Mason it wasn’t right but he didn’t listen! Dodie bled and bled.” She started to drift again, but heard the man repeating what she had told him—why did I tell him? Where am I? “What’s happening? Where’s my baby?”

“Shut up back there!”

“You bastard!” She screamed. The pain in her head increased still more, like a belt around her and tightening, “Where’s my baby? What have you done with her?” Her head started spinning. She opened her eyes one more time before passing out. She saw the man looking at her, saw the dash lights reflecting again on the face of pure evil,

––––––––
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Carter and Harley had heard the phone conversation also.

“Get the signal?” Carter asked,

“Yes.” Harley moved his finger around on the keypad mouse and punched something in, and entered, “They’re about a hundred miles ahead of us, and back on I-70, and what’s this about Dodie not being virgin?”

Carter explained and noticed that Harley flinched, slightly at the news, Why would he do that? “Does this mean we’ll get her back?”

Harley sent a look very close to a grin and shook his head, almost a dismissal, “No.”

“Just ‘no’?” You sometimes seem really well-informed about these people, my friend.”

“I just meant, Carter. You shouldn’t get your hopes up.”

“They’ll probably pick up Interstate 25 in Colorado,” came the voice from the back seat.

“How would you know that?” Harley asked.

“Like I said, guys, I don’t know anything, but I hear stuff, ya know?”

“You seem to know more than you said, though,” Carter said, “Why I-25? Where are they going?”

“New Mexico, probably. Now do ya think you can untie me?”

“You must be crazy, Drake,” Harley said, “You lied to us earlier, and now, suddenly, you know stuff.”

“Like I said I hear stuff. Does the little girl they were talking about belong to one of you?”

“She’s my granddaughter!” Carter snapped, “Now that you’ve started talking tell us more.”

“I can tell you this,” Drake said, “Like I said, I don’t know much about these people, but I do think there’s a little devil worship going on. That place I was at sometimes there’s busloads of people that come there—bus loads, not cars—and my god, the sounds that come out of there. Screamin’ and wailin’ and I guarantee everybody ain’t there of their own choosin.”

“So what about I-25 and New Mexico?” Harley asked, “Keep talking—“

Then came another phone call, a repeat of the information on Dodie, and instructions to visit the Fargo contact.

“What the hell...,” Carter said quietly.

Only about thirty seconds passed before another phone call, this one to, “Hello...?”

“Good Lord! That’s my son-in-law...!”

“Mason! Goddamn it!” came a voice on the other end, “You didn’t tell us about your daughter’s ride on her bike!”

“I didn’t think it was important.”

“You fool! Don’t you understand how virginity works? Did you think all that blood was just a scratch? Our customer wanted a young virgin—now your daughter and you wife are just excess baggage!”

“So, are you gonna bring’em back then?”

“That absolute fool!” cried Carter, “Listen to him!”

“They aren’t that excess. Our customer will be disappointed but he’ll still take her, and we’ll find a good use for your wife, but, you, my friend, will soon get a visit from a colleague, and he will require back from you a large sum of money. That’s my reason for calling, to let you know you should be ready. If you no longer have the money...well, you will see.”

Click!

“I think your boy will be losing that new chariot of his, and maybe more....”

“Yes,” agreed Carter.

“She’ll be sacrificed—“

“That’s it! Carter, pull over! We’re gonna shoot this son-of-a-bitch and I don’t want his blood getting all over my nice clean pickup!”

Carter pulled to the interstate shoulder and started slowing.

“No! Okay! Okay! I’ll talk!”

“Keep going, Carter, but I noticed a rest area sign a while back. Pull in when we get there. That’ll give our boy here time to get his wits about him, and we’ll have a good place to dispose of a body, should we need to.”

The Rest Area entrance sign soon appeared. Carter began slowing, then turned onto the exit ramp, pulled into a parking spot and shut the engine. While parking, most of Carter’s attention went to his best friend. He didn’t want to believe anything bad about his best friend but it was getting very hard not to, but decided to stay silent and keep thinking, like why would Harley flinch at the no-virgin thing? Why the grin that really looked like a grin, finally, is Harley somehow involved? He could barely believe his thoughts but he had to keep thinking about them. Harley was his closest friend, but he didn’t hold back from their prisoner, “Start talking, Drake, and first tell us who it is you’re working for.”

. “Well, I of course don’t know but I think—just from hearing the two of you talking—there’s a club known as the Billionaire Boys, about the biggest crime bunch in the world, not just the United States but the world.” Drake hesitated.

Harley soon had his attention, “So keep talking, Austin Drake.”

“Okay, I haven’t officially been a member of the club for awhile. If I don’t fuck up again I can begin moving up again. For now I’m being punished by walking the perimeter. The rest of the guards, though, are as I described earlier. They have no idea what they’re guarding.

“How did you fuck up?” Harley asked.

“I was a member of an abduction squad. After a scout has watched a young girl or boy, or even an adult, for long enough, got their schedules down, their routines, their ages, who they were best friends with, and so on and so on, we would get the call. In cities or regions of a hundred thousand or more we would hit sometimes twice a year. Bigger cities more.”

Listening, Carter was having a problem keeping himself quiet, but Harley seemed to be taking everything in stride.

“But how did you fuck up?” Harley persisted.

“My last abductee got away. I had grabbed her arm just before the guy with the needle got there, but this little bitch spun around and kicked me square in the balls—little bitch!” He said more quietly. She couldn’t been more than seven and cuter than hell. Well, you boys probably know about the groin. I’ve never experienced such pain and automatically released her. She ran away screaming and probably gave a good description to the local police, not that anything she said would make a difference because we wouldn’t go anywhere near that area again for a long time. Normally, for trained professionals it takes less than...I don’t know how long, never been timed that I know of. Anyway, anybody the club abducts is never seen again. For just a second—probably having realized he had just destroyed a man’s hopes—Drake glanced toward Carter, “Of course...,” he stuttered, “There’s always a first time for everything.”

Carter, having listened as carefully as he could, was yet unable to speak. Every vein in his body was screaming Kill this guy! Kill them all! “So how many innocent boys and girls have you helped abduct?” He finally asked, as gently as he could.

“Don’t answer that!” Harley snapped, “That detail we don’t need to know, and try to consider, Drake, that Carter here, two days ago, lost his daughter and granddaughter to abduction by people like you. So when you speak, take Carter’s feelings into consideration.”

“I will. So, anyway,” Drake glanced toward Carter then went on, “I got demoted. And getting caught by you guys will be my second fuckup. They’ll be looking for me now, and they’ll kill me and anybody I’m with.” He turned to Carter, “You can believe this or not, buddy, but I’m sorry, sorry to have gotten involved with that club ever at all, and I’m sorry for you losing your girls...I’m just sorry.”

“What about the thousands of other people who go missing in a year?” asked Carter, “What you’ve been describing only covers probably a few hundred.”

“There’s plenty of runaways,” Drake came back, “and we—they—can spot’em a mile away.”

“So what’s in New Mexico?” Harley asked, changing the subject.

“The Grand Climax is coming up, and New Mexico is one of their largest celebrations. There’ll be lots of sex and lots of human sacrifice. Those people do love the devil.”

“Have you ever been there?” Carter asked.

“No, that’s something we on the lower echelon don’t get to participate in. We don’t get to see who’s actually there, like politicians or businessmen, also, in case, among us there’s a whistleblower. Like me, now.”

“Yes,” Harley agreed, “The top two or three tiers—their identities—are unbelievably protected. Carter, you okay to keep driving?”

“Yes.”

“And since we’ll be passing Maston, here in Kansas, there’s a woman I’d like to pick up.” Harley turned to Drake, “You’ll have to share the backseat with her, and she’ll be pack’in heat too. Think you can handle that?”

“Youi gonna leave me tied up?”

Carter jerked around, “You’re damned right!” He then snapped off his seatbelt, turned even more in the seat, “You think just cause you’re talking to us that we’ll start trusting you?”

Harley stopped him, “Carter, Carter, my friend...”

“No.” Even though tied Drake was able to move farther away, “No, of course not.”

Harley patted Carter’s shoulder, “You need to remember, my friend, even though we both abhor this man for what he’s done, he is not the man who took your children. Like him or not he can help us. Eventually we will have to trust him, and turn him loose, okay?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, let’s go.”

Carter started the engine and soon was back on the interstate heading west. Yes, he was glad to be doing something to take his mind off his darling Chantal and Dodie, Dear Jesus, please watch over my children.

Even though praying again, it was hard for him to believe that God, any god, existed, to allow such things to happen. He couldn’t help remembering a conference he had gone to with Chantal, where a woman speaker had been asked, ‘Why doesn’t God something about all the injustice and violence in the world’? And the speaker’s answer: ‘He has. He created you, and you, and you, and you...’ And she went on, pointing directly at a person with each ‘you’. At the time both he and Chantal had thoroughly agreed with what she said. Now...now he just tried to blank his mind.

****
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Completely uncomfortable lying on the seat, Chantal’s back felt like it soon would break. She turned onto her side. Her head began to spin; she was sure she was going t be sick, “Are we ever stopping again? I’m hungry, and I’m afraid I’m getting sick.”

“Keep yourself together, there, little woman,” came the voice from the front, “In fact we are going to stop, soon, and don’t get sick. If you do you will be sorry.”

“I don’t know how I could be any sorrier. You sick son-of-a-bitch!” she screamed quietly, but loud enough.
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