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Prologue

The Copse
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A MOUNTAIN HOME IN Northwest Arkansas – Fall 1997 

The man stood in the copse of pine trees at the edge of the mountain. He looked down into the valley, watching the road snaking up the hill and savored the tart scent. The recent rain sharpened the smell of the pine trees. It had been the first rain of the Fall season, cooling the Indian Summer. As he watched the few remaining drops of water shimmer on the pine needles, he could feel the soothing effect as the rain coaxed the musky, tangy smell from the branches of the trees. The dampness somehow enhanced the feeling as the musty, turpentine-like odor flowed through his nostrils opening them up.  

He began to realize how the smell seemed different depending on the season.  He remembered how the scent reminded him of cut grass in the spring and how it had a more earthy flavor in the summer months. 

A glint of light caught his eye, interrupting his memories. He looked up. It was near dusk, and he saw the flash as sunlight bounced off an object in the eastern sky.

There was something strange about it; too low and bright to be a plane and moving oddly. The object hovered in the air like a helicopter but without noise, floating near the ridge one thousand yards away. Surely, he should have been able to hear and feel its presence? 

He concentrated and strained his ears. The wind blew from the east. Since he was west of the object, he heard a slight hum. The woods were quiet with no other sounds, only the humming sound.

The craft's movements diverted his attention from the lack of sound as it descended. It moved erratically reminding him of a leaf falling.  The object dropped about fifty feet, rose about thirty feet, then dropped again.

Was it a balloon or blimp? Yet, it’s moving up and down. What can it be?

He could now see it clearly; it was nothing he recognized. The vehicle had clean, well-defined lines and seemed to be constructed from ceramic material, though it glinted in the sun like burnished metal. He was unable to discern any seams in the object. 

Then there was the light. 

The sun was sinking towards the west.  The nether world of dusk, presaging nightfall, began to engulf the mountain. The object remained bright. It possessed an iridescent, self-contained, slightly pulsating light, simply glowing. 

The man continued to watch the object from the shadows beneath the trees as it jigged up and sideways and then headed for the clearing. He saw where it was headed. Alarmed, he began to step out from the cover of the woods and waved his arms as if to warn the craft against landing in that spot. 

His feet slipped on the wet forest floor. The man reached out his hand to grab onto a trunk to steady himself.  The movement gave him pause. 

Then, intuition, maybe, prevented him from exposing himself to the craft. He thought better of it, wiped his damp hand against the cloth of his jeans, and backed into the undergrowth so he could continue watching unobserved.

After a few maneuvers, the oval-shaped craft settled onto the surface. Moments later, he watched as three small beings came around from the far side of the vehicle and walked to the edge of the clearing. From his vantage point, he was unable to see how they had exited the craft. 

Why didn't I bring my binoculars?

He strained his eyes to see the creatures silhouetted against the brightness of the craft. They were small, humanoid, and seemed to move strangely with a gliding motion.

Are they not touching the ground at all? It's muddy down there.

Two more beings appeared from the side of the craft. They also began to explore the area outside of the disc.

They're not human, more child-like. If only I were closer.

The craft began to move slightly. First, the left side dipped a little, about three feet, as far as the man could tell; the right side soon caught up. The craft began to sink deeper into the ground. The man chortled.  

They've landed in Anderson's Bog. That stuff is like quicksand, even more so after the rain.

The occupants of the craft had also realized something was amiss and began to glide toward the other side of the sinking craft. Then they disappeared. The vehicle began to glow brilliantly, becoming brighter and brighter as the craft shuddered.

Then the light dimmed, and the vehicle settled back into the bog.  

They’re really stuck.

He suppressed a laugh.

Again, the light glowed, becoming brighter than it had before and the ship began to vibrate, shaking the earth around it.

If this thing escapes it is going to create a mess, for sure. It's funny, yes, funny.

With a sudden motion, the craft freed itself from the bog and hovered fifty feet in the air. The man didn't hear any sound; he was too busy laughing.  

The irony was too much for him. Here it was. It was a spaceship, some sort of extraterrestrial craft, a UFO, as others called it. Here they were, light-years from home, after traveling billions or even trillions of miles to arrive here on earth and they get lodged in the mud.

He continued to laugh. He laughed so hard his sides hurt. He crossed his arms, holding his hands against his sides to calm the raging ache.  Tears streamed down his face.  

This was too much.  Wait till I tell others what I’ve seen!  

They probably wouldn't believe him, but he wasn’t concerned now.  He was too busy laughing.

As he continued to laugh, he'd closed his eyes, bending over, holding his sides.  He paused for a moment and opened his eyes, but the craft wasn't in view. He looked around to find it had moved to the north, about three hundred feet from him.  

A thought crossed his mind.

They know I'm here.

Apprehension rose within. He realized he had stopped laughing. Things no longer seemed so funny.  

I'm scared.

As his thoughts turned to flight, he turned in the direction of the path leading him to the safety of his house. He started to run but was unable to move.  His own body seemed unable to respond, no matter how hard he tried; his legs felt wooden – they wouldn't operate.    

My legs are dead.  

Fear overwhelmed him, turning to terror. Then, he heard a voice inside his head.

Do Not Be Afraid! 
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​Chapter One


Donald Dunn Motors

Wichita Falls, TX 

January 7, 1998, 9:00A.M.
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SAM PHILLIPS SAT IN the waiting room, just two sofas and an easy chair stuck in the corner of the car dealership showroom.  One sofa had a view of the car lot and the other, the showroom.  Either way, new cars were on show, the true purpose of the arrangement: display the good for sale.  There were other people seated in the service department who were waiting for their cars.  

I wonder if anyone buys because they're bored whilst waiting?

He sipped the coffee the receptionist brought him and waited.  Sam flew in from San Antonio on an early morning flight and rented a car at the airport, per instructions.  After arriving at the dealership and announcing himself, he waited and drank coffee.  Patience wasn't a trait.

I need to sharpen up, mentally. Hey, the man’s paying the freight.  Why should I complain?  

Seated, he watched the salesmen talking to customers; he became nostalgic, as he had as his plane landed.

The local Witchia Falls airport shared the runway with Sheppard Air Force Base and Sam had spent a year at the base learning to fly.  Since he went through pilot training as part of the Euro-NATO Joint Jet Pilot Training (also known as ENJJPT) program, he shared his training with members of the air forces of other countries.  Sam enjoyed the camaraderie he'd shared with the other student officers.

He recalled the joy of flying the T-37 “Tweetie Bird” solo and his mastery of the air as he neared the completion of the T-38 phase of training.  He'd gone on to fly the F-15C Eagle fighter, one of the Air Force’s hottest airplanes but nothing gave him the sense of accomplishment felt when he'd gained his wings here at Sheppard.

Disappointment engulfed Sam; he knew he would never again be able to experience the thrill of flying.  Several years ago, the flight surgeons disqualified him from flying and it was a year since the Air Force had forced him to retire for medical reasons.

He'd spent much time and effort looking at his current situation, seeking a positive slant.  Most of the time, he'd succeeded.  Until today. His commuter plane had turned on final approach and Sam had seen the T-37s and the T-38s in the NATO parking area as he glided in for a landing.

Not being able to fly again was beginning to depress him so he tried to think of positive things;  if he dwelt on these things, his depression would start and ruin the shell he tried to maintain.

Expenses and two hundred and fifty smackers a day.  Now, there's a bright thought.  Not bad.  Hey, this washed-out fighter pilot ain’t doing so badly!

“Mr. Phillips.”

Sam looked up, shaking himself free from the dark thoughts swimming in his coffee cup.

“Yes.”

“Mr. Dunn can see you now.”

She isn't bad looking.  Kinda cute.  Nice ass.  

Sam smiled as he followed the receptionist down the hall.  

She’s probably married and a Sunday School teacher.  

Sam knew one thing about himself:  He called himself a Walter Mitty leech, often fantasizing about the women he met casually,  imagining what he could do, but wouldn’t.  It was a game with him, one he was going to have to think about.  

It wasn’t a good thing to do, dehumanizing people like this, objectifying them. They were people, not objects.    

He knew people were not objects; it was only a game he played in his head, maybe.  Still, perhaps this was some defect in his own character he needed to face and resolve.  He intended to do something about it, in his own time  but not right now.  So, he continued to play the game and she did have a nice ass.

She opened the door to Mr. Dunn’s office and remained there until Sam walked into the room.

“So, you’re Sam Phillips!”

Sam focused on the man before him.  Donald Dunn was short and a little overweight.  The stink of cigarette smoke pervaded the office.  Sam noticed a full ashtray on the coffee table in front of him.  Donald Dunn's nicotine stained fingers drummed on the table.  In other men, Sam would have called it assertive;  In this man it was aggressive.

Seated, Sam and the man looked at each other.  Sam had the feeling he was small game being sized up.  Sam wondered if he should say something but, before Sam could act on his thought, the man leaned forward and dug into his shirt pocket for a cigarette.

“Call me Don.  Cigarette?”

Sam shook his head.  Donald Dunn pulled a gold lighter from his pocket and lit his filtered cigarette.  Another pause.

“You came highly recommended.”

Sam wondered if he would be permitted to speak.  He ventured an effort.

“Thanks.”

Sam congratulated himself; he'd spoken.  

Hey, cool-as-ice private eye finally gives potential customer his come-uppance with one word, thanks. Yeah. Right.

There was a short silence.  Sam wondered if he should say something else.  Don puffed on his cigarette and stared at Sam.  

Wonder what the wolf is thinking? Best to wait.

Don finished his cigarette and lit another; it seemed to Sam Don's eyes never left his.  

Boy, this guy is cold.  I’d hate to be a business rival of his.  Hell, I’d hate to work for him.  Wait a minute. Here I am sitting here getting ready to go to work for him.  Talk about intimidation!

“You’ll do.”

Don had broken the silence and  Sam felt relieved.  From this man, the phrase you'll do seemed like high praise.  Before Sam could add anything, the man continued.

“I want you to find somebody for me.  Just locate her, that’s all.”

Don tossed a manila envelope over at Sam .  Sam opened the envelope.  Inside was a wad of bills, hundreds wrapped together with a rubber band, two photographs and some information written in a precise, legible handwriting. He looked over the information sheet:  Darla Elizabeth Dunn,  date of birth,  height,  weight,  some likes and dislikes. Really not much to go on.

“Who is she?”

“My daughter.”

Sam thought he detected a note of vulnerability in the man’s demeanor.  He wasn’t sure.

“How long has she been missing?”

“Five years.”

Don paused.

“By the way, I really don’t want anyone to know you’re looking for her.  The people in this town are too damn nosy.  Besides, it’s none of their business.”

“That’s going to be tough.  It would help if I could talk to some of her former friends.”

“Out of the question.”

“Well, have you heard from her at all?”

“I’ve received several cards from her.  You know.  Birthday.  Christmas.  That sort of thing.”

––––––––
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“WHERE FROM?”

“Well, one was postmarked Seattle, one Atlanta, one West Palm Beach and two from Dallas.”

Anger and frustration enveloped the room. It was tangible.

“It would be nice if I could talk to some of the people she was close to.  What about her mother?”

“Dead.  Died giving birth to her.”

“Do you want the job or not?”

“It’s going to be very difficult.  Not impossible, but difficult.”

“There’s three grand in the envelope.  Off the books, if you know what I mean.”

“I report all my income.  My fee is two fifty a day plus expenses.”

“Well, this ought to cover you for a couple of weeks.  Let me know what you've got when this runs out.”

“Okay.”

Don Dunn stood up.  It was obvious the interview was over.  Sam sensed he'd need some results in a couple of weeks.

Sam pushed the photographs and money back into the envelope. and looked up wondering what he should say next.  Don had already left the room.

When Sam walked out to the car, he noticed Don standing in the Service Manager’s office.  The Service Manager had a pained expression on his face.  Don was standing above the man seated at the desk.  Sam didn’t feel like it was going to be a pleasant conversation.

* * * * * * * * * * * *              
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Euro-NATO Joint Jet Pilot Training (ENJJPT) Training Area 

Sheppard Air Force Base, Texas

January 7, 1998, 11:15 A.M.
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SAM PARKED THE CAR off the side of the flight line access road and watched as the planes took off, maneuvered in the pattern and landed.

As he watched, Sam could identify, by the way the planes were handled, the phase of training of the student pilots flying the T-37.  From their approach, he noted the ones who were nearing solo flight or had already achieved it.  A deliberate hesitancy in the way they turned and began the final descent betrayed the fact this was their first solo landing. 

Taking off was a piece of cake, everybody agreed as were basic flight maneuvers.  The T-37 was so aerodynamically sound it practically flew itself.  The landing, now was more difficult;  every thing had to be right.  The first time, solo without an instructor in the plane, ready to take over in the event of a serious mistake, was frightening and finally, there was the realization everybody was watching during the final turn.

They were all there: your instructor, runway supervisors in the box, and your fellow classmates, particularly the ones who had not yet taken the eventful flight.  It was a trip all right.  Then, after all of the unbearable tension, it was over.  You made it and then there was the debriefing at the plane with your instructor.  While he was talking, classmates would appear and lift you up.  Fighting and struggling against the inevitable ceremony but inwardly pleased as you were dunked in the tank in the time-honored tradition.  You felt good; wet but good.

Once the solo flight was over, you started to walk differently; cockier with a slight swagger and an air of authority.  You were a King of the air.

From then on, self-confidence grew to an all time high;  everything accomplished prior to this point was meaningless.  The mountain was taken and it was yours,  even though only one-third of the flying training program was complete.

Yea though I fly through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.  For I have mastered the sky and come back to earth. Solo!

Sam started the car and pulled out and began driving toward the Officers Club.  It was nearly lunchtime and he could eat lunch and figure out what he was going to do next.    This was not going to be easy but he could figure something out.  

* * * * * * * * * * * *              
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William S. Ryder High School Office\

Wichita Falls, Texas

January 7, 1998, 1:30 P.M.
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“YES, MA'AM, I’M DOING some background work for the Department of Defense Investigative Service.  The young lady has applied for a job with the defense industry.  So we are checking all of the available records.”

Sam sat across from the Assistant Principal.  She was a middle-aged woman and the lines on her face told Sam she'd given her life to this school and others like it.  She studied the record.

His client had asked for discretion but  Sam figured if his ruse was successful and he convinced this Assistant Principal he really was an investigator for the Department of Defense, he could rely on secrecy under the guise of national security.  No one, particularly Donald Dunn, would be the wiser.

“Well, Mr. Phillips, like I said, she left school after the eleventh grade.  Other than receiving a request for her academic records from the Springs Community College in Colorado Springs, we haven’t had any contact.”

“What kind of person was she?”

“Well, she kept to herself a lot.  I was teaching then and she took one of my literature classes.  She was a bright child, kept to herself a lot.  I believe she tried out for the cheerleading team.  Very independent.  Like her father.”

Sam launched into a series of questions dealing with Darla’s loyalty.  After all, he had bluffed his way in here as a contract investigator with the DIS and it would be appropriate to ask these questions.

It was close to the truth.  After he'd been grounded, the military had assigned Sam to work for the Defense Investigative Services, checking security applications; a boring assignment after his flying experience and Sam had been pleased when his transfer to Air Force Intelligence had been approved.

“I understand her family is in the automobile business,” said Sam.

“Yes, that’s right,” she replied, her father owns a Ford dealership and runs a used car lot.  I gather he’s into other business interests as well.”

“Oh?”

––––––––
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“WELL, THIS HAS NOTHING to do with Darla.  But you know in some ways she’s like her father.  Independent, self-reliant, that kind of thing.  My husband’s in the banking business and like every other banker, he’s been trying to get Dunn’s business for years.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, most car dealers need lots of bank financing to maintain their inventory.  But not Mr. Dunn.  He started small about thirty years ago and pyramided his profits back into inventory.  He doesn’t seek loans like the other dealers.  He seems to have some special deals with the factory.  Anyway, he doesn’t fit in.”

She continued.

“The bankers also don’t like him because about ten years ago, he started investing in smaller businesses which needed money:  Mom and Pop stores,  laundry and dry-cleaning stores,  you know the kind.  Anyway, once he invests, those businesses don't need to borrow the money from the bank and Mr. Dunn gets richer.

He doesn’t seem to care what people think.”

* * * * * * * * * * * *              
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Wichita Falls Municipal Airport 

Wichita Falls, TX

January 7, 1998, Late afternoon
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SAM WAITED FOR HIS plane and, in his head, trawled through the information he'd gleaned.  It wasn’t much but now he had a lead.

Sam thumbed through the local newspaper.  On page 1, there was a small article about a UFO seen a day or so ago, between three and five in the morning.  It had occurred in Clay County, the county adjacent to Wichita County, where he was now.   Some people in a convenience store had spotted it and called the police and they saw it too.   

Probably a satellite. Certainly not night flying here? Oh well, none of my business.

Sam moved to the security area and waited for the passengers to disembark from the plane.  As they did, and walked towards the baggage claim area, the passengers passed the security section.  A clear plastic wall separated the arriving passengers from those departing and waiting in security.

Sam stood up and stretched, preparing himself for the cramped ride to Dallas in the small plane.  He looked out and saw a familiar face on the other side of the transparent screen.

What was his name?  Clete something.  

Sam remembered him from his DIS days.  Clete had been an agent with the OSI, the Air Force’s Office of Special Investigations.  As he walked by, Clete glanced into the plate glass window separating the security waiting area from the disembarkation walkway.  When his eyes met Sam’s, Sam nodded.  The was no sign of recognition and Clete continued into the
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