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      Legitimate and thorough research, not just haphazardly scavenging tidbits from the internet, requires both time and a team of experts. This process cannot be rushed.

      In certain cases, these can even be the heroes of society—librarians.

      But sometimes, it’s the people we encounter or reconnect with within our own lives that can be the key to unlocking our understanding. The inspiration to write this book started in a casual conversation with an old boss and friend I worked with over three decades ago.

      A simple question led me to discover real-life reasons the FBI might investigate someone. Chris’s answer was: “Remember those set dummies? What if one of them turned out not to be a dummy?” He was reaching back to an old Twilight Zone or Outer Limits episode where the wax statues in a wax museum turned out to be murdered people. And if you understand decomposition, you know the premise was shakier than the San Andreas Fault running through California. But I could work with the postulation.

      That initial conversation turned into two amazing days of deep-dive education about the spacesuits of the Apollo program, including the half-hour of being helped into a suit by Global Effects very own Wes Brooks. My wing girl and consummate science nerd, Blake Stone, got the ACES suit treatment. We know how Howard Wolowitz of The Big Bang Theory felt. So we finished the last day with dinner at—you guessed it—The Cheesecake Factory. How could we not?

      So, a tremendous shout out to Christopher Gilman and Wes Brooks at Global Effects Labs.

      Two SAG-AFTRA actors, Danielle Rayne and Tommy Schultz, helped me navigate the intricacies of Hollywood. I wouldn’t have navigated (the intricacies of Hollywood) without their patience and kind guidance.

      For more of Danielle Rayne, she is the amazing voice of the Nash Running Bear series on Audible.
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      The air hung heavy with stagnant heat. Even the shimmers rising from the New Mexico desert moved slower. The buzzards stopped circling over the animal carcass. Hopped on the ready-to-melt asphalt and flew away, searching for a cooler place to wait out the hot day. It was the kind of heat creating mirages or people seeing things that weren’t real.

      “Billy?” The girl whispered, scared someone would hear or, worse yet—shoot. “Billy? What are you doing? You’re going to get us killed.”

      He glared at her through long, sweat-stringy hair. “Chillax, would you? There’s nobody around, or we would have seen a car.” He returned to continue picking the lock in the door with the paper clip.

      The blonde rubbed under her T-shirt, drawn tight over her large breasts, so the words Lake Tahoe looked more like La hoe instead. She didn’t understand why it was Billy’s favorite, but if he liked it, she was happy to wear it—or take it off for him.

      “I’m sweating.” Her whine did not affect the young man fumbling with the door. At least the porch had a roof and the most shade the ghost town offered along the dirt street.

      She stepped to the edge and leaned against the post. Looking from one end of the long porch to the other, she wondered what kind of building needed so much space. Her gaze stopped on the third window of the many windows.

      “Billy?”

      He mumbled the same distracted sound he used when he worked on his car. She didn’t know if he was calling his car Baby or her. He bought her nice things like black lace panties, so if he called his car Baby, she guessed it would be okay. “Yeah, Baby?”

      She turned and studied his sweat-stained T-shirt. She liked how his muscles rippled when he worked on his car or lifted weights. “If you want to get inside. How come you don’t crawl through the window?”

      “The windows are all locked, Baby? I need to pick the lock like I’m doing here.” He swore under his breath. “Go see if we have any more water in the car, okay, Baby?”

      “Okay, honey.”

      She rolled off the post and strode along the porch. She paused at the third window and peered back to the brunette kneeling at the door. Her closed-mouth smirk muffled a tiny snort. A prank would pay him back for all those he’d played on her.

      Slipping through the opening of the window, she climbed inside. Careful to tiptoe, she snuck to the door. She could hear Billy swearing on the other side as she turned the knob.

      The door continued to open wider until it revealed her shiny, wet-looking black leggings above the white tennis shoes. Billy raised his face and looked at the swollen Lake Tahoe.

      Smiling down at him, the same as when she would bring him his coffee in the mornings, she spoke, “I climbed through the window. Funny, the lock thingy’s missing in here.”

      Billy stood and snaked his head around the edge of the door. She was right. The guts of the deadbolt were missing. Only the handle worked. He only needed to turn the knob, not pick the lock. He looked at her smile and simpered one back.

      Random heaps of tables and chairs piled filled the large room. It looked like the aftermath of a wild party. Desert dust covered everything.

      “Whoa, Baby. Look at the old-timey bar. This must go back to the cowboy and Indian days. I wonder why it all got left here?”

      They wandered around the stacks of furniture.

      Her trembling hand hovered over the bar, hesitant to touch any surface. She couldn’t shake off the images from all the horror movies she had watched as a younger kid. Even though they were in a building in the middle of the desert, it still felt like some remote cabin in the woods. Billy had stumbled upon the town after endlessly studying his Google Earth on their TV screen.

      They borrowed his brother’s Jeep for the long weekend and drove around to find the dirt road to the old ghost town. She only hoped they didn’t have to sleep in the vehicle. The back seat didn’t look comfortable.

      She rolled her eyes—Billy had found the bar of his dreams. A full bar and no bartender to keep him away from the bottles. She strolled into the next room, where a large white thing was under a spotlight.

      A body.

      “Billy?” she whispered, unable to take her attention from the man sprawled over the crushed pile of chairs and table.

      “Billy?” If the body moved, she would run and not stop until she reached Albuquerque. She sucked in a ragged breath. “Bu… bu… Billy!” The scream galvanized her resolve. The body wasn’t moving. “Gosh darn it! Billy!”

      “What?” He stopped by her side.

      She pointed at the heap of broken chairs, table, ceiling, roof, and man.

      “Him.” The man’s white suit glowed iridescently in the sunshine streaming from the hole busted through the roof.

      Billy leaned in. The face behind the helmet’s cracked face mask wasn’t moving. The left eyeball had popped from its socket and lay staring at him. “Holy butt knuckle.”
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        * * *

      

      Deputy Zapata Yazzie of the Gallup Sheriff’s Department had listened to the agitated caller. Scratchy cell service, so he wasn’t certain he’d understood what the man had said. The sheriff sent Zap to investigate. He hated driving anywhere north of Yah-Ta-Hey. The territory was more Navajo than Zuni, and he couldn’t remember which spirits to talk to and which to ignore. The closer to Ship Rock, the more his mother’s voice shrieked in his head. Zap preferred sitting at the desk, watching reruns of Three’s Company and the bouncing beach babes on Bay Watch.

      He’d never been to the ghost town, but as a teenager, he’d heard plenty of horror stories. With his mother, Zap didn’t need any white man ghosts in his head. It was full enough with his own.

      Flicking the blinker, he slowed. To him, the road was as obvious as the entrance to a freeway. He’d avoided it most of his life. Zap drove the old Jeep Cherokee onto the sand, where the yucca tree leaned drunkenly against a cactus, watching.

      Zap considered flipping off the yucca and cactus but was afraid he might piss off the prickly spirits. He gripped the steering wheel at ten and two and glowered at the sand ahead. If the old Jeep got stuck, he wasn’t sure if help would come this week or next. He would miss Raymond Burr, the second part of a two-part case.

      As he drove up the main street, he didn’t feel so alone. By the tracks, he could tell the city Jeep used four-wheel drive. The white oval on the bumper contained the letters ABQ. Tourists. Further afield than Zap. Hopefully, the reported dead body was a prank.

      A girl, her chest bouncing under a tight-fitting T-shirt, jumped up and down in the middle of the street and waved. Zap groaned as he turned the key and opened his door. He didn’t need his dead mother screaming to know this would not end well.

      “He’s in here.” She gestured toward the building to her left.

      Zap waved from a block away. Certain the woman couldn’t see him, he shook his head softly. His gut told him if there were a dead body, it wouldn’t come back to life whether he walked or ran and sweated in the heat. And he damn sure wouldn’t sweat for some woman from the city too stupid to use sun protection.

      He passed several structures as he strode toward the woman. For years, he walked real ghost towns, ones that boomed and busted before the Civil War. Those ghosts weren’t here. Just the nailed siding, planks, and batten told him the same builders had built this town.

      The woman bounced back toward the building. “Come on.”

      Zap stopped six feet from her. “What seems to be the problem?”

      Her hands moved in a constant flow, showing him where to go. “The spaceman’s in here.” Her hysterical voice gasped for breath.

      Zap mulled over the one word everyone in the southwest used as a joke. “Is he green and about yay tall?” He held his hand at his hip.

      The girl’s arms froze in their wild gesticulation and fell limp to her side. “It’s not a Martian, asshole. It’s one of ours.”

      At the sight of the large boots, Zap stopped rolling his mental eyes. He recognized the astronaut suit from the Apollo moon landing. The straight-bar-patterned soles reminded him and every school kid in the eighties of watching music videos. The poster of the footprint is probably still hanging on a few bedroom walls or offices to this day. Zap had even seen the footprint tattooed on a guy’s calf. He swallowed hard.

      Pulling his phone out, he took photos. The dusty white suit glowed in the sunlight. He circled to the end of the pile of wood and lumber near the helmet. He took a photo of the layers. The two-by-fours could be part of the roofing or the ceiling. The crumbling plaster and thin boards of timber were the same ceiling material as the cracking lath and plaster in his own house. But there was no roofing. Whether it was cheap torch-down tar sheeting or tin—it was missing.

      Glancing up, he confirmed the construction of the hole above him. He glanced around. Something in the room’s airspace seemed wrong. There was no balcony or mezzanine floor to justify such a high ceiling or all the exposed beams. Shrugging, Zap pulled at the legs of his pants and kneeled.

      Under the ceiling materials was the last layer. The table had broken along the center, where it had crushed over its middle pedestal. Broken chair parts looked like bits of lettuce, pickles, and carrot sticks in a crazy sandwich. Everything corroborated a heavy object crashing through a roof and ceiling, crushing the dining table and chairs. But no roofing…

      Zap slowly stood. And then there was the heavy object. He looked through the gaping hole in the roof to the blue sky.

      Where the hell did the man fall from?
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      BURBANK 1957

      Sunshine on San Fernando Road never bothered the ghostly elephant looking over the tall fence. The elephant was a landmark through torrential rains of the short Southern California winters and news crews frying eggs on sidewalks during the summer. The fiberglass ears flared slightly away from the body as the head and the upper part of the tusks floated above the fence. The four-foot-tall letters exclaiming taxidermy drew a smile on Valentine Diego’s face, a smile every parent is familiar with on their child’s face when they walk past a candy store.

      Valentine pressed the door closed on his new Corvette. It was two years old but new to him. The original owner had needed cash as he ran from the hounding investigations by the rabid McCarthy crowd looking for communists. The man sold everything he owned and took his new bride to live in Mexico. Valentine gave him the thousand dollars he had earned the month before and wished him well. The car had four thousand miles on the odometer. It was a Hollywood car. It drove to the set in the dark and then exhaustedly back home in the dark or at daybreak.

      The sheep bells clambered as the top of the door struck them. Valentine had bought a set of them for his back porch when he worked a small part in a western. The dunes were across the wide valley from Bakersfield but near a stock supply for the ranchers. Valentine’s bells had already been changed to catch the breeze and softly ring. He was hoping to go back and buy more if his agent could get him more work on filming a new movie in the area. He had been learning how to drive a two-horse team chariot.

      The young woman glanced up from dusting the many standing animals. “Afternoon, Val.”

      Valentine pointed his finger gun at the owner’s daughter. “Look out, Betty. There’s a leopard behind you, looking for some tender dinner.”

      She waved her hand down through the air as he walked into the back workroom. Sighing, she twirled the turkey feather duster around the wolf’s head. “The only ones giving me the time of day are you guys.” She looked at the three red foxes sitting on their mountboard. “And even you guys don’t know how to Foxtrot.”

      Valentine lifted the apron from the bent deer hoof coat hook. “Afternoon, Will.”

      The man with a wild head of white hair and matching walrus mustache glanced up. “They must have wasted more film this morning.” He flipped the tiger’s skin away from the fiberglass leg. Brushing more glue the length of the leg, he gently pulled the skin back over the form and glue.

      Valentine stopped at the work table, studying the pelt and size of the beast. “Solomon’s?”

      Willian sputtered some guttural swearing in Yiddish. “The pisher. The stupid fuck blew his money going to Bali, then got cheap. He paid for the curing, and then they stuck the crap on a slow boat home.” He flicked his head over his shoulder. “The crap’s on the table over there. It’s a pile of shit. They over-cured the back half, and the tiger shrunk to the size of a house cat. The neck has salt rot from the slow shipping in a leaky container. But I had this skin from a zoo in Cincinnati who wanted to preserve their baby… until the mayor heard. So I got a gorgeous, cured tiger skin for free. It’s a couple of hundred pounds larger than what the producer bagged on his canned hunt, but it will be impressive in his entrance hall. And impressive is all he’ll notice.”

      Valentine nodded. “Ah, the secrets of us little people. Am I still working on the horse’s skin?”

      The man smirked at the shared understanding between those who work in the shadows and the bit-part actor. “Yes. Be a good brownie and scrape the fat off. I’ll be over in a bit, and we can stretch it over the armature.”

      Valentine gave the man a two-finger salute and winked. “Aye, aye. Brownie fourteen horsing around as ordered.”

      The old man chuckled under his prodigious mustache. The silent movie scene played in his head. Valentine had only been five when he got the part to play a brownie who came at night to the old cobbler’s shop and made the shoes. His screen credit was brownie number fourteen. Nobody remembered they had only hired six children and double-filmed them but paid them as one.

      The cacophonous whirring of the chemical vat’s fan echoed in the metal warehouse, making Valentine drowsy. He often fantasized about recording the sound to play back when he went to bed, but alas, he didn’t own a recording machine. So, instead, he memorized the sound to use as a sleep aid at night.

      With a grunt, Valentine slipped his stocking feet into the tall rubber boots. Donning his thick rubber apron and sturdy gloves, he prepared for another grueling day of physical labor. He pulled an end of the heavy hide from the bubbling liquid in the vat and meticulously draped it along the suspended bar. Anchoring it with clips to prevent any mishaps, Valentine made his way to the end of the vat and began cranking the massive iron wheel. Slowly but steadily, the bar ascended until the hide hung completely hoisted from the vat. With practiced precision, he waited for the dripping to cease before continuing with his task.

      Valentine pulled on the large wheel and methodically moved the contraption away from the vat. Guiding the machine, he pushed the hide to hang over a sturdy mesh bed. Starting at one end of the bed, he carefully spread out the wet hide until it covered every inch of the bed. He then returned the crane to the tanning vat before returning to the washing bed. Removing his gloves, he tested the temperature of the water with his bare hands. Too hot, and the hide would shrink. Too cold, his hands would freeze, and he couldn’t rinse all the acid from the hide. Taking up the long-handled brush, he began washing away the acid solution from the hide with deliberate movements.

      As the hide rinsed to a light cream color, Valentine put the stiff-bristled brush aside. He lowered the second wire table on top of the first—sandwiching the hide between. Setting the two locks, he rotated the table so the hair side of the hide faced up—ready to be washed. Raising the wire mesh away from the hide, he took back up the brush and hose. He thought about his learning to ride as a young boy. To pay for the lessons and riding, he washed and brushed the stable’s horses. He never cared that three hours of taking care of the animals paid for only one hour of riding. Every minute, he was in contact with the giant beasts he loved.

      Tanning the large palomino horse’s hide was a straightforward job with the crane and beds, but it just took time. Valentine preferred the smaller animals he could wash in a tub. But the work was something he had always found close to magical.

      He flipped the hide and pulled the top mesh bed off. Pulling the keeper pin on the large hinge plate, Valentine rotated the bed and skin until it was almost standing straight up and down. Now he could reach all the hide, and the actual work would begin.

      Stepping to the small cupboard, he chose his favorite scraper. The slightly curved edge of the blade let him work the last of the fat off the skin. If left on, the fat would spoil and, therefore, rot the skin. Which was not what the customer was paying for. He gripped both sides of the handle and started at the top of the table. With each pull of the blade, a thin layer of tanned fat rolled in front of the scraper. The hide behind was closer to a dingy white than the yellow-brown of before.

      Will rested his hand on Valentine’s back. He could feel the heat of the overworked muscles. They stood admiring the clean white skin. “Do you have a casting call tomorrow?”

      The man blew out a breath through pursed lips as he looked at the fan above. The shaking started slowly and then turned into a jerk as he looked back down. “No. I have a voice-over on Monday. But tomorrow, I think I only have a riding lesson with a certain yellow horse.” He nodded at the hide.

      “Good. Lay the blankets on and wet it down.” He drew his watch out of his pocket and held it up. “It’s already eleven o’clock. We thought about bringing some dinner back for you, but I remembered you’re on some crazy diet. How goes the chariot racing?”

      Valentine grabbed the wool army blankets from the shelf. He threw out each in turn to cover the hide. Turning on the water, he hosed the blankets down until he could see they were sticking to the hide. He glanced back at his mentor. “It’s kind of fun once you get the hang of guiding four crazed beasts in a circle. But the horses they use, I wouldn’t want to take Betty for a ride at Griffith Park. I’m not sure they were ever riding horses. But when you harness them and back them to the rig, all they want is to run.”

      The older man chuckled roughly. “But isn’t that what a race is? Run like hell and stay in front of everyone else?”

      “Sure.” Valentine flattened his lower lip as he bobbed his head. “But if you’re shooting a movie, who wins is already determined. And it’s not always the better driver or man.”

      Will pushed on Valentine’s shoulder. “Just don’t flip the crazy sulky and get trampled by the guys behind you. I’ll need you if the young actor is crazy enough to bring back the whole elephant. He has a hunting license for it, but it’s a hell of a lot of skin to ship back from Africa.”

      Valentine turned off the water, and they stood watching the water run off the blankets. As the drizzle turned to drips, Will pulled the keeper pin and rotated the bed back flat. “He’ll stay plenty damp for a few days. Why don’t you sleep in tomorrow? We don’t open until ten, and Betty will take care of anyone up front. Have a nice brunch, and we’ll stretch the pony when you get in. Besides, I want to finish the tiger’s body tomorrow before I work on the head.”

      Valentine’s smile grew. “Maybe I’ll splurge and take myself to dinner down at the pantry tonight. I heard the violinist was back from New York. I could use some pleasant music while I stand in line. And I don’t have a script to memorize. So…” He held his arms out wide.

      Will chuckled as he smoothed his index finger along his walrus mustache. “The world is your oyster, my boy. Now, show me this wild new car I heard pull up this afternoon.”
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      True summer drizzle in San Francisco was cold, freezing, or bone-biting cold. Muna snuggled deeper into her tactical jacket—thankful for the springtime warm mist. Andy had wound her signature long braid into a tight bun for the competition. The shooting photos didn’t look enough like her with the glasses and bun, so she wasn’t concerned about her parents recognizing her. However, the one picture of her accepting the gold medal could be of concern if her parents saw it. Or someone in their mosque or circle of friends put the name with the photo.

      The photo dropped on her breakfast table, with a pen for an autograph, had disturbed her appetite. Even if it was Erin and his wife, she struggled with asking them not to display it in a public space. The obscurity of the tiny breakfast café had won, but she knew more would come the closer to the Olympics they got.

      Life and her shooting had been so much easier a year ago.

      When her parents visited her to make up for missing her birthday, they focused on her desk and the wall of monitors. Mike and Oz were adorable as they shared how the two of them did the messy lab work, with Muna only lending them a hand with the mountains of paperwork. As they had talked, her mother had eyed the over-the-top workstation on Muna’s desk and the small single monitor on the lab’s desk. Muna had known her mother’s bullshit detector was ringing louder than a freight train, but she would never let on. Muslim women were used to keeping each other’s secrets.

      Andy stood a foot further back from the rain-splashed edge of the loading dock. His giant skull mug gently floated in his large hand. He took a sip as he watched the black figure turn into the walled parking lot. He had warned her it would rain, but Muna had insisted she would welcome what came. She walked more pensively than usual, but she didn’t walk like a drowned rat. His Uncle Andy’s sense was tingling, but he’d let her come to him.

      Andy smiled as she started up the ramp. “At least the wet is warm.”

      Muna turned at the top of the ramp and walked over. “That makes it easier to turn to steam.”

      He studied her face as she stopped. The tension wasn’t combative, but it was adversarial. “Not an enjoyable breakfast?”

      Her mouth tightened as her face turned out to the rain and the way she had come. Her sigh was soft. “Did you get the paper this morning?”

      He blinked at the gentle steam swirling out of his mug as he paused. His voice echoed in the half-empty mug. “It's on my desk. Rain or shine, it lands on the dock at four-fifteen every morning.”

      Her one eye narrowed as her head swiveled back. “Did you want me to autograph the photo for you as well?”

      He nonchalantly shrugged, his ironclad skull mug still firmly in place. “The pens are in the cup as always. Sign or don’t sign. It’s all the same to us. We’re just proud of you.” He paused, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. “But I have to wonder if this’s what’s really bothering you?”

      Her armored jacket sagged a notch as her lower lip sucked into her mouth, and the roll lightened. Her sigh was deeper, and her tiny no was more fitting for the Hello Kitty pajamas than the heavy armor of the agent. She drew a sharp breath and blew it out one more time as she turned. Muna shook her head. “No. No, it's not. My battle is three thousand miles away.”

      The skull lowered as he rocked. “Your folks. I can only imagine.” He watched her as she walked toward the distant elevator. He wondered if she would even take the armored jacket off at her desk. The phone ringing on his desk stopped him from wondering if she slept in armor. Many times, he had wondered if she was talking to someone professional after the beatings she had taken in Colorado.

      Muna’s hand paused at the zipper on the tactical jacket. As her eyes scanned over the wall of information, her sigh was slow and shallow. The fifteen pounds of jacket and armor were weight and insulation but also a feeling of security. It had cost her four hundred dollars to upgrade the armor and tailor the coat to her body. Her hand dropped to the mouse.

      She looked at the shipping designation. The time estimate was an hour away, but she hated surprises. Even the surprise birthday party her mother threw for her sixteenth birthday hadn’t sat well with her stomach. The cake had lasted five minutes before being flushed down the toilet.

      She opened the small app she had started when she was at Quantico. The cup of alphabet soup filled the ocean she was currently swimming in. More days than not, it was extremely soupy. PDQ was not the same as ASAP. She found they both worked, but only if FUBAR wasn’t attached to the results.

      She copied the letters out and stood. Her mind cleared as she stared out the wall of windows. In the distance, beyond the low hills, there was a patch of blue. Probably a few miles out to sea. She closed her eyes as she took three measured breaths. Opening her eyes, she glanced down at the jacket and unzipped it. The unzipped jacket projected a casual look. But the weight was still safe as a security blanket.

      She rolled her eyes as she turned toward the autopsy room. “Mike?”

      The two men looked up from the large mound of meat on the stainless-steel table. String hung from Oz’s hands as if he was playing some perverted game of Cat’s Cradle. The red tinted his neck.

      Muna paused at the doorway. From the men’s reaction to her catching them with their hands in something they didn’t find halal, her curiosity peaked. She stepped deliberately around the table, studying the enormous chunk of meat being tied up. “I didn’t think they made prime ribs this large…”

      Mike silently watched the meat. Oz silently watched Muna as she circled.

      Her eyes narrowed with each step. “I don’t even think a ham can grow this big.” She circled behind Oz and then stepped to the table beside him. “What’s it stuffed with?”

      Mike gazed at Oz. His face was a hallmark card of “I told you so.”

      Oz froze. “Boneless turkey.”

      Muna snickered. “The whole bird?”

      Oz ground his head right, then left, and back to the center. “No wings. They don’t cook well in the ground.”

      Muna thought about the bird. “What did you stuff the meat bag with?”

      Oz’s shoulders fell a fraction of an inch. “Lobster tails.”

      Muna raised her face as she glared over her cheeks at the meat roll. “How many tails?”

      Mike cleared his throat. “Nine. The other three didn’t fit.”

      Muna smirked at the old joke her father made about stuffing a turkey. “Did you take out the giblet bag first?”

      Oz and Mike looked openmouthed at each other in surprised horror. “Giblets come in bags?”

      Muna groaned. Uncle jokes. “We’ve got something showing up in an hour.”

      Oz nodded at the large wad of
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