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The basement was damp and musty, cracks and black spots could be seen along the bottom two rows of the eleven high cinder block foundation. That didn't concern the personnel milling about performing their jobs. The specks of blood found in the farthest corner from the rickety wooden staircase were the main interest. The twenty-three month old girl was missing and everyone hoped her DNA wouldn't match what they found.

"What do you have?" asked Chief McBride.

"Six drunks, deaf, dumb and dumber," grinned Sergeant Welch.

"What did they say happened?"

"They were throwing back 40's and chomping down on pepperoni pizza when one of the mouth-breathers decided to do a bed check on baby Amy."

"And none of them saw the kid stroll out the back door at 3 AM?" asked McBride.

"They claim they all sobered up pretty quick and did a search. All along the trails of the over two

hundred acres and then out along the main road. They wasted about two hours before calling us," explained Welch.

"You know what I think Welch? I think they haven't been sober in years and they stood around trying to get their stories straight. Something bad happened and they are covering for each other," said McBride.

"Shall we give them all a ride?"

"Oh absolutely. It's getting near 6 AM and I'm hungry. After I grab some coffee and food I'll meet you at headquarters. It'll max us out but put one suspect to an interview room. Make sure they know their rights and all that BS. Give them some of our lovely coffee and have Buell and Drake start on them."

"Morning Chief, I hear you got another missing little kid?" remarked the waitress.

"Yeah, Amy Clader, twenty-three months."

"Clader, wow."

"What's that mean? I don't get out this way much."

"No reason that you should Chief. Not like our food is any better than what's over in the city," laughed the red-haired woman. "Seriously though, them Claders, they some bad ones. I tell ya." 

"What do they hunt squirrels and make moonshine?" chuckled McBride.

"Pretty close, they have been known to steal the odd car or two, strip it and sell it for parts. Old man Johnny used to have a repair and body shop, but he died and them three boys of his, about as useless as a Christmas tree in August."

"I take it they didn't carry on the family business?" asked McBride.

"They plum ran that business into the ground in about six months. Had to sell everything just to pay off the bills and the taxman."

"How do they make their money?"

"What little they have comes from stealing, cheating folks and the two sisters, they'd screw anyone for a wrinkled twenty dollar bill," grinned the waitress.

"So who's kid is it?" asked McBride.

"Lilly Clader, a cousin living with them, she got pregnant at sixteen, left school and for a time was cleaning toilets in this place. She got so big, she couldn't turn around in the stalls. Al, that's the owner, told her to come back after she dropped the kid. But she ain't never came back, almost two years now."

The waitress went to pickup the Chief's breakfast and top off several patrons' coffee cups. After eating his food he sat contemplating what the redhead had just told him. As the Chief paid the cashier, he turned to say goodbye to the waitress and one of the customers at the counter half-turned around and yelled at the Chief.

"You got them Claders in jail?"

"Yep."

"Gonna keep them there?"

"Don't know yet."

"If you got any brains, you'd find a way. They is bad ones, lying and cheatin' SOBs. They should all rot in some dark jail cell."

"Tell you what," said the Chief as he opened the door to the outside, "I'll keep you in mind for the jury pool." McBride could hear the diner patrons roaring with laughter as he got into his unmarked police car.

After entering police headquarters he was handed the statements of the suspects. "Hmm, lets see we got Larry, the oldest, Bobby Joe, and Johnny all singing the exact same song. Cricket, the mother, claims to have been asleep on the living room couch in front of the TV, unaware of anything until the yelling from the others woke her up."

"The second female Rosalie tells the same story as the brothers. Her statement is being entered into the system as we speak," explained Detective Drake.

"What about the remaining female, Marylou?"

"Just about to go talk with her Chief. Want to sit in?"

"Yeah, let's see if it's the same bullshit story," remarked McBride.

"Marylou, I am Detective Drake and this is our Chief of Police, Bill McBride."

"So Marylou, can you tell me what happened tonight?" asked McBride.

"Well not much to tell. We had dinner about 6 PM and was watching a movie we rented."

"Did Amy go to bed right after dinner or did she watch the movie?"

"Oh she was with us in the living room, Cricket likes her to watch so she gets tired. That way she sleeps through the night, " said Marylou.

"Then what happened?" asked McBride.

"Well after the movie, someone, I think Johnny, said we should have a poker game. So we all went to get our change jars and counted out nickels, dimes and quarters. We were kind of low, so Larry and Bobby Joe did a run for 40 oz bottles of beer and chips and stuff. Then Johnny and Cricket did a run just before the pizza joint closed and got us a stack of pepperoni and sausage pizzas."

"And what time was this?" asked Drake.

"Must have been around 11 PM."

"You said Cricket went on the food run?" asked McBride.

"Yep, she was getting hungry after all that beer she had."

"Just beer?" smiled McBride.

"I think she may have had a little weed."

"Then what ?" said Drake.

"We played until real late. I got up to take a piss and decided to check in on Amy, as Cricket was asleep on the  family room sofa. I couldn’t find her and told the others, Cricket woke up and we all went looking for her. Then we called the police," explained Marylou.

"Well thank you Marylou. Why don't you try and relax a bit more while we go talk to your brothers," said McBride getting out of the chair he was sitting on.

Outside in the hallway, "What do you think Chief?" asked Drake.

"I think they are very well rehearsed. Only two things that seem to be different, one is the part about the weed."

"What’s the other Chief?"

"Everyone said Cricket was asleep on the couch in the living room, Marylou said the family room. We need to find out if that's a nervous mistake or the story is starting to unravel."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Ed Walker kissed his wife goodbye and headed to his car. It was not unlike the old days when he was a Richmond detective. Since his retirement and the opening of his private detective service, early morning rising was somewhat a thing of the past. Certainly getting into his car before 8 AM was something reserved only for cases that took him far away from home.

He received a call from his occasional partner when he did consulting work for the FBI. She wanted to meet with him in her uncle's office at police headquarters. Chief McBride had been Walker's boss for many years and the three of them had been working on several cases the past few years. McBride and Agent Barrows needed Walker's gentle touch. They had a women in custody who wouldn’t talk, at all.

Walker came to a traffic light off of the main boulevard and noticed a group of teenagers slowly heading towards an elderly man walking alone along the shady side of the public library building. A sort of radar detector was going off inside Walker's head as he watched. Some called it a cop's intuition, Walker called it his buzzer. It alerted him often just before trouble was about to happen.

The light went to amber for the opposite traffic flow and Walker was about to press down on the accelerator pedal when he saw the gang of teens picking up speed. Suddenly one boy broke out ahead of the pack, ran across the side street and threw a wild punch at the old man's face. The small fragile late sixty something old man fell to the ground. The balance of the youths ran screaming and yelling and gathered around the defenseless man. They  began to kick and stomp the poor old guy while two youths one a female teenager about fifteen, started video recording the event.

Walker smoked his tires rushing to the incident location while calling in the event to headquarters. Screeching his car to a halt he threw open the driver's door and began to yell. "What the hell is wrong with you, stop that, now."

"Fuck you asshole," said one of the youths. "You can be next."

Walker pulled out his 9mm pistol. "Alright then, which one of you assholes wants a bullet up his or her ass?"

The crowd dispersed like a precision drill team heading off in multiple directions. Two police cruisers arrived just in time to gather up three of the miscreants. As the newly arrived EMS team tried to stabilize the badly injured man before loading him into their ambulance, Walker stood just bewildered, shaking his head in disbelief.

"Damnedest thing I've seen in years," remarked Walker taking a sip of coffee as he sat in Chief McBride's office.

"Unfortunately it has been spreading," said McBride, as he sat behind his new desk.

"We have reports from all over," said Agent Barrows. "Michigan, Maryland, New Jersey and Chicago.

"They didn't even try to rob the guy. Is it some kind of gang initiation?" asked Walker.

"Worse," said Barrows. "It's just a game.'

"A game? How the hell is that a game," snorted Walker.

"They call it Knock Out. They pick a victim at random. Usually someone quite vulnerable. The idea is that the lead attacker must knock the person out or down with one punch, usually the rest of the gang will scatter if the victim goes down, but if they don't or try to get up, then the remaining gang swoops in for a mass attack. Then they post the video on the Internet as if it's some great accomplishment. Really sick shit," said Barrows.

"Maybe I am getting too old," remarked Walker shaking his head.

"No, the kids want to be instant stars on the Internet so they come up with really stupid stunts. Usually they just end up hurting themselves. Trouble is now they have gone way too far. Somehow there is a giant disconnect with regard to other people," explained McBride.

"I see where you are coming from, it used to be no respect for other peoples' property so the next logical evolution in mindless teenage fun is hurting people. Yet, I think something else is going on, they have crossed the line," commented Walker.

"We know of thousands of attacks, victims range from four years old to in their eighties. The median age was around twenty-four. In one city alone there were over 1200 attacks in a five year period, that we know of, a lot of illegals or minorities don't report the incidents," said Barrows.

"What do the psych experts say?" asked Walker.

"They feel that type of teenager is very different from the norm, generally they have mental health problems. Not well-adjusted, antisocial and they are aware they are hurting people, they just don't give two shits," said Barrows.

"They scared me," whistled Walker.

"You thought they would attack you?" smiled McBride.

"No, I thought for sure I was going to shoot one of the little bastards," said Walker soberly. 

A quiet moment passed. "So why did you guys invite me down here?" smiled Walker.

"Just up your alley, a woman who won't talk," joked Barrows.

"You mean unlike you," snorted Walker. "What's her story?"

"That's just it," said Chief McBride, "We don't know. Her two twin sons were kidnapped. She claims she was asleep when they were taken."

"And she won't say anymore?" asked Walker.

"Nothing," said Barrows. "She was found with the body of one son. According to the medical examiner He asphyxiated."

The room was quiet enough to hear the proverbial pin drop. Walker sat reading the daily newspaper, while across the table the woman sat staring straight ahead. Walker never let their eyes meet. He could see small beads of sweat forming on the woman’s forehead. He knew it was working.

The aroma of the strong freshly brewed pot of coffee slowly filled the area around the table top. The cornucopia of tempting bakery treats sat on two platters before the woman. A mix of bagels, kaiser and sweet rolls with a small container of butter and another of cream cheese sat on one side of the sugar, cream and coffee mugs. On the other side sat a platter of assorted donuts, such as jelly, cream and frosted with the look of being just made.

Walker knew she had not eaten anything for almost two days and it wouldn't take much encouragement to break her down, even if only a tiny bit.

"There is no charge," smiled Walker without looking up from his newspaper, "Take whatever you wish."

The woman continued to stare at the breakfast feast, she was growing more dizzy by the minute, she knew she would have to give in, if only to live for another day. One son was gone, but she knew in her soul the other was still alive.

"Are they poisoned?" grinned the woman.

"We don't do that in this country anymore," said Walker, a bit indignant. "Which one did you want?"

"The kaiser roll."

Walker reached across the table and tore a roll in half. He then took a large bite. "I imagine it will taste better with some butter, shall I make you one?"

"I am capable of doing it myself."

"Well what are you waiting for? There are about twenty cops on the other side of that door dying to come in and empty those plates."

It took a few more minutes but the woman finally grabbed a roll and slathered it with butter while Walker poured her a steaming cup of coffee. After she had a second roll and second coffee she stared at the jelly donuts. Walker reached over and took a donut for himself. She gave in and took one for herself.

"So do you beat me now?"

"Only if you want me to," laughed Walker.

The woman burst out in laughter for the first time in weeks. When they stopped the room grew quiet once again.

"They killed my son," said the woman.

"Yes, I heard that. Do you know why?"

"They are evil men, they do anything they need to do." she said with an African accent.

Walker wanted to keep it calm and could see and feel her rising anger. "By the way, my name is Ed, Ed Walker."

"Adanna Keita," said the woman.

"Adanna, very pretty. Does it have some meaning?"

"Father’s daughter," said Adanna.

"So Adanna, what kind of trouble has brought all this about?"

"Big trouble Mr. Walker. The kind people kill over."

"What was your son's name?"

"Mosi, it means first born. My other son, Mosi's twin, is Kato, which means second born twin," explained Adanna.

"The police found you lying in front of a dumpster behind a convenience store. Your son, Mosi, was inside of the container."

"Yes, I found him in there. His face and lips were bluish, I just knew he was dead."

"How did you come to look in that dumpster?" asked Walker.

"They called and told me they were giving him back to me. I rushed down to that place as fast as I could, but it was too late. I guess they were having a sad joke on me."

"Maybe not. The medical examiner said he was alive when someone tossed him into the dumpster, but with duct tape on his mouth, arms and legs, he smothered because he could not right himself to get proper air flow," explained Walker.

"Oh my good God, those bastards," cried Adanna.

"Why didn't you speak up for yourself when they arrested you?"

"I thought no one here will understand and certainly would not believe me, so why bother. I thought perhaps if I keep quiet, maybe I can see Kato once again," said Adanna.

"You must tell me everything, it would appear that these people are not to be trusted with Kato's life. Perhaps we can get to them before another tragedy happens," said Walker consolingly.

"I suppose I am at fault for not coming here in the first place. I am the cause of Mosi dying," said Adanna with tears filling her eyes.

"Don't ever think that," said Walker, "The kidnappers are the reason he is dead, not you," insisted Walker.

After a moment of Walker being silent and Adanna sobbing, she asked to use the restroom. While a police woman accompanied Adanna, Walker left the interview room and entered the adjacent room where  Chief McBride and Agent Barrows had sat watching through the one-way glass.

"I don't know how you do it," remarked McBride.

"Nice going Ed. How'd you know it would work?" asked Barrows.

"You're kidding right?" smiled Ed. "It's the old prisoner of war trick. Don't you guys ever watch old movies."

"How's that?" asked Barrows.

"The wily old German commandant invites the prisoner into his nice warm office and has a bountiful spread of food, knowing the prisoners back in the barracks are freezing in the winter cold and are  just about ready to boil their socks to make soup. The prisoner can't resist and gobbles the food, then answers a few questions."

"Oh great now we are taking lessons from the losers of WW II ," remarked McBride.

"Hey, it worked," smirked Walker. "Only trouble is, if the prisoner was smart he'd tell a bunch of lies after his meal. I'm hoping she's telling me the truth."

Walker went back into the interview room. "So Adanna, would you mind if two people joined our conversation?"

"I suppose we need to move forward with this if I have any chance of saving my remaining child."

"Adanna, this is Agent Barrows, she is with the FBI and this in my old boss Chief McBride," said Walker.

"So why do they want to keep you quiet?" asked Barrows.

"How do you mean?" said Adanna. 

"Well you must have seen or did something and they want to keep your silence. Why else take your child?"

"When I was
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