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THE NEVADA DESERT

 


Joe Halsey adjusted his backpack to a more
comfortable position and listened intently for any sign he might be
discovered. A few feet away, his partner Chuck Luskin did the same.
No sounds interrupted the quiet save for the howl of a distant
coyote and the chirping of a nocturnal bird somewhere off to the
left. The night was pitch black, the moon a mere sliver in a clear
sky dotted with stars. A lone meteor streaked across the heavens
above the desert where the men crept towards the barbed wire fence.
They were dressed entirely in black. Night vision goggles adorned
their faces and afforded a daylight view of their surroundings.

The men made their way closer to the fence,
now only yards away. Joe had reconnoitered the facility earlier and
determined there were no sensors, no cameras, and no visible means
of detecting a breach. Of course, he realized there could be a
hundred different ways to protect the perimeter of this place but
so far no precautions seemed to have been taken, extraordinary or
otherwise. Perhaps the owners had become a little too
self-confidant, a little too comfortable in their supposition that
they were bulletproof.

Well, Joe thought, we’ll see about that.

Something was wrong, had been wrong for quite
awhile, and nothing had been done about it. As far as he could
tell, nothing would ever be done about it. Just more lies spewing
from the mouths of fat cat politicians while more people got sick.
He had tried normal channels: writing to his Congressman, letters
to the editor. It had done no good. Poisons were still being
sprayed in the sky above homes in towns all over the country and
passed off as contrails. The latticework patterns in the sky
weren’t like any contrails he’d ever seen or heard of. Unlike the
vapor left by jets passing overhead, which dissipated within
minutes, these hung in the sky for hours.

No one knew he and Chuck were here or what
they were about. Hopefully no one would know until it was too late
and the story was made public. Let the authorities try to brand
them as the lunatic fringe then. Let them try to deny scientific
proof. They could try but they wouldn’t succeed and finally the
country, no, the entire world, would know what was going on. The
why of it would be for others to discern. The how would be splashed
all over the front pages of every newspaper in the country. Tonight
was the culmination of months of planning towards that end.

Joe felt a little shaky. If Kate knew what he
was doing, she’d leave him for sure. She thought he was on a
fishing trip. So many times he’d brought up those things in the
sky. And so many times she told him he was just being paranoid, the
government wasn’t spraying the population with poison, it was no
big, secret conspiracy. She shook her head and rolled her eyes when
he insisted these were desperate times. Finally he stopped trying
to convince her. It made him sad that his wife of fifteen years
numbered among those who considered him to be a crackpot. There
were times when he felt like a lone goldfish amid a school of
piranha.

* * *

It all started last summer when he’d seen
those lattice patterns in the sky. He’d gone online and done some
research, seen some programs featuring respected people, well, at
least they had been respected before they publicly asked some
pointed questions about what was going on. They called the things
in the sky chemtrails and it seemed to be a worldwide phenomenon.
But nothing was being done about it. Certainly the major media
hadn’t picked up the story, and so Joe had done a few things of his
own. Which had led him here, to this destination, on this night,
with this intent. He would have come alone, would have preferred it
actually, but he needed someone to guard his back.

One of the few programs Joe had seen on the
Internet about the patterns in the sky had suggested the chemicals
were manufactured by Harbinger, a civilian contractor with close
ties to the government. No proof was offered, but it had been
enough for Joe to take a few weekends to go on a series of
surveillance missions. Armed with information from message boards
on the subject, he had come to find this facility. He’d also found
an entire community of people who felt as he did and it made him
feel less alone.

Chuck was one of the people he’d met online.
They’d started emailing when they learned they lived close to each
other. Both of them felt that most of the other members of the
online community were interested only in bitching and complaining
but not in taking any real action.

It had taken months before Joe was certain
this was the place where the chemicals were manufactured and
stored. Then a few more months until he could say with certainty
that those chemicals were being transported from here to the
military base a couple of hundred miles away, loaded onto airplanes
and then sprayed onto an unsuspecting population. Once he was sure
of it, he arranged to meet Chuck in person and broached the idea of
a raid. Even now he couldn’t believe they were actually doing
this.

At first they talked about blowing the place
up but then thought better of it. If the chemicals exploded, what
effect would they have on the surrounding areas and for how long?
Neither of them wanted violence, although both had seen their share
of it while serving in the military: Joe as a member of the Special
Forces, Chuck as a grunt in the Marines. Besides, both felt that
this was just one of many such installations and they wanted proof
that could be put out to the public. Hopefully, when people finally
saw what was happening they would stand up and take action.

Okay, it was now or never. Taking a last look
around, Joe pulled on heavy gloves to protect his hands, grasped
the wire strands and pulled them wide enough apart to make a space
for Chuck to climb through the fence. Once on the inside, Chuck
returned the favor and Joe breathed a sigh of relief that they
hadn’t been electrocuted and sirens weren’t sounding an alarm. Joe
reached into his backpack, pulled out a bottle of water, took a
long drink and screwed the cap back on.

“Okay, we’re almost there.” Joe said.

“You’d think there’d be guards or something,
wouldn’t you,” Chuck said. “It just seems odd that there’s nobody
around to protect the place.”

“All the more reason to be extra vigilant,”
Joe said. “You ready?”

“Yeah.”

Now that they were here, Joe felt a knot of
fear twist his insides. He’d thought his sense of purpose would act
as a barrier to the dread he was feeling but he realized that he’d
only been lying to himself. He pushed the apprehension away and
kept his objective firmly in mind.

All he wanted was a sample. Violence wasn’t
in the plan but he knew the thing they were doing was illegal and
there was a possibility they might have to fight their way out. He
hoped that wouldn’t be the case, but they were prepared.

In a few minutes the outlines of the complex
came into view. There was a huge manufacturing facility that sat
low on the desert floor. Approximately two hundred yards off to the
right there were two smaller but still sizable buildings. The lack
of windows and the presence of large bay doors suggested that these
structures were storage facilities. Except for the meager light of
the moon and stars, the darkness was complete. The sight was eerie,
all green and black through the night vision goggles. The men
stopped and surveyed the area. It looked completely unprotected but
they knew that wasn’t necessarily the case. Guards could be posted
inside. There could be surveillance cameras hidden in the
surrounding landscape. Stealth was their only weapon against
discovery. Staying low to the ground, they cautiously made their
way towards the smaller buildings.

Now that they were at the target, they
removed the night vision goggles and stowed them in their
backpacks, then crept up to the nearest building. Joe put his ear
to the corrugated steel door to see if he could hear any sounds
issuing from within while Chuck kept watch. All was quiet. Dropping
to the ground, Joe looked under the door, trying to see if he could
detect any light. Darkness greeted his gaze but he knew that meant
nothing. The door was most likely sealed and any light inside would
be shielded from view. Still, he found it necessary to check.

While Chuck acted as his wingman and kept a
watchful eye on the surrounding area, Joe circled the first
building, inspected it for entry points, then did the same to the
second structure. Both were locked up tight. Each had a bay door at
either end, big enough for a truck to drive through. The buildings
were large; shaped like huge, windowless Quonset huts, but each had
a standard door for human entry. There was no easy way in, but that
eventuality had been taken into consideration.

Joe set a small charge on the door of the
building farthest from the manufacturing plant and backed away. If
people were inside either of the storage buildings, the explosion
would bring them out and things could get ugly. There wasn’t even
tumbleweed to hide behind. He had checked out the location on
several occasions and was reasonably certain it was left unattended
at night but knew there was no guarantee his assessment was
correct. If there were people inside the manufacturing plant, he
was banking on distance and the walls of the plant to mute the
sound of the blast.

Closing his eyes, Joe uttered a short prayer
and then pressed the button on the detonator. The flash of the
small explosion lit up the night and caused the coyotes in the
surrounding desert to howl their displeasure.

No guards appeared.

In a few minutes the dust settled and Joe
eased his way into the building, tensed for attack, while Chuck
remained outside on watch. The darkness inside was complete. Even
the night vision goggles wouldn’t help in here because there was no
ambient light to work with. He reached into his backpack, brought
out a flashlight and scanned the wall near the door for a light
switch. He found one and turned it on. Bright fluorescents
suspended from the ceiling flickered to life and revealed hundreds
of yellow barrels stacked upon each other, lining both sides of the
vast space. In the middle aisle were several forklifts standing
ready for the task of transferring the barrels onto waiting trucks.
Joe counted five rows of barrels on his side and crossed to the
other side of the building. Another five rows hugged the far wall
and stretched the entire length of the structure. Each row was
stacked six high.

He shucked off the backpack, opened it and
pulled out a large plastic syringe, a steel canister, a gas mask
and coveralls. He slid the mask over his face and stepped into the
protective clothing, then went over to one of the forklifts, hoping
to find keys in the ignition. He was in luck. Climbing aboard, he
turned the key and in a couple of minutes one of the barrels rested
on the concrete floor. He shut off the motor and inspected the
barrel. He didn’t know what was inside, whether it was toxic to
touch or breathe or even to be near and hoped the precautions he
was taking were enough. He still wore his heavy gloves and employed
the crowbar he’d brought along to pry off the barrel’s lid.

The liquid contents had a silvery sheen. For
a moment Joe stood and gazed at the stuff, vaguely aware of the
rhythmic sound of his breathing inside the mask, and wondered what
this was and why it was being dispersed into the atmosphere. He’d
find out soon enough and so would everyone else. Being careful not
to get any of the substance on his gloves, he filled the syringe
and sealed it inside the stainless steel container. Then he
replaced the lid on the barrel.

His heart was beating a loud tattoo in his
chest. He was almost finished. For a moment he thought of replacing
the barrel on the stack but then thought it was useless to do so.
The blasted open door would be all that was needed to alert the
owners to the break-in. As it was, there were no fingerprints to
give away his identity. Now all he needed to do was make his way
back to his truck, get the sample to Paul Willmont at Alliance Labs
for testing and the rest would be history.

He decided not to remove the gas mask and
coveralls until he was safely outside. No use taking foolish
chances now that he was nearly home free. He retrieved the
backpack, shoved the canister inside, picked up the crowbar and
stuck it into the pouch he’d fashioned for it, slung it over his
shoulder, then turned and headed for the door.

No sooner had he shut off the fluorescents
and stepped outside than he was blinded by a semicircle of
floodlights.

From behind the lights came an amplified
command. “Stop where you are and don’t move or we will shoot.”

He froze. Where was Chuck?

“Put down the crowbar and remove your
backpack.”

Joe did as commanded.

“Now raise your hands above your head, take
five steps forward and lie flat on the ground.”

He was shaking now. It was over. They had
him. Visions of his life gone down the drain ran through his head
as he did as he was told. They’d put him in prison. For how long,
he wondered as he followed the orders given him by the disembodied
voice. He swallowed his fear as he lay down in the dirt and
considered how they could charge him. Breaking and entering.
Stealing some of that stuff. He had no prior record. Maybe things
wouldn’t be that bad. Maybe he’d get off with a stern warning.
Maybe he’d have to go to prison for a few months but certainly no
more than that. Yeah, but he’d blown open their door. That was a
little more than breaking and entering. He’d used plastic
explosive. They’d want to know where he’d gotten it.

His thoughts were interrupted by the approach
of several men dressed in military fatigues, each armed with a
rifle pointed at Joe’s head. His arms were pulled behind him and
handcuffs were slapped onto his wrists. Then he was yanked up to a
standing position. The gas mask was ripped from his face. Rough
hands patted him down, searching for concealed weapons.

One of the men stepped forward and handed off
the bullhorn to another. This was the leader, the man in charge. It
was obvious in the way he carried himself and in the way the others
deferred to him. He stood in front of Joe, studying him, then shook
his head.

“What in the hell did you think you were
doing?” he asked but then raised his hand in a stop motion. “No,
don’t answer. Whatever it was, it was stupid and now you’re going
to find out just how stupid you are for thinking you could get away
with it.”

The leader turned to his men. “Take him
away.”

Without a word, two of the men flanked him
and frog-marched him to several parked vehicles. How had he not
heard them pull up? Maybe they’d arrived while he was busy with the
forklift or maybe the residual ringing in his ears from the
explosion had masked the sound. What difference did it make now,
anyway? And where the hell was Chuck? One of the men opened the
rear door of a panel van and Joe was shoved inside and the door
slammed shut. He heard the click of the lock. The back of the van
was fitted with two bench seats that ran along either side. Heavy
wire mesh separated him from the driver’s compartment. Chuck was
lying on the floor. Joe knelt down to search for signs of life and
was relieved to feel Chuck’s breath issuing faintly from his half
opened mouth.

This was bad. Really, really bad. He needed a
lawyer. He didn’t know any lawyers. Oh Lord, he’d have to call Kate
and tell her. She was going to go through the roof. But she’d stand
by him. Even if she thought he was crazy for doing this, she’d
understand. She’d see him through this. She’d find him a lawyer.
How much was that going to cost? More than they had in the bank;
that was for sure. There was equity in the house they could use.
There were the kids’ college funds. No, he wouldn’t use those. He’d
find a way to fight this and keep that money safe for them. Even if
it meant going to prison, he wouldn’t jeopardize their future. But
it wouldn’t come to that. It couldn’t. Just could not.

The van came to a halt and the men up front
got out. Seconds later the rear door was opened and one of the men
motioned with his rifle for Joe to exit. It struck Joe as odd that
for the entire trip, neither of the men had exchanged so much as a
word.

“Where are we?” he asked but no answer was
forthcoming.

Wherever they were, it wasn’t military, nor
was it a civilian holding facility. The surrounding countryside was
as desolate as the place where the manufacturing plant had been.
Several long, low buildings hugged the desert floor; most of them
dark but the one in front of him was lit up.

A rifle in the back prodded him forward and
he climbed the three steps to the entrance of the building.

Once inside he was shoved through a door and
taken back to a room outfitted with cages like those used for
livestock. The cuffs were removed and he was literally thrown into
one of the cages. His head hit the stout steel bars and for a
moment he thought he would pass out. The door clanged shut. Less
than a minute later, two men dragged Chuck’s inert form through the
door and tossed him into a cage a few feet away. Then the captors
left the room and shut off the lights, leaving them in total
darkness.

“Hey! Hey! Turn on the light! I want a
lawyer!”

No one responded to his cries.

The cage was empty, not even outfitted with a
toilet or a sink. There was no bench to sit on and no cot to lie
on.

“Let me out of here,” he screamed but no one
came to answer his plea.

Alone in the dark, he began to shake
uncontrollably. This wasn’t right. Yes, he’d broken into that place
and yes, he’d taken some of that chemical and yes, he’d been caught
red-handed, but this wasn’t right. They weren’t supposed to take
someone and just throw them into a cage and leave them there with
no lights. What about his phone call? Wasn’t he supposed to get one
of those? And why hadn’t someone said something to him? Why hadn’t
they presented the charges against him? What the hell was going
on?

“Chuck? Chuck? Are you all right?” He felt
stupid even saying it because of course Chuck wasn’t all right; he
was unconscious, maybe even dying for all he knew.

There was no answer from Chuck’s cage.

What was this place? It wasn’t any sheriff’s
station or police station or military brig. When they’d brought him
in, he’d been disoriented but not so much as to be completely
unaware that it wasn’t any sort of law enforcement holding pen. But
what else could it be if not a jail facility? And what was with the
cages?

His head hurt and when he touched the source
of the pain he could feel the ooze of blood on the lump that had
formed where his head had met steel. He rattled the bars of his
cage.

“Hey! My partner, he’s hurt! He needs medical
attention! Somebody! I’ve been injured! I may need stitches.” He
doubted that was true but perhaps it might bring his jailers back
here. At least maybe they’d turn on the light.

Nobody came.

After a while he sat down and tried to calm
himself. Eventually someone would have to come back. They’d have to
bring food. They’d have to give him access to an attorney. He
thought about Kate and the kids and the grief they’d have to go
through because of his actions. Maybe she’d been right and he’d
gone on a fool’s errand and look at what it had got him. He put his
head in his hands and choked back tears that threatened to flow. He
would not cry. He was ex-Army Special Forces and men like that
aren’t crybabies, even if they feel like being one. Besides, it
wasn’t like he was a POW, facing some kind of extremist enemy. He
was an American citizen on American soil who had broken into a
civilian facility. Not exactly the same thing as being captured by
Al-Qaeda. It’d be okay; he just couldn’t panic.

Except he felt panicky.

Despite his state of mind, his eyes became
heavy and he slipped into a troubled sleep.

* * *

The sound of the door opening woke him and he
saw rays of early morning sun streaming through the small windows
surrounding the top of the room. Two men entered and retrieved
Chuck’s limp body from his cage. They carried him from the room
without a word.

Joe jumped to his feet when he saw the man
who’d taken him into custody the night before.

“I want a lawyer!”

The man looked at him and burst out laughing,
then shook his head. “I don’t think you appreciate your situation,
Mr. Halsey.”

How did this guy know his name? He hadn’t
told him. He hadn’t been carrying any identification, just in case
he was caught.

The surprise on his face at hearing his name
gave him away and the man said, “Oh yes, we know who you are. We’ve
been keeping watch ever since we noticed you following the progress
of our trucks. We watched you leave your home and tell your lovely
wife you were going fishing. Going fishing, Mr. Halsey, or may I
call you Joe? You lied to your wife! What do you think she’ll say
about that? How do you think she’ll feel when her husband is
revealed to be a terrorist?”

The air went out of Joe’s lungs. “What?”

The man shook his head in mock distress.
“It’s just so disappointing when members of our proud military go
rogue on us. It happens, yes, we know, but it’s always a sad
thing.”

Joe found his voice. “Terrorist? What are you
talking about? I’m no damned terrorist! And you know it! I want a
lawyer right now!”

“Lots of people want lots of things, Mr.
Halsey, but that doesn’t mean they’ll get them.”

“What have you done to Chuck? Where have you
taken him?”

“Mr. Luskin is being moved to another
location.”

“What? Where? Who are you? Are you military?
You’re dressed like military but you have no insignias, no
designation of rank. You don’t even have a nametag. What’s your
name? Who’s your commanding officer?”

“No need for you to concern yourself with
such things.” The man stopped speaking as another man with a camera
came into the room. The man in charge turned back to Joe.

“All right, we’re going to have a little
picture taking session now. A mug shot, if you will, for the
benefit of the press.”

Several armed guards filed into the room,
rifles at the ready.

The man in charge spoke again. “We’re going
to take you out of your cage for the picture but as you can plainly
see, any attempt to escape will result in your immediate demise, so
I wouldn’t recommend any heroics.”

The cage door was opened and the man in
charge spoke again. “Stand on the X,” he said and motioned toward
the wall where lines had been drawn to indicate height.

Joe walked over and stood in the center of a
marked circle.

“Hold this.” The man in charge gave him a
numbered placard like the ones seen on mug shots. “It’s really
meaningless but it is a realistic touch.”

Joe took the placard and held it up across
his chest. His hands were trembling with a combination of fear and
anger. He looked at the man who was running this show and was about
to ask what he meant by that when suddenly the man’s face
rippled. Joe gasped and blinked his eyes just as the flash
went off. What the hell?

“Turn to the right.”

Joe didn’t move and studied the now normal
face.

“I said turn to the right,” came the order
again, this time with a note of irritation.

He followed the order and wondered if he’d
sustained a concussion when he’d smashed into the bars of the cage
last night. The camera flashed again.

“Now turn to your left.”

Joe stole a look at the man giving the orders
but his face remained unchanged.

“What did you mean when you said this was
meaningless?” Joe asked as the third picture was taken.

“Just what I said. All right, we’re done
here. Go back to your cage.”

“I want a lawyer. I’m allowed a phone
call.”

The man just laughed again and the men around
him smirked as the cage door clanked shut. Then they all turned and
filed out.

“Hey! I’m hungry! I’m thirsty! I gotta take
a piss! I need a toilet! You can’t leave me here with no water and
no food! I have rights!”

 


TWO DAYS LATER

 


The mug shot of Joe Halsey was splashed
across TV screens all over America while news anchors read the
following account.

“Former Special Forces Staff Sergeant Joseph
M. Halsey was arrested after an attempt to blow up a government
military installation early Sunday morning. Halsey, who served in
Operation Iraqi Freedom, was apprehended by authorities just after
midnight. Interviews with his family and associates revealed he had
been experiencing delusions that the government was involved in the
covert spraying of civilian populations with poisonous chemicals,
the purpose of which remained unspecified by Halsey. A check of
sites visited on his personal computer revealed an obsession with a
fringe group dedicated to exposing this so-called conspiracy and
destroying government facilities where they believe the chemicals
to be stored. Members of the group are currently being rounded up
by federal authorities and brought in for questioning, although it
appears at this time that Halsey was acting alone.

Halsey, thirty-eight and the father of two,
was being transported to a holding facility at Nellis Air Force
Base in preparation for transfer to FBI offices for questioning
when he managed to escape. Details on how the escape was
accomplished are still forthcoming, but authorities report that
Halsey stole a vehicle and attempted to outrun the military police.
In the ensuing chase Halsey was killed in a fiery crash on a
deserted stretch of road near the base. The body is being held by
military authorities for examination and will be returned to his
family when the investigation is complete.

In a related story, the government has
announced the successful implementation of a cloud seeding program
that limited tests have shown to be successful in reducing the
effects of global warming. It is suspected that these tests gave
rise to the irrational delusions suffered by Mr. Halsey and members
of the fringe groups with whom he was involved.

A report on the cloud seeding program and the
results of the tests will be made public by the president during
his Friday afternoon press conference.

 


THE WHITE HOUSE

 


“Mr. President, Charles Sanderson to see
you.”

The president nodded at his secretary. “Thank
you, Mrs. Avery, show him in.”

A tall man with a mane of snow-white hair
strode into the Oval Office.

“Good morning, Mr. President. Thank you for
seeing me.”

“I’ve always got time for the CEO of
Harbinger. Please, have a seat. Would you like some coffee?
Tea?”

“No, thank you.”

The president nodded and turned to his
secretary. “Thank you, Mrs. Avery, that will be all.”

The door to the Oval Office clicked shut and
the president turned to Sanderson.

“Have all of them been rounded up?”

“Not all. Most. We should have the rest of
them by the end of the week.”

The president jumped up and paced. “I spoke
with the British Prime Minister this morning. They’ve had some
problems there too. Not only that, I heard from Yuri and there’s
been some backlash in Russia as well. It’s making me nervous.”

“It’s to be expected. Now that the operation
is in full force, it’s more noticeable. Luckily, it’s working and
the weather patterns are changing. I always thought we should have
told the truth in the first place. What with the whole global
warming furor, it would have been an easy sell. We’ve got rain in
the deserts and last year the hurricane season was all but
non-existent.”

The president still paced and shook his head.
“That’s true, that’s true. But you have to remember, Americans
aren’t very scientifically inclined and if we told them we were
spraying over top of their communities, they might have decided to
get unruly. And I don’t even want to think about the environmental
groups.”

Sanderson shrugged and waved off the
president’s concerns. “Small problems.”

The president stopped and gave a hard look at
his visitor. “Maybe, maybe not. What about the ones who’ve sickened
and died?”

“The weak, the old and the infirm.
Unimportant. And you forget that Americans are more concerned about
their cars and their television shows and their fast food
restaurants than they are about anything that’s actually going on
around them. Once we tell them the climate crisis is on its way to
being solved and that it will be painless, there will be no more
problems.”

“That’s what you said when this whole thing
started but ever since we got here, things have been going to hell.
You said nobody would notice, but they did. You said they’d never
penetrate our defenses, but they have.”

Sanderson held up his hand. “A small glitch.
That’s all it was and one easily solved. The perpetrator is on ice,
his cohorts are being hunted as we speak and even if they knew the
truth, which none of them do, who would believe them?”

“This can’t go on indefinitely…”

“It won’t.”

“It’s been years. I’m tired of keeping
up this charade. It’s very difficult to keep the mask in place. It
takes so much energy. The First Lady is beginning to suspect.”

Sanderson leveled a look at the president.
“Then we will replace her too.”

“These humans. They are so difficult.”

“No more so than other species we have
encountered.”

The president’s face rippled and Sanderson
reached into his pocket. “Here, take this. Your medication is
wearing off.”

Letting out a loud sigh, the president took
the proffered pills and gulped them down.

“I still don’t understand why we had to
release any information about that Halsey person to the news media.
Wouldn’t it have been better if he’d just met with an accident and
was never heard from again? Seems to me that talking about the
spraying isn’t such a smart idea.”

Matching the sigh, Sanderson once again
explained how things worked. “It was necessary to make an example
of him. That other one had no family; he won’t be missed. But
Halsey has family. We needed a plausible explanation and we needed
to put a stop to all the speculation and to brand those who would
raise questions as dangerous and unpatriotic. Once you speak to the
nation and give them the good news, all will be fine.”

“I’ll just be happy when I can go home.”

“As will I. Public service isn’t always the
easiest. But it’s necessary. We’re in the home stretch, you know.
The additive for reproductive control has been perfected and will
be implemented with the next round of spraying. In a generation the
overpopulation of the planet and all the attendant problems will be
a distant memory.”

The president nodded his agreement.
“Halsey?”

“On the way to the stockyards. The charred
body being returned to his family is one of those unfortunates that
populate Skid Row. No one will be the wiser.”

 


THE STOCKYARDS

 


Joe Halsey sat in his cage among thousands of
other cages. All around him was misery and the stench of humans
with no toilet facilities. He didn’t know where this place was but
he knew there would be no escape. It wasn’t on earth, that much he
did know. The presence of three orange suns blazing overhead was
proof of that.

On the trip to the yards, the transport had
passed by a slaughterhouse where lines of kicking and screaming
people were being pulled through chutes and bashed in the head,
just like humans did to livestock, and with just as little thought
to the terror and suffering involved. Dismembered, flash frozen: a
delicacy soon to be served up on a table in a galaxy far, far away
or perhaps on one a little closer to home.

That was bad enough. In fact, Joe didn’t
think he could imagine anything worse. Until he saw the carts roll
by on the tracks just beyond the stockyards. His cage was on the
periphery, so he had a front row seat. Stacked neatly, almost
looking like small pigs, the bound bodies of infants rolled towards
the processing plant.

Joe Halsey screamed his despair but it was
lost in the cries of all the others.
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