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The dark night was the perfect alibi. It was the third such victim: young, attractive, and elegant. That was all the FBI could tell from the latest victim. But her death showed disturbing signs, not the type one would expect. They did not rape or stab or kill her with brutal force, or any force at all. No, the body had no signs of physical violence of any kind. Had the third victim been found at her apartment, in her bed, it would be dismissed as an unusual death, mysterious, certainly. But they discovered her miles from her home. And that raised many disturbing questions. No one had answers. And having young women die mysteriously with their bodies’ located miles away in a densely forested area disconcerted the FBI. But what upset them more was the young lady was the daughter of a prominent military general, someone well-connected. Actually, all three were daughters of prominent persons in society. The first was the daughter of a Supreme Court judge. The second was the daughter of a military general connected to top-secret government programs in the notorious or infamous Area 51. The third was the daughter of a retired general and pilot, also assigned to Area 51. The FBI chief, Ned Baxter, had enormous pressure. And the NSA chief told him that much. He expected it. When was he not under pressure? But as any boss worth a grain of salt, he did the predictable; he passed the pressure down the chain of command. 

And Rob Hunter was the perfect fall guy. If anyone was talented and able to crack this or any high-stakes case, it was him. Rob Hunter was a methodical, no-nonsense FBI agent. He had been in the force for a decade. Coupled with his military experience, he was not a junior cop. Everyone respected and liked him, and, more importantly, he was efficient. There were a few cases he could not solve. His persistence, some would say obsessive personality, paid handsome dividends. Everyone admired him; no one wanted to work with him, however. Better yet, no one lasted. He was temperamental, and his perfectionist attitude rubbed people the wrong way. From afar, he was likable. Up close, insufferable. But Rob Hunter had gone without a partner for far too long. A year by FBI standards was abusively long. And he reveled in his lonesome escapades hunting down men in black, gangsters, terrorists, rapists, and murderers. He had his plate full, and he loved it. He marked his calendar. Each month had a case he intended to solve. That was Rob Hunter: confident, brash, fully so. No one else dared declare they would settle a case per month tops. He declared twelve per year on a full calendar all the way to December. And for Xmas, he added a bonus case to mix things up and spice his otherwise boring life.

“Rob, you must clear your precious calendar,” said Ned Baxter.

“No can do. I am working on the Paragon case.”

“Rob, I am a man that hates wasting precious time. So, I will tell you that the NSA director himself instructed me.”

“Now, what is his problem?”

“You are to clear your calendar, blank slate. All those cases you have scheduled, forget about them.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“Careful there, Hunter. Don’t forget who you are talking to.”

“I have invested time. Time is precious. No one can solve those cases as quickly and efficiently as I.”

“Precisely. You sell yourself. I couldn’t do a better job if I tried.”

“You mean blank slate for this month?”

“Nope, a complete makeover. A thorough shakeup. Your days of going lone-ranger are past tense.”

“Who is my unwitting victim now?”

“Hunter, we tried it your way. And you took advantage, almost abusively. No one likes arrogant, entitled pricks who think they are accountable to no one. So, I got you a partner who is perfect for you.”

“You haven’t told me which case I will be responsible for. I must decide if I accept.”

“You prove my point. There is no if. You are not being given a choice. Hunter, I assign you to follow on those mysterious cases, the ones you scorned. You, my friend, are going to solve the Peripheral files.”

“You gotta be kidding me. Is this a joke? I am not finding the humor in it.”

“No, it’s not a joke. You will dust off this large folder, bring down your calendar, and insert these in your lofty schedule.”

“Ned, this is not funny.”

Ned slammed a thick binder on his desk. The dust that wafted made him sneeze. Hunter glared at the binder. He flicked the pages and shook his head in disgust.

“As I am a man that enjoys giving surprises.”

“Of the unpleasant kinds.”

“A matter of perception. But, as I was saying, I selected your partner.”

“Wait, I am the one to select my partner.”

“Those days are so yesterday. Get with the program. Rob Hunter, your partner, is Sally Wilder.”

“Who the hell is Sally Wilder?”

“There she comes?”

Sally was the complete opposite of Rob Hunter. He was methodical. She was spontaneous. He calculated. She reacted. He was logical. She was anything but. He was a square. She was a wavy curl, non-directional. He believed in science and the laws of physics. She believed in spiritual, mystical, and otherworldly beings intervening in the physical world. In his mind, she was incompatible. But for Ned Baxter, she was the perfect match. The reason she was perfect was she was irreverent, and would not put up with Hunter’s bullshit. That was it. And if stubborn had a name, it was Sally Wilder. She was eager to work on the Peripheral files. She begged for it. And she was determined to solve the cases and work with Rob Hunter, someone she admired. Why she admired Hunter puzzled Ned. It did not matter. She was perfect.

“Rob, it’s great to finally meet you. Your reputation is grand. I must say I felt a bit intimidated when they asked me to work with you. But Ned made me an irresistible offer. I was reluctant at first, but when he said we’d work on the Peripheral files, I jumped head first. We will make the best crime-fighting couple.”

“Hmm. I am sorry to disappoint you if I don’t share your enthusiasm. I had my work perfectly scheduled, and Ned pulled the rug from under my feet. I don’t appreciate that.”

“Anyway, I will let you kids chat and acquaint yourselves. Hunter, don’t let her beauty mesmerize you. Sally is a talented FBI agent. She graduated from Harvard with a law degree. She has been in the FBI for eight years and is a rising star like you were till you got full of shit.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Play nice. I don’t want to hear bullshit from you.”

Ned left them to iron things out.

“Well, I don’t know what to say,” said Hunter.

“Let’s go out for lunch.”

“Lunch! No, we have work. There is no time to waste.”

“Precisely, but we must eat.”

“The day is starting. Didn’t you eat breakfast?”

“And? I enjoy eating while I discuss work. You have a problem with that?”

“How come you are not fat?”

“I work out. I take care of myself. You should do the same. You look out of shape.”

“I am not out of shape. I was special forces.”

“You said it. You were. Not anymore.”

“Fine, let’s go for brunch.” 

“Breakfast 2.0.”

They went to the lunchroom. Sally grabbed the file as Hunter was still debating if he was going to go through with it. In his delusion, she would do all the work while he kept to his previous cases. But the moment he mentioned it, she snapped at him. That docile girl promenading through the forest in her red hood tore the wolf to shreds.

“Listen Hunter. I wanted to avoid this speech. But I guess you have given me no other choice. So I will blurt it out. You better respect me. I demand respect. I will not play second fiddle to your ego. We are equal partners working towards solving the cases in this binder. I like and admire you. But don’t confuse yourself, thinking you will trample over me.”

“Okay, I certainly wasn’t expecting that. Keep up with the work.”

“No Hunter. We are as strong as the weakest link. You better work with me, or I will ask that they replace you.”

“Perfect. I will continue my cases, and you get someone else for the bogus Peripheral files.”

“You are not getting it. You either work with me or they will force you to retire. That’s how things will be going. The department has had enough of your bullshit.”

“Is that coming from you or from Ned?”

“Ned told me to mention that.”

“Fine, as I don’t have a choice. I will humor you and Ned. I hope I don’t regret going along.”

They went to the cafeteria and ordered breakfast. Hunter asked for a double cheeseburger and a Coke. Sally frowned and asked for bacon, eggs, sunny-side-up, toast bread, and hot chocolate.

“For a square you sure eat unhealthy.”

“Please don’t call me a square.”

“It’s illogical isn’t it to eat unhealthy food. Where is the logic?”

“Give me a break. I am in a hurry.”

“A second ago, you were eager to get rid of me and the file. Now you are in a hurry?”

“Are you psycho-analyzing me?”

“It’s clear. I don’t need my Harvard degree to tell you are riddled with contradictions.”

“And you?”

“Me, I don’t pretend to be anything but myself. I believe in many things, conflicting, and contradictory things. I am unapologetic. You know why, Hunter?”

“I would not.”

“Because I like myself, and I am happy with myself. Unlike you, I do not seek perfection. I seek answers to the burning questions.”

“There is where we coincide. I, too, seek answers. But I am systematic.”

“I get answers by following my instinct.”

“You make things up as you go along.”

“We all do. You call it logic. I call it divine or spiritual inspiration, with a dash of intuition.”

“Just freaking great. Ned did me a disservice.”

“No, he did me a disservice. You will stubbornly take a circle and try to make it into a square. I will find inspiration from nature, God, and my ancestors to discover the truth.”

“God? Ancestors. Oh boy. Don’t tell me you are a nut job believing garbage.”

“I am proud to be called a nut job. Hunter there is more to this life than you know. Not everything can fit neatly on your precious calendar.”

“Fine, let’s discuss the case.”

“The case is named ‘Unknown,’” said Sally.

“Perfect. All cases begin that way. But what does the file say?”

“They found three women dead in the Bottomland forest of Illinois. It is marshland, remote. A hunter discovered them. The first is Madeleine Fields, the second is Stacey Lindell, and the third is Meadow Whitfield.”

“What were their ages?”

“Madeleine Fields was twenty-eight, Stacey Lindell, twenty-eight, and Meadow Whitfield, twenty-eight.”

“Hmm. I don’t know about you, but I hate coincidences.”

“There’s more. All three died similar mysterious deaths. Their death certificates declared their deaths ‘Unknown.’ There are no signs of physical violence, nothing.”

“No sexual abuse?”

“Is that all that men think of?”

“Three dead young women. It’s the first thing on my list.”

“All three were untouched.”

“Seriously?”

“Disappointed? I am not making it up. They were sleeping beauties. Look.”

Hunter glared at the pictures. He wiped his eyes and grabbed the paper to make sure she was not duping him.

“Wow, I’ll be damned. I never thought that was possible in this day and age. Is there any relation among the women?”

“They are daughters of well-known and connected people.”

“The first was the daughter of a Supreme Court judge. The second was the daughter of a military general connected to top-secret government programs in the notorious or infamous Area 51. The third was the daughter of a retired pilot also assigned to Area 51.”

“That explains why they want me for the case,” said Hunter.

“Hunter, I believe there is a conspiracy behind their deaths.”

“Perhaps someone owes money to someone or is covering some dark secret. Whatever it is, we will find out.”

“I believe there is something big behind this case. Three girls died mysteriously all related to high-level government officials. It is the perfect conspiracy theory case.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. But it has intrigued me for sure.”
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Hunter spent the night studying the files. He had a sheet of paper with a list of questions. That was his modus operandi. Sally asked whatever came to mind. She never prepared written questions. They went to the forensic department. Hunter wanted to question the man who did the autopsy. Though the report stated they could not determine the cause of death, he insisted on finding firsthand from the man his explanation. Sally was also curious. She had many questions herself.

“Hunter, what is that?”

“My list of questions.”

“Is this high school? Come on, you can’t simply memorize the questions and ask them?”

“Nope. I don’t want to forget anything.”

“That’s probably old age seeping in. Too much Viagra does that to men.”

“Excuse me!”

“What else could it be?”

“I have no time for that.”

“Five-finger shuffle is worse. You need a psychologist to address repressive anxieties,” she said dryly.

“That’s not amusing.” He frowned at her distasteful remarks.

Hunter was eager to meet the forensic pathologist and get her off his back. Surprisingly, a young woman arrived. His eyes widened and his opened mouth spoke volumes. Hunter was used to old weather-beaten men in white overalls. Here came a young woman much younger than Sally. Being between two attractive high-powered women was unsettling in more ways than one.

“Are you Jack McKenzie?” said Hunter.

“No, it’s Jackie McKenzie. But everyone here calls me Jack.”

“Why?”

“Because they like playing sick jokes. No, just kidding. My mom wanted a boy and named me Jackie. I told them, and they call me Jack to irritate me.”

“And does it?”

“What?”

“Irritate you?” said Hunter.

“Not at all. I am secure in my skin. Why would I let immature men bother me?”

Sally smiled. She was a kindred spirit.

“Jackie, we came to discuss the autopsies you performed on these three ladies,” said Sally. “Can you give us a synopsis of it and your thoughts?”

“They died mysteriously. I found no evidence of foul play. That frustrated me. I knew someone killed them, but cannot pinpoint how.”

“Why do you say you know?” said Hunter.

“Because the studies done on their DNA and blood showed they were perfectly healthy young ladies except they were dead. And from what evidence they gave to me, they discovered their bodies in marshes in forested areas.”

“So your evidence is circumstantial,” said Hunter. “You are deducing based on the location of their bodies they were murdered?”

“Not the location, but what substance we traced.”

“What substance?” said Sally perturbed.

“Their clothing had traces of a synthetic material, a silicate.”

“What’s strange about that? Ninety percent of the earth is filled with silicate salts,” said Hunter.

“Not this type–tridymite.”

“What’s special about it?” said Sally.

“It exists on Mars. We also found traces of smectites and chlorite. Also found on Mars.”

“So, you find those there, but you find those here as well,” said Hunter.

“No, Mr. Hunter. Those silicates were synthetic. While we could find those on Mars, no one has found synthetic silicates of that type anywhere else. Ask any chemists what they believe it means?”

“Aliens,” said Sally.

“Please, there must be a scientist in a basement working on a project.”

“Let’s say that was the case. How did it appear under their fingertips?” said Jackie.

“How come your report doesn’t mention that?”

“That’s another thing.” She glanced and whispered. “I had to redo my report to take it off.”

“Why?” said Hunter.

“My boss said so. That’s why.”

“And who is your boss?” said Sally.

“I don’t need to lose my job. Please do not question my boss about something delicate and confidential I mentioned.”

“Why did you?” said Sally.

“Things are going on, many things that startle me.”

“I would not be surprised. Illinois is a notoriously violent place,” said Hunter.

“Yes, but the deaths I have been studying, or the autopsies I have performed of late, have ended the same ‘unknown.’”

“But it’s because you are unsure or your boss instructs you to declare them as such?” said Sally.

“Well, in fairness, I simply am baffled. So my boss says the standard procedure requires I declare their deaths as unknown. But most of the cases I have declared that way have tiny traces of the silicates. But I may not report it. That is of concern.”

Her eyes kept blinking, revealing a woman troubled. She kept rubbing her hands and glancing at the door. She sweated profusely. Stumbling, she held on to Sally, who struggled with her weight. Inexplicably, she gasped and shuddered violently and fell on the floor. Hunter ran out for help. Sally remained, trying to assist the woman. By the time paramedics arrived, not long after she collapsed, she passed. The medics did everything to revive the young lady. But she foamed and choked to death. Authorities questioned Hunter and Sally and after a long interrogation gave them the all-clear. They were eager to discover what caused her death.

“Don’t you find this peculiar?” said Sally.

“Disconcerting.”

“She fits the profile for the ‘sleeping beauties’, as she called it. This is troubling Hunter.”

“We have to wait for the report. But yes, I agree with you.”

“Someone killed them. Those silicates she mentioned must be the clue to their deaths. And her boss, not wanting her to report the findings, is highly suspect.”

“I suggest we question him.”

“She didn’t want us to.”

“She is dead. What can they do to her?” said Hunter. “Besides, we owe it to her to discover what is going on.”

“You seem convinced her death was no accident?”

“People don’t go around foaming to death every day, Sally. Unless she suffered an illness, we may not be aware of; her death has all the signs of foul play.”

“I suspect there is a connection between the women. Don’t you find it peculiar they were daughters of military men connected to Area 51? Illinois is a long way from Nevada.”

“Two, the first was the daughter of a supreme court judge.”

"You keep track of the order of the file case?”

“Of course, that is the logical thing to do.”

“The first case is also connected to Nevada. The Supreme Court judge worked in Nevada for years before he transferred to Illinois. Actually, he retired in Illinois. Anyway, something is going on, Hunter. She mentioned the synthetic silicates. We must get an expert opinion on what that means.”

They drove back to the headquarters. The drive was long, and uneventful, except Hunter kept staring at his rearview mirror. “Sally, hold on tight.”

“What’s going on, Hunter?”

“Someone has been following us for miles.”

“Why didn’t you mention it before?”

“I wasn’t sure. But didn’t you notice I took this circuitous route?”

“Why?”

“They are following us. We must make hay while we can.”

Hunter slammed the accelerator, and they sped off. And sure enough, the black SUV tailed them with greater speed. But Hunter knew his state better than most. Years of being on the road hiding, following others, escaping danger, inflicting pain on others, and trailing his ex, served a purpose. You can name it, he did it. Now was the time to put all that knowledge to good use. But Hunter was not used to being followed in broad daylight. Most of his operations were at night. This was to be a simple case. Boy, was he wrong. And having another black SUV waiting at the bend for them was not a reassuring prospect.

“Sally, for our first day on the job; I hate to tell you this. You better put on your vest. Heck hold on to the steering while I put mine on. That serves us right for not doing so from the onset.”

They hurriedly placed their vests. But Hunter kept focused. He now feared the SUV ahead would block his path. And sure enough, that was exactly its intention. But there was no way he’d stop. Not knowing who the hell was inside was not a reassuring outlook, and he’d take his chances at evading them. But firing at them was always better. They had no choice as the occupants of the SUV tailing them fired at his Mazda SUV. Men fired from the SUV at the front. Hunter drove, scraping past the rear of the vehicle. Hunter fired at the three men. Sally kept firing at the SUV following them. Hunter made an abrupt turn onto a dirt road. The dust that blanketed the vehicle behind him provided the perfect cover. He knew this road. He smiled, knowing the feeling. Someone did the same to him. And like that person, he, too, vanished.

They drove around. Sally was sure they were impertinently lost. But when Hunter made a turn to the highway, she smiled. And after two hours of driving, their vehicle complained about the abuse. They had to stop at a filling station. Hunter preferred the name to the gas station. There he filled his tank as well and often got valuable information. After filling the tank, they parked their Mazda in the back, ensuring it was not overtly visible. And Hunter flipped a switch.

“What does that do?”

“It changes my license plate.”

“Excuse me?”

“I had the mechanic work his magic.”

“That’s illegal.”

“Who’s going to tell?”

“Mr. Logical is nothing but a savvy talker.”

“No, it’s the smart thing to do. I drove one day trailing a gangster. He had me driving around like a jackass for days. I was trailing a young boy he paid. He knew I had his plate number. Long story short, I figured out his game. The boy was a minor, and there was nothing I could do other than arrest his folks. They were dead. It was too much hassle. I checked the license plate and discovered they had a mechanism that flipped it. I impounded the vehicle and that's how this switch became a wonderful addition to my new ride.”

“Hunter. All this is fun and all. But when people fire shots at me, it most certainly means they want me dead. You think it is the case?”

“Unless you have a jealous ex, what else could it be?”

“No ex. My work has kept me occupied. Besides, all men are lying-cheaters not worth the time.”

“I am eager to reach the FBI forensics lab. Russel will know what it means.”

“Is it a good idea to head there now?”

“Perhaps you are right. We don’t know who they are. That they went to such extremes, two SUVs with six men, tops, if not more, means we are dealing with someone with resources. There is a serious force behind those men. And what I observed was they were specially trained men.”

“How did we survive?”

“I know this place. This is my playground. They didn’t. Had they done their homework, they'd block the road farther back before the bend. The point is we were lucky.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in luck.”

“Call it what you may. Mathematically, the odds were against us, but we survived thanks to my knowledge of the landscape. Had I not known the terrain, we’d be dead.”

“It must mean there is more to those young ladies’ deaths.”

“Without a doubt, Sally. Three young healthy women with no history of questionable behavior appearing dead in the Bottomland forest were suspect from the get-go. Perhaps my prejudices blinded me. This case has turned out to be more intriguing in unsettling ways.”

They stayed at the filling station talking about the case and nonsensical stuff. Hunter preferred to discuss the case, Sally, anything but the case. It was a constant tug of war.

“What made you join the FBI?” said Hunter.

“There are so many mysteries, and I always wanted
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