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"No shit, there I was, standing in front of the body...the one I'd made love to every night in my dreams. She was still beautiful, in a creepy sort of way. I couldn't believe she was dead. Her body didn't seem real...kind of like one of those rubber dolls, you know the ones you order from the..." 

Lucky me. I've got one of those kinds of faces. People come up to me and spill their guts, all of the time.

I watched the carnie as he told me about finding the dead body of his wannabe girlfriend. Shifting from one foot to the other he rubbed his scrawny neck with one hand and puffed on a NoNic with the other, averting his gaze every time I caught his eye.

He probably thought I didn't believe him. He's right, but that's the chief's problem, not mine.

"Yeah, well you don't have to tell me...I'm off duty. County is on their way so you probably better stay put - they'll have lots of questions. You know the drill...the one who found the body is always first on the list of suspects."

His bloodshot eyes bulged. "I'm telling you, I..."

"Just stay put..."

The bar's ancient wooden door groaned as it was forced open. The suspect jerked his hands, dropping his cig. He began to fumble for something in his pockets. I watched him, hand on the .38 under my jacket. He grabbed a real cigarette this time and lit up.

"Hey, Jazz...thought you were off duty," Slade said as he walked towards us.

"Yeah, I am, but this guy...what was your name again?"

The carnie was short, maybe 5' 5" and smelled of stale beer. He seemed to have forgotten that I told him the cops were coming. "Uh, Frank. Hey Slade."

This guy was too nervous. Could be guilt, but could be he was just a wimp. Either way, I wanted him to feel in charge, so I played dumb.

"Right. Well listen, Frank here was telling me about something he saw...when was it you saw her?"

Frank seemed to suddenly grow a pair. He stopped shaking and stood up straighter, looking Slade in the eye as he told him the story. He was the one who'd called to report the girl's death anonymously. Said he was too scared to give his real name when he called, but when he saw me, for some reason he had to say something.

Yeah, that happens to me a lot.

Slade took Frank's statement and ordered him to stay in town. He didn't look too pleased, but agreed to stick around.

When I left Slade in the war room, he was busy trying to locate the county coroner to see if he could put a rush on the autopsy. I told him I didn't care to see another dead girl...there'd been enough in my line of work...but he insisted I come along.

I think he just liked my company.

Yeah, right. It was his first dead body. He wanted to see it handled right. He'd always said that just because he was a small town cop, that didn't mean he did sloppy work. I often wondered why he decided to stay in Blue Lake, especially after his wife and kid died, but I didn't figure it was any of my business. I wasn't a native, so I always figured that kept me out of the loop.

I was fine with that. Kept others from nosing into my business so it was a win-win as far as I was concerned. Still, it would have been nice to have someone to talk to about things besides work.

She was prettier than I thought she'd be. For a dead girl. Her blond hair appeared to be shoulder length and wavy, her formerly alabaster skin, however, had turned a horrid greenish-blue. I could tell it would be a while before the rotting meat smell would leave my nose.

The coroner seemed to think she'd been dead at least 24 hours, but he wouldn't know for sure until he was done. Seemed to me he was taking his sweet time, but what do I know.

"When will you have your report, Jim?"

"Ah...you should have it by tomorrow afternoon...maybe 3."

Slade sighed. "Fine. Thanks, doc."

"No problem. I'll be in touch."

"Sure thing," said Slade.

I wonder if the carnie tried to get fresh with her and she rejected him. He's puny, but....nah, he wouldn't have the guts. "Who was she?"

Slade rubbed his chin.  "Martha Zimmerman...local girl. Why?"

"Ah, nothing...just thinking."

"About....?"

"Oh, you know, about who she knew...you know it's usually an.."

"Acquaintance...yeah, I know. We'll head out to where they found her. Maybe we'll find some kind of clue.

He caught my raised eyebrow. "Well...you never know. The forensics team's only done drills and taken classes. This is the first real dead body...well besides fishing accidents and stuff...but this is the first murder any of us have seen."

"The coroner hasn't finished his report, Slade. We can't say for sure that it's murder."

He shrugged. "No, but come on, you know as well as I do, that..."

I smiled. "Yeah, I know. We'll let's see what we can see, eh?"

The vegetable garden was laid out in perfect rows...except for the part where Frank had found the body. The official report would say that the corpse was "artfully arranged", but the boys will be a little less "P.C." when they discuss it among themselves.

And talk they will...not much to talk about besides each other in a small town.

It was clear where the body had lain...smashed zucchini, yellow squash, and pole beans lay in a tangled mess.

"Odd place to put a body..."

Slade nodded.

Mrs. Rutherford's garden was small...just large enough to produce food for herself, although sometimes the zucchini went wild so she gave it away to her friends and neighbors. Her zucchini bread was a favorite at the town harvest festival celebrations.

"Thank God Mrs. Rutherford was at her sister's when Frank found the dead girl," said Slade.

I was thinking the same thing. "Yeah. Well the killer  has an odd sense of humor."

Slade caught my eye, his eyebrow raised.

"Don't you remember what Frank said? The body had been posed, cantelopes on her chest and a zucchini..."

Slade cut me off. "Yeah, got it." He walked around the garden's perimeter, careful not to step in the freshly turned dirt.

The forensics team had removed the body a few hours before we got there. I was surprised, small town and all, but as I looked closely at where the girl was found I saw something shining, which was odd because it only reflected darkness...it wasn't visible until a cloud passed by.

"Slade, look...what's that green stuff?"

The detective looked at me. "Green stuff...in a garden? Gee, I don't..."

"Funny guy...no, seriously, get me...did you bring any evidence bags?"

Slade's eyes opened wide. "Yeah...why?"

He looked at where I was pointing. "Oh, damn...I'll be right back!"

He sprinted towards the car.

Looking around I found a wide board, about eight feet long stacked neatly behind the barn. Before he came back I'd gently laid it within arms length of the green goo I'd spotted near the cantaloupe vines, careful to avoid the imprint the body had left.

I looked at it more closely. Dammit...I was afraid of that.

Slade walked up behind me.  "Hey, what are you...?"

"Forensics missed something. They probably thought it was a squashed vegetable...hell that's what I would have thought but I saw it sparkle."

Slade snorted. "Sparkle? What..."

I didn't want to explain. Not yet, anyway. "Give me that bag."

He looked ready to argue, but to my surprise he closed his mouth and handed me the plastic bag.

I turned it inside out, carefully picking up the slimy looking stuff which was solid...and warm to the touch. After sealing the bag I handed it to him.

Yeah, I'm sure of it now.

Damn Nazri. Why can't they stay on their own planet for once!

He held the dung in the air between three fingertips, turning it from side to side trying to get a good look at it. He grimaced.

"What do you think it is?"

"Don't know, but it's not a vegetable, that's for sure," I lied.

"Fine...I'll check it in after dinner. I'm starving. You are coming by the house aren't you? Nancy's got a roast in the oven and she ordered me to bring you along. Said something about that girl needs to get out of her cave." He looked at me out of the corner of his eye, probably expecting an argument, but I was too hungry to argue.

"Hell yeah, I love meat! Tell your sister I'm in, but...we probably should swing by the office to drop that thing off first."

Slade made a face. He looked at the specimen again before tossing it into the trunk. For some reason I flinched when it hit the floor, but then my stomach growled.

"On second thought, let's eat first...before I faint from starvation!"

Laughing, Slade said, "Yeah, like that'll ever happen!"

I gave him a wink and a nudge. "You know me so well."

Blue Lake is your typical small town...everybody knows everybody else's business...right down to their personality quirks.

Me, I love food.  But I hate to cook.

Being single does have its drawbacks, but on the plus side - at least for the local restaurants - I do bring them regular business.

Thing is, I like living on Earth. It's been good for me.

Of course, that green waste will probably change everything.

The Bennett's house smelled like heaven. The roast tasted even better than it smelled and the double chocolate German cake was the perfect ending to the perfect meal.

Hopefully not my last good meal if those Nazri make trouble.

I'd just finished helping Nancy with the dishes when Slade popped his head in the kitchen door.

"Jazz...need a ride home?"

I winked at Nancy. "Nah, thanks Slade. Need to walk off some of that yummy cake."

"Okay."  Nancy gave me a tight squeeze as she walked towards the living room.

"Jazz honey, thanks for coming by...was great seeing you again. We should make a regular thing of it."

I hugged her back, then gave her a nudge. "You've got it...of course, we don't want to make it too often. My budget couldn't stand the strain of new clothes every month! You know how tight the chief is!"

Her laugh made me smile. She was such a good person...made me wish I could stay on Earth forever.

I started to grab my coat when Slade stopped me.

"Sit down, Jazz...for just a minute, will ya?"

I pulled up a kitchen chair. "Sure, Slade. Want me to drop the specimen off?"

I watched Slade fill his coffee mug...slowly.

"Huh? Oh, yeah, I almost forgot about that. No, I'll do it. I just wanted to...well, with that killer or killers out there, I..."

He was concerned for my safety. So sweet...I almost wish it were a human killer...the Nazri can be tough to kill...even the young ones. But it could be done.

I punched him in the arm. "Don't worry about me, Slade. I've been around worse things..."

Glass shards hit the floor. I was just wondering where they had come from when the detective moved faster than I'd ever seen him move. He threw me to the floor, just as something crashed through the other kitchen window.

"Shit." It was completely unlike me to be caught off guard. My cheeks started to burn.  I shook my head. Not now.

Slade released his death grip and stood up. He looked around. "Nance...are you alright?"

His sister stood in the kitchen doorway, her eyes wide as she stared at something I couldn't see from my position. She didn't answer his question.

I moved to stand up behind Slade but he motioned me to stay put. I don't listen well...something Slade should know by now. Pulling out my .38, I clicked off the safety and slowly got to my feet.

I knew what I would find...or at least I thought I knew...but it still sucked when I saw that I was right.

Nazri. Two of them, although sometimes it was hard to tell. They were fluid, merging and un-merging their translucent flesh, rippling slowly in a constant rhythm of bright rainbow colors.

They were beautiful creatures, but deadly. Even the small ones like these two.

They didn't spit acid, grow teeth and claws or anything a "normal" evil entity would do.

No, they were much worse.

"Nancy," whispered Slade. "Slowly...very slowly, step backward towards us."








