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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I got nuthin’.  No, seriously, I have no notes or details or literary brick-a-brack to toss at you.  I will say that this was probably the most fun book to write.  It started as a short story with absolutely no outline.  I just started writing – no plan, no direction – just a need to be a little funny and a wee bit sexy on behalf of Tessa and Jack.  I leave it to you to tell me if I succeeded.
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Prologue
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“ ... CALIFORNIA.  OCTOBER  13TH.  1977.  21:44 HRS.  SUSPICIOUS LIGHTS EXPECTED AGAIN NEAR THE AIRPORT.  TONIGHT, I WILL ATTEMPT TO GET PHOTOGRAPHIC AND AUDIO EVIDENCE.”
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THEN THEY WON’T LOOK at me that way again, she thought but didn’t dare say aloud — someone might hear.  Whenever she told the truth, no one believed her.  They looked at her that way.  Just because she believed in things.  She hated it.  The whispers behind her back.  The nicknames.  She hated those.  The bullies!  She hated them.

Dry weeds scratched Rita’s legs.  The night air carried a distant smell of jet fuel and livestock.  Pushing down hard but slowly on the STOP button, she turned the cassette recorder off, and put it, along with the hand-held microphone dangling by its cord, down in the tall grass where she waited.  It was a perfect night for the scary lights and activities to happen.  Clear to mostly clear ... wait, she should include that in her report.  That’s what a good reporter would do.  With the microphone back in her tiny hand, she emptied her throat of any lingering dust or allergens that might make her voice squeaky, and pressed the PLAY and RECORD buttons simultaneously.  The cassette began turning on its pair of spinners, the magnetic tape rolling from one side to the other.  The microphone was practically touching her lips, but she was forced to whisper — she couldn’t get caught.  “Conditions: clear to mostly clear.  Temperature: around seventy degrees Fahrenheit.  Visibility ... um ... fifty miles?” she guessed.  “Maybe one hundred,” she added just in case.  She needed to sound professional, calm, reasonable ... older than twelve.

Below her vantage point, which wasn’t extremely elevated, she could see much of the main runway of the airstrip.  Empty of aircraft.  Not surprising.  The U.S. Air Force decided the little single runway, county spot was too remote for anything but fueling and test flights.  The need for such things in this part of the world, according to Petey Collins and his dad, became obsolete.  The newest jet fighters could go farther and faster, and didn’t need to refuel as often.  So, why was any activity at the airstrip at all?  At night, too?  Weren’t they just going to give it all back to the county?

It was all too mysterious and she was too inquisitive.  Exciting stuff: a mix of Lois Lane and Nancy Drew ... and Gloria Steinem.  Daddy said she was just going to get married, settle down, have kids.  Mom always nodded in agreement.  But Rita knew better than they did.

First, she would graduate from high school, then apply to the Siskiyou Jr. College.  After that, journalism college in Chicago.  She had a plan.  This story?  It was her ticket to her first assignment with the New York Times or on ABC News with Ted Kopple, Barbara Walters, and Peter Jennings.  Then they won’t look at me like that again.

Trucks began arriving on the tarmac.  Military, by the looks of them, but without any official markings.  That didn’t make sense.  Everything in the military was marked, even the people with all their patches and ranks and tags and stuff.

She shut off her recorder.  Out of habit, she checked the heavy piece of modern tech quickly, after all the recorder actually belonged to her sister and she would kill her if anything happened to it.  No name on it.  Whew!  Mom was always writing their names on things.  Not this time.  For adventures such as this, she learned not to carry anything that could identify her friends or family were she to get caught.  That was important.  She might want to be famous someday, but today, she needed to be hidden and anonymous.  Pulling a pair of binoculars out of her fringe leather bag, she arranged the microphone to pick up any sounds from the airstrip, and hit RECORD.

The activity was boring.  Dull.  Nothing but moving boxes in and out of the trucks.  Maybe she’d written too much into the whole business.  Twice she caught herself half-singing, half-whispering the words to “Don’t Stop” by Fleetwood Mac, or remembering scenes from that movie, Star Wars, which she only saw twice so far.  Lying on the grass, Rita wondered if anything would ever change?

Her stomach growled and felt heavy with disappointment.  Not only was she not getting her golden ticket to a life of international reporting, if anyone found out, she’d be bullied for days.  Dejected, Rita set her head down.  She couldn’t lie about it.  She had no evidence.  And she wasn’t a liar anyway.

Her head jerked up.  Oh crap!  She’d fallen asleep.  How long?

The tape recorder was still running.  It was one of the expensive tapes — a whole hour and a half on each side.  Using her hand to cover the light of her flashlight, she checked to see how much of the tape moved from the left to the right side.  More than half.  That meant she napped for maybe an hour.  Okay.  That wasn’t too bad.

Checking the airstrip, she noted a layer of ground fog had formed.  It coiled low like a rattler hiding in the grass, slithering fast over the scrub and runway, too fast for nature.  Hmmm, that was pretty quick.  Above her, the fog was thinner but still there.  Mist clung to her denim jacket.

A pause entered the air.  It took over everything.

The evening breeze disappeared.  The recorder stopped, even though the PLAY and RECORD buttons were still down.  The grass was still.  Crickets were silent.

She held her breath.

From all around her came a steady, repetitive thumping.

It wasn’t her heart, although that was pounding damn hard now too.  She sensed the pulsing throughout her body, coming up from the ground, saturating the air, throbbing down from the sky.

Daddy, and the school, taught them to be aware that the big mountain was a volcano.  But this wasn’t an eruption or an earthquake.  Too even.  Too ... mechanical?

A scream of light ripped through the dark — yellow, green, blue — burning shadows across the grass that stretched out for her.

She screamed.  She ran away from them.

Crying for help, she raced towards the airstrip.  The airmen ... they would help her ... yes?

Searchlights slashed down at her.

Twice, she fell, only to jump back onto her feet and run.

Thoughts of Mom, Dad, Sister rushed around her brain.  Help!  She ran and ran.

No one was on the runway.  No one was near the buildings.  Where?  Where were they?

She reached the asphalt and gained better traction.  Her twelve year old body burned with fear and exhaustion, but she knew she could make it to one of the buildings.

The lights were almost on top of her.  Spotlights lit the ground so brightly she couldn’t see her own feet.  Keep going!

Rising over the building she chose, another set of lights appeared.  She changed course.

The thumping became thrumming.  A whine and screech joined the screaming noise above her.  She covered her ears and kept running, not sure of where she was going.  “Get away from me!”

Higher and higher in pitch, the screeching noise surrounded her.

Finally, she dropped to her knees, covering her ears, sobbing.  “Leave me alone!”

Silence.

Darkness.

No thumping.  No screeching.  No lights.

She didn’t dare look up.  No wind, or crickets, or anything else either.  But were they gone?

Had she sent them away?

She barely took in a little breath.  Her small body shook violently from her heartbeat alone.

Silver suits!  Spacemen in silver suits ran at her from one of the buildings.  Coming for her.  “No!”

Bright, white light lit the ground all around her in a ten foot circle.  From above.  Rita held up her tiny hand to protect her eyes.  Something powerful crashed down, crushing her into the tarmac, slamming the breath out of her lungs, and driving consciousness out of her body.
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THE NEXT MORNING, ABOVE a blurry photo of lights on a backdrop of a blackened sky, the headline of the Valley Republic Gazette read:

12-YEAR OLD FOUND WANDERING IN FOREST.  VICTIM OF UFO ABDUCTION.

POLICE ASK PUBLIC TO HELP IDENTIFY CHILD.

MORE CROP CIRCLES.  VALLEY UNDER ASSAULT.
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The Late Joe Marshall’s Ranch

Montague, California
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STUPID PRECOGNITION.

An enviable Gift of Clairvoyant Sight, the psychic’s Glimpse of the Future, or whatever the hell they’re calling it this week.  Tessa Wells-Lancing wasn’t going to let it kill the mood ... or her.  Not yet, at least.

If her inconsiderate vision was accurate, and if her luck turned sour, whatever dreadful thing she envisioned coming wasn’t due to get to them for a bit.

Blotting her nose, several large drops of bright red stained her napkin.  Pressing the paper square against her nostril, she managed to stop the nosebleed that arrived with every vision and to rid herself of the creepy sensation that a nasty, tiny demon with a laptop, along with its streaming images from the future, was vertical free-climbing her spine.

She still had a little time to enjoy life before all hell broke loose.

Soft swirls of steam lifted from the rich, sweet coffee in her mug.  Soothing.  Mesmerizing.  Normally such a soft cloud was perfect to use to practice with her hither-to undeveloped Sight.  Her visions, however, were an annoyingly persistent, so-called gift that showed up like greedy relatives you never heard of before, after you’ve won the lottery — without warning and in desperate need of familial generosity.  She would have to practice using her Sight if she ever planned to make it a practical, dependable tool in her investigative arsenal.  In theory, it might be handy for a fixer or a paranormal detective to have.  She was both — as well as an executive protection and security business owner.

What Tessa truly preferred at the moment was tangibly before her, in this reality, in this place and time, wearing a pair of perfectly worn, tight jeans.

Jack de Sombras, aka James Xihuaco Gabriel Marshall de Sombras, stretched and yawned, ultimately putting strain on those poor old jeans of his.  For the moment, that was all the “sight” Tessa wanted.  Those poor, poor jeans.

The coffee vapor, coiling in the early morning chill, drifted upward, billowing out until it framed the distant view of the volcano.  Pink and gold sunrise light brushed the snowpack on Mt. Shasta’s peaks and glaciers, reflecting up onto the ring of clouds the mountain drew around itself like a shawl.  Could she get used to this?

The early November air was crisp and autumn perfect.  Birds reluctantly hopped from bush to bush, looking for morsels of food that might be sticking up out of the remnant snow.  Patches of slushy ice lingered in the shade, the ground beneath soggy, soaking up autumn’s decay.

This was the time of year when kitchens smelled distinctly of apples, nutmeg, and roasting meat.  Fireplaces were stoked, leaving a perfume of burnt wood quite different from the ugly wildfires of the summer.  Humidity and decay mixed with preparation for hibernation in a haze across the valley as farmers completed the last of their harvest clean up before the next big storm rolled in.  Horses kicked and pranced, delighted or frighted by the cascade of golden brown oak leaves leaping through the air.

Whatever awful thing was coming could take its own sweet damn time.

Her business partner, and with any luck much more, leaned on the porch railing and shifted his weight.  Those poor, tight jeans.  The perfect picture of the American cowboy.  Rugged.  Handsome.  Independent.

Her rocking chair creaked as she leaned back to start its gentle motion.  The old wool Navajo blanket she brought from Colorado was a very good idea and she snuggled down into it.  The blanket was the only tangible item from the whole Skin Thief mess, and honestly, that was a good thing.

His eyes.  He was staring at her with his big, black eyes.

She could feel them on her skin.

He was watching her from where he leaned on his arms against the smooth, redwood rail.  Wasn’t he cold?  No jacket, unbuttoned shirt.  No shoes.  Jack had beautiful feet, and while she was not one to think much of feet in general, she couldn’t help but take note of his.  A dancer’s feet.  A repaired, open cotton shirt, tousled black hair, and a thick mustache angled over his off-center grin.  And his eyes.  His big, black eyes.  Gazing back at her.

Jack tapped his finger on his nose and nodded to her, his face filled with questioning concern.

Tessa shrugged a nonchalant response.  “An otherwise perfect sort of morning,” she added, sipping her coffee gracefully.

“Absolutely beautiful, from my perspective” he replied in his deep, Texas drawl, without ever taking his attention off of her.

“I can see why your Uncle Joe was drawn to this location.”

“And why I’ll never part with the place.”  He took a deep breath of the cold, fresh, Northern California air.

“To the late yet always great Uncle Joe.”  Tessa lifted her mug in salute.

Jack turned enough to present his own mug in a return gesture.  “He used to tell me how he’d come out to the porch just to ... reconnect.  At this hour of the morning, y’all can hear everything around ya’.  Stellar Jays getting’ all feisty down on the fence, there,” he pointed with his coffee.  He kept talking pleasantly, his voice blending into all the sounds around her.

Reality shifted ever so slightly.

Her head lightened, bordering on nausea inducing dizziness, while an image filled her thoughts.  A woman.  Silver.  Aluminum?  So much emotion in disjointed bits.  Desperation.  Fear — so much fear!  That’s when the tell-tale push on her sternum hit.  A tug on her spine?  Damn.  The Sight.  It was working, now of all times?

Nope.  Nope.  Not now.

“The sound of snow falling off the branches,” he continued before he took a sip, shutting his eyes in pleasure.  “Ya’ know he planted all those junipers and firs around the house, just for the sound of the wind blowin’ through the needles.”

Tessa nodded, pushing her feet into the planking of the porch as a means of grounding, trying to hold herself in this reality.  Didn’t work.  Four wheels, dirty.  Faded red body.  The smell of leaking oil.  Jack was still talking.  Tessa’s head bobbed as if she was falling asleep in the car.  She heard his words but her mind wasn’t quite back from the momentary vision.

He kept on with his description, oblivious to her psychic wrestling.  “Mule deer or quail walking through the bramble over on the west side of the barn —”

“— The wheeze of a red, 1987 F-150 pickup truck in need of a tune-up, racing up the driveway.”

Jack’s eyes opened into an incredulous stare that he cast over his shoulder at her.  For a second, he searched for something to say.  “Is that from ... one of yer ... uh ... visions?  Or is yer hearing better than mine this morning?”

As if on cue, a truck changed gear, producing a teeth-gritting noise, and its engine roared as it tore its way up the gravel drive to the front of the ranch house.

The vision released her.  “Both.”  Tessa exhaled and set her coffee on the small, close-hand table with a thump.  Her fingers instantly tapped the delicate skin under her nose for signs of blood.  Thankfully, none — this time.

Jack’s eyes flicked to her, to the driveway, then back to her, his expression unreadable.  He took a measured sip of coffee.  “So ... are we pretending this is normal now?””

Tessa shrugged, pulling the blanket up higher.  “Maybe?”

Jack sighed.  “Okay.”  His voice rose in pitch and he drank a much larger gulp of coffee.  “Well ... it looks like our vacation is being intruded upon, Mrs. Peel,” he said, applying one of their nicknames of choice, for use when a case was at hand.  Or perhaps because he didn’t want her to think he considered the whole vision-business all that out of the ordinary.  He really was trying his best to be more open to the paranormal.  Besides, she hoped he never stopped calling her Mrs. Peel, no matter the status of his opinion on the supernatural or the status of their expanding relationship.

“So it would appear.  Put some shoes on, Steed.  We’re needed.”
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Marshall Ranch

Montague, California
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“GODDAMN UFO CRAZIES!”  The woman dropped down out of the cab of her onetime-red Ford F-150 pickup, even before it stopped moving.  “They are screwing up my life!  An’ you better make it stop!”

Jack halted mid-step, his first thoughts frozen in a mixture of disgust merged with horror.  He hadn’t heard much after that woman used the ...word.  He heard Tessa move quickly behind him, then felt her hands set on his shoulders.  His muscles were rock solid.  “Darlin’, she used that word,” he half whispered, half hissed.

“At least she didn’t use the ‘A’ word.”  Tessa’s voice held a sparkly saccharin sweetness in it.

This was intolerable.  He was vibrating with irritation.  “We don’t use that kinda’ talk in this house.  Not the ‘A’ word, and not the —”

“It’s Kendra.  She doesn’t know that.”

He allowed his shoulders relax a little bit, then took two deep, expansive, purposeful breaths.  Didn’t help.

Kendra, in the meantime, noticed her truck was still moving after she exited and quickly jumped back into the cab to set the brake.  “See!  Got me all discombobulated.  Lookin’ for ET on my property and stirring up the wildlife.  Had to take shots at a coyote or bobtail last night, too.  They don’t come onto my property unless those crazies go stompin’ around and gettin’ ‘em all riled up.  I swear they ain’t nuthin’ but idiots and assholes!”

“The coyotes?” Tessa asked, and Jack chewed on the inside of his lip, knowing her sarcasm was intended to lower Kendra’s level of hyperactive anger.

“What?  No.  The crazies.  A bunch of lawbreakin’, inconsiderate, lowlifes!”

Just smile, Jack, just smile.  “And a fine good morning to you-all, too, Miss Allen,” Jack called to her, while buttoning his shirt and descending the front stairs from the porch.  Never did get his shoes on, and the mud was freezing.

“Don’t you start in with that charming, smooth ‘Miss Allen’ crap.  I know you Jack-Boy.  I’ve known you all your life.  Don’t you go trying to sway me with your mama’s hex craft!  Your uncle won’t have none of that.  Where is he?  Joseph!  Where are ya’!”  As Kendra came around the front of her stalling, hiccupping truck, she wiped strands of stringy white and gray hair out of her face with one hand and balanced herself with the other rifle filled hand.  She promptly grasped the shiny brass decorated Henry .22 reproduction rifle in both hands and glared at Jack.

Tessa froze at the top of the stairs as Jack raised his hands in surrender, just in case.  “Whoa, there, Kendra, put that thing down before y’all hurt someone — like me.”

“Oh, I ain’t hurt no one, ever.  But I’m thinking pretty seriously of it.  Now, where’s Joe?”

Oh, sweet baby Jesus.  “Kendra, y’all attended his funeral a month ago.  Ya’ know he’s gone.”

The wind blew through the trees, sounding more like a rush of water over a waterfall than breezes through twigs and branches.  Kendra stopped, sighed, and lowered the muzzle of her rifle.  “Oh, I’m sorry Jack, I’m so flustered I forgot.  I get all excited and my brain just quits remembering.”  She shrank a bit in energy and aggression.  “Joe’s been a big presence in this valley, it’s hard not to think of him being here.  Sometimes I just put things out of my head I don’t want to think about.  I apologize.”

“Kendra?” Tessa chose to use her best negotiator’s voice, “Before you accidentally change our Agency’s business model from Partnership to a Sole Proprietorship, would you like to come in and have a cup of coffee?  Then we can sit down to discuss whatever it is you would like to discuss.”

“Not much to discuss but I’ll take that coffee,” she said, stomping past Jack and leaving behind a pungent scent that made him wonder if it was the woman’s homemade rose water in alcohol or just the alcohol?  The latter was likely since it too helped her forget whenever needed to be forgotten.

Once they made Kendra comfortable at the family table, Jack hustled Tessa into the kitchen to gather up amenities and intel out of the woman’s hearing range.

He whispered to Tessa’s ear, “Sweet baby Jesus — what else did ya’ see this morning in yer vision?”

“Nothing more than trouble arriving in an old red pickup.  A woman — fearful of something — and the truck has an oil leak.  But ... I don’t know ... maybe it's Kendra, now that I’m recalling the vision.  We’re on our own from here.”

“I thought yer visions were supposed to be helpful?”

“Tell that to them.”

Tessa pushed the coffee pot at him to take out to the table but suddenly stopped him, pointing to his left hand.  He didn’t have a glove on to cover his disfigured fingers.  Damn it, he hadn’t expected company.  Tessa understood how he felt about waving the damaged appendages around for everyday folks to see, so the reminder was appreciated.  She never asked him to hide it from her, always leaving the choice to him, yet with a nod, indicating she knew how much he didn’t want to take the time to explain it to Kendra, how it happened, when, why, what it’s like now ... etcetera.  The sooner the intruder left, the better.  Kendra already used a dirty, three letter word in his house: “UFO.”

After setting up hospitality for Kendra, Jack took a seat and Tessa took the lead.  “Okay.  Start at the top.”

“Those crazies are at it again.”  She pushed her hair back off of her face.

“Specifically ‘at’ what?”

“They keep coming onto my land.  They say I’m hiding an entrance to some underground voodoo – hoodoo – weirdo – alien race livin’ inside the mountain. ” She clutched her mug so tightly, Jack was concerned she might crush it.  He liked that mug — it was one of Joe’s.  “They set up tents like it’s a damn music festival or a homeless encampment.  Leave beer cans in my creek.  The other day, I caught one of those jackasses trying to use my barn as a ‘portal meditation center. ’” She waved her hand over her head as if generating magic.  “All this going on because they think there are aliens!”

Jack saw Tessa’s instant glance at him.  Kendra used the “A” word: alien ... in his house!

Oh sweet baby Jesus, for the love of all that is holy.  This was it.  The big one.  The conversation he knew would push him into an early grave.  Or prison.  Why hadn’t he grabbed his boots?  At least then he could make a run for it on one excuse or another.  The horses ... yeah, he needed to take care of — 

Tessa was acutely aware of how he felt about the subject.  She kept staring, waiting.  Maybe she expected him to lose his nut.  So tempting.  Instead, he rolled his eyes, crossed his arms, leaned back in his chair, hoping to God this would all end soon.

“Kendra,”  Tessa returned her attention to the guest, continuing to be so professionally nice, “I’m open minded on the subject of unknowns, such as Cryptozoo —”

“Crypto what?  Not that fake currency stuff.”

“No ... Cryptozoology.  The study of mythical beings that have not been proven to exist by science.”

Kendra gritted her teeth and then grinned.  “Like the Jackalopes old Petey sells down at his store.”

“Very much so, although I think we all agree those particular cryptids were debunked along with many others a long time ago.”

“Damn straight!” Kendra slammed her hand down on the table and took a satisfied drink of her coffee.  “And, to hell with Bigfoot!”

Jack’s nerves vibrated again as if someone plucked them like a harp string.  Okay, okay, at least they were making fun of Bigfoot.  He could handle that.  He and Tessa laughed plenty of times over the insane pseudo-science making headlines in the news or achieving programming hours on cable TV.  Yet, there was still a legitimate case here — he could feel it.  Something real, if only Kendra could just get on with it.

Tessa set the creamer within Kendra’s reach.  “... And people just come onto your property looking for these tunnels into Mt. Shasta?  Aren’t you a bit far from the mountain for lava tubes and such?”

Ah!  Finally, he felt like chiming in.  “Not really.  This whole region is a volcanic hot spot, if y’all will excuse the pun.  Shasta isn’t the only volcano nearby and we have old lava flows on this property, all the way over to near Kendra’s and the airport.”

“Oh.”  Tessa tendered him a very appreciative look that left him feeling rather splendid, if still baffled by their intruder’s needs.  She continued, “Kendra, as interesting as all this is, I’m afraid cryptids and UFOs aren’t subject areas that fit into our agency’s purview.”

“Whaddya mean?  You’re ghost hunters, right?”

“N-no.  Not like that.  We provide security, via information, and bodyguarding if called for.  It’s called Executive Protection.  Where the ... Paranormal ... comes in is that our clients are a bit special.  They tend to believe,” Tessa looked to Jack to make sure she wasn’t going off script, “supernatural forces are potentially involved.  We’re not put off by those concerns from a client.  It is our business philosophy not to quickly dismiss or accept the observations and experiences of clients, or witnesses, as they can, even if ultimately inaccurate,” again, another glance to Jack, “prove to provide some details of importance to their case.  Now, with that in mind, Kendra, do you still need something need from us?”

Well, that was one long, convoluted description.  And, some of that fancy tap-dancin’ y’all did was for my benefit.  I’ll remember that.  He leaned back until the chair was tilted on two legs.  For a moment, he thought he heard another vehicle coming up the driveway, but folks liked to speed along the main road to town and that always sounded closer than reality.

“Well.  One of those hippy-dippy types showed up dead on my property last night, and the county sheriff is coming over here, ‘cause it turns out she had company.  A mummified alien.”

Jack involuntarily shuddered, and his chair crashed back onto all four legs, but he tried to retain a cool demeanor.

Tessa froze with her coffee cup halfway to her lips.

Jack blinked rapidly.  “I'm sorry — a what?”

Tessa set her cup down carefully, eyes locked on him.

Kendra went on, unfazed.  “... An’ I mentioned something about your uncle telling me about you two being experts on this sort of stuff and ... in the area right now ‘cause of your uncle’s ranch, and ... well ... the Sheriff’s comin’ to see ya’.  Probably in the next ten minutes or so.”  Kendra casually checked her watch.  “Uh ... well ... that was true about fifteen minutes ago.”

Jack and Tessa sat without speaking for a long moment, Tessa intently watching Jack.

Jack unfolded his arms and sat up straight, pinching the bridge of his nose.  “Kendra, in the future, y’all might want to lead with that sort of information.”  Was there still time to drown himself in the pot of coffee?

Nope!  The Sheriff’s car pulled up in the driveway.
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Marshall Ranch

Montague, California

––––––––
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THE ONE-SIDED SHOUTING MATCH BETWEEN KENDRA AND THE VERY YOUNG OFFICER-TRAINEE, left behind to keep her “out of the way,” was almost worth breaking out the popcorn popper and a couple of cans of soda.  But Dan Carson, the Deputy Sheriff for Montague, wasn’t as amused watching those two bicker as Jack was.  Not if the Sheriff’s scowl was any indicator.  “She’s a ...” He suddenly quieted, his eyes big and embarrassed.  He likely realized how inappropriate it was to express his frustration with one civilian he served to another.  “Let’s just say, Miss Allen calls frequently,” the Deputy Sheriff corrected.

“Regardin’ the same sort of things, I gather?”  Jack poured a full mug of relationship-building coffee for the man.  He needed to remember to get more beans.  He only brought enough supplies for two people, plenty to live like happy recluses for a week but not enough to caffeinate the whole valley.  At this rate, they were fast running out of the most important survival item in the house.  Forget about UFOs and crazy neighbors — if this keeps up we’ll have a serious crisis on our hands.  Intolerable.  Yet Jack smiled the same for each and every one of the grifters on his coffee stash.

“Yeah.  Oh, say, I was sorry to hear about your Uncle Joe.  My condolences.”

“Thank you.”

“It won’t be the same around here.  Among other things, it was certainly nice to have the guarantee of peace and quiet up here, knowing that his ... um ... private security detail was always on alert.”

Jack shook his head congenially.  “Y’all don’t need to dance around it.  My uncle was top level CIA governance and as such, he got the same if not better retirement protection than an ex-President of the United States.”

“Well, cantankerous and witty and quick to comment, he will definitely be missed.”

“Thank ya’.  Now, what is it that y’all need from me and or my business partner?”

The mere mention of their business changed the sheriff’s posture from laid back, one leg over the other, one arm draped on the chair to stiff, upright, both hands clutching the coffee cup.  “Yes, well, I have heard that your agency specializes in unusual cases.  Mostly in protection services, but also in investigations.  Into ... ah ... weird things.  Things no one else touches ... or wants to talk about.  Do I have that right?”

Y’all have no idea.  He suppressed an eye-roll.  “That’s one way of puttin’ it.  Go ahead and lay it all out.  Let’s see what can or can’t be done.”

“We were called to Kendra Allen’s place last night.  A dead body was located on her land about three hundred yards up from her barn, on the granite and lava rock berm.  Over to the north-northeast.  When we got there, we found not one but two bodies, although only one was recently dead, as far as we could tell.  That one was lying at the bottom of a ravine, the other was laid out under a ledge.”

Jack rubbed his mustache.  He wanted to go fetch some serious pain killers for the headache that was building, but he felt it would be downright ungentlemanly to leave the table during a mutual interrogation.  Besides, he didn’t have anything strong enough for the situation on hand for this particular topic.  “Kendra said one the two was mummified?”

Carson appeared startled for a moment.  “Figures Kendra noticed.  Well, technically, they were both getting a bit freeze-dried, with the temperature and lack of humidity until yesterday’s rain, but the ... um ... the unidentified victim was dead and dried out for some time.”

“I see.  What brought you out to Kendra’s?  Anonymous tip?”

“Say, who’s asking the questions here?”

“Oh, my apologies, I’m just used to doin’ all the askin’.  Please, this is yer rodeo.”

Carson’s face squished up in amusement while he remained stiff and upright.  “Good question, though.  You’re right, we got an anonymous tip that some sort of alien body was found on the escarpment.”

Jack noted the twinge in his own neck and shoulder muscles at the Sheriff’s use of the “A” word but kept his expression neutral.  “That’s not a call y’all get every night.”

“You might be surprised,” Carson chuckled.  “You’re in New Age heaven up here.”

“Don’t I know it.  Crystal shop on every corner between Hornbrook and Duncan.  I  try to pretend it’s not there, honest I do.  But ya’ can’t shake a stick without hittin’ a meditation retreat or a vortex tour.”

After a moment, Carson said, “Kinda’ hard to overlook it this time.  Especially with an unknown body, of unknown origin, of unknown species, in my morgue.  Look, before the nutcases and self-proclaimed experts descend on the coroner’s office in Yreka, would you and Miss Lancing please come down and take a look at the body?  Tell us what we’re dealing with.”

Jack held up his hands to show he was weaponless, for the second time that morning, which did not sit well with him.  “We don’t do ... ‘unidentified’ ... stuff.”  The word stuck in his teeth as he said it.  “Neither of us believe in that nonsense.”  Ah, crap.  Don’t call stuff, ‘nonsense.’  I promised not to do that.  Tessa’s father liked to write her off cruelly by using that descriptor too often for the legitimate work she did.

“Okay, then debunk it for me.”

“We just ain’t the experts y’all need for this sort of thing.  Y’all have got competent doctors, investigators, and folks who can do that.  Rural does not mean stupid.”

“Oh, heck, I know that.  But ...”

The back door slammed open and Kendra stomped in, with the younger officer right on her heels.  “Dan Carson, don’t send your younglings to distract me with their bull-crap.  Just talk to me.”

Carson’s head lowered, and as it came back up, he provided Jack with an expression that spoke of many late nights trying to appease Kendra’s special kind of crazy.  “Kendra, I’m talking to Jack Marshall right now.  I’ll come talk to you in a moment.”

“Well, you’ll have to come talk to me at my place.”

“I’ll be just a minute.”

“Look I’ve got cows to feed, customers who want gravel, and I’m trying to sell off that broken down baler.  I haven’t got time for aliens or dumb deputies,” she glanced at the younger officer.  “You can find me there.  And if you have half the brains you say you have, bring your wife and I’ll feed you some of my famous apple pie.”

Carson squeezed his eyes shut and sat for a second, breathing hard.  And for just a second he looked as if he wanted to punch something.  It was a little quirk in his jaw and twitch in his cheek.  Subtle, but Jack saw it.  Carson didn’t seem like a man who would hit a woman, even one as annoying as Kendra, so what was that?

“Now, Kendra,” Carson said after about the fifth breath.  “You know well and good that Allie is out of town.  She’s been taking care of her mother.”

Kendra’s eyebrows knit together.  “For six months?  Awfully long time for her to be away.”

“Don’t I know it,” the Sheriff said quietly.

So ... separation was the culprit for the sheriff’s unhappiness.  That made sense.

“She’ll be home soon,” Kendra added before plowing past the officer and heading for her truck.

“I hope so,” Carson whispered, not sounding convinced.  His eyes suddenly widened and he shouted after Kendra, “And stop shooting at Coyotes from your back door!  You’re upsetting the neighbors and we’ve got enough dead things to clean up around there!  Mickey over at Animal Control says to knock it off!”  Clearing his throat and straightening his trooper hat, he started back in with Jack.  “Look, Marshall ... de Sombras ... whatever you prefer ... what I’ve got is an empty office with employees snowed-in all over the higher county by one of the worst storms in the decade ... Come to think of it, every storm this season got that label, and I think all those coming in will too.  No climate change my ass.  Sorry, I digress.  Other employees are already dispatched to places I haven’t even heard of up until today, and I’ve lived here all of my adult life.  Then there’s that reporter I had to drop kick off your property line before I arrived.  I thought I should mention him.  He really could have been a problem, but I made sure he wasn’t. ” Carson gave Jack a little side-eye.  “I think a little give-n-take might be appropriate here, don’t you?”

Well played.  “Just off the road, ya’ say?  I wonder why.”

“Yeah, he was trying to use those big boulders on the south end of the hill as cover to sneak up on your house.  Since the CIA isn’t guarding you, like they covered your uncle, he just might have gotten close and caused some sort of mischief, then woulda’ had the audacity to plaster it all over that weekly rag of his.”  Finally, Carson relaxed a wee bit, and took a smug sip of his coffee.  “He actually beat us to the alien body and another one ... not so alien.  Local driver’s license on the earthling we found down in the Allen Ranch Gravel Yard.”

“Related?”

He shrugged.  “Probably not.  The gravel yard is not far off the road in and out of the old county airport and we’ve got a Fentanyl problem up here.  Gets flown in and I haven’t got the staff to guard the airport 24/7.  But that reporter ... Proctor?  He makes trouble for everyone.  Loves to.  Might put Kendra’s name in the paper too.”  More coffee was sipped with a raised eyebrow for accompaniment.

Very well played.  He knew the feel of a corner when he was backed into one.  “Let me see where my partner is.”
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Siskiyou County Sheriff’s Office

Yreka, California

––––––––
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“THAT’S WHAT’S CALLED AN ‘UNIDENTIFIED STATIONARY OBJECT.’”

“Darlin’, that ain’t funny.”

“What?  It’s hilarious.”

“No.  That ain’t funny,” Jack said, pointing at the gray body, half covered with a pristine sheet.  He stopped, reverently removed his hat, and pinched his nose, at the nostrils instead of the bridge this time.  It was more than ripe near that body — at least the rest of the room was immaculate and likely much better smelling.

Tessa, dressed in a light gray pants suit, with a dark green blouse that went well with her coloring, picked up a jar from the side work bench and handed it to him.  “Under the nose, and maybe a little into the ‘stash,’” she instructed, rubbing a bit of the pungent jelly under her own nose.  “Overall, the smell’s not too bad, although I don’t know why they haven’t started an autopsy on this one.  Or on the gal that was also found on Kendra’s property.” Tessa stared deeply into the dark, back half of the room.  “Looks to me like maybe a couple of early ticket holders are in line, too.”

“Timin’?  Personnel?  Reasons we don’t understand?” Jack placed the jar, along with his go-to Sunday meeting hat, on the work bench.  Out of respect for the dead, he joined Tessa in dressing formally for the visit: dark blue suit, black silk tie, crisp white shirt.  Even his hat band was elegantly respectful — being the silver and leather one Tessa gave him a year prior.

“I’ll buy into any of those reasons.” She stood as close to the corpse as she dared.  “By the way, Jack, you get brownie points for even being here.  This is, after all, the ‘A’ word for you.”

“Not at all, Darlin’.  ‘A’ this time is for autopsy.  An’ I’ve seen more than one of those.” He grinned, devilishly.  “I’ve certainly caused more than one.”

“But this one is also the ... other ‘A.’”

Jack raised a warning finger.  “ ‘A’ for autopsy.’  We haven’t gone past that part yet.”

“Oh, ‘B’ for bullshit.” Tessa moved much closer to the so-called alien corpse.

The body was semi-glossy, as if coated in an acrylic sealant.  Yet it appeared that the clothing, which consisted of a sleeveless tunic and straight legged pants, was a flexible fabric at one time.  The folds were sculpted into shape, like those of a paper mâché doll.  The face was covered in a mask, and everything was layered in ash gray before being sealed.  “I promised not to touch, but, my guess is that they haven’t started the autopsy — on this body — because they’ll need a crow bar to get into it.”

“And ‘C’ is for a brick of C4, just to get its chest open.” Jack chose to keep his distance although he leaned forward for a better look.

As Tessa circled around to the opposite side of the alien corpse, a woman marched into the room and stared at them both, offering them neither an expression of surprise nor welcome.  Gray hair around her head was cut to about two inches long, no more, no less.  She wore the exact same type of thick black plastic frame glasses that were issued to drafted Korean War soldiers at the start of basic training.  Her overall figure bore a stoutness that suggested she might be able to wrestle Jack to the ground — she definitely looked like she was willing to give it a try even if she couldn’t succeed.  “Who are you?” she said, very, very slowly, and in a very, very monotone pitch.
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