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Chapter 1



Cody Walker sighed and rubbed the palms of both hands down his face. The prickle of stubble told him it wouldn’t be long before it was time to get up to shower and shave for work. He could smell the faint tang of the brandy he’d been downing every forty minutes or so in the hope it would lull him to sleep. But no such luck. He was more awake now than he had been at one a.m. when he’d fallen exhausted into bed.

He sighed again. Finally he sat up and swung his feet to the cool oak floor. He glanced at the bedside clock. Four a.m. Four-oh-three to be exact. And still awake. Why couldn’t he sleep?

It had been this way for the last six nights. He’d been lucky to get two or three hours of sleep, tops. That was fine for a night or two, but it couldn’t go on this way. He couldn’t even blame it on muggy wave of heat currently enveloping Chicago. His new apartment might be downtown, but it was also air-conditioned and close to Lake Michigan.

In disgust, he stood up. By the faint light glimmering through the sliding glass doors to his bedroom, he found a pair of nylon jogging shorts and pulled them on. He might as well go outside. He’d read somewhere that looking at water was supposed to be relaxing. Hell, he had one of the largest inland lakes in the world almost at his doorstep. If that didn’t work, what would?

He slid open the door to his small rooftop garden, one of the benefits of living on the top floor of an award-winning apartment building. The muggy air hit him with a shock, sucking the air from his lungs and almost propelling him back into his room. Taking another breath, he stepped outside and shut the door. He could understand why anyone without air conditioning might have trouble sleeping tonight. But him? He shook his head, casting away the faint sense of uneasiness rising inside.

The dark sky hung heavy with clouds, obscuring the moon and stars and holding the heat down to the earth like a thermal blanket. Beneath it, the lake visible from his garden was a black, silent mass. Only the faint sounds of distant traffic, and a closer squawk of a horn broke the quiet.

The niggling sense of threat, an unease he couldn’t put his finger on but which had been there for days, reasserted itself in the heavy heat. Cody frowned and advanced towards the railing of his garden. He had a full day’s work tomorrow and had to—

“. . . me.”

An indistinct voice coming from the other side of the hedge bordering his garden stopped him. He turned and looked. Over the shoulder-high hedge, he could see light streaming from the sliding doors of the apartment next door. He shrugged and continued on.

“Take me. Take me, please.”

A female voice, soft and musical, reached through the heavy air. Cody grinned. Well, at least somebody was putting the night to good use.

But Cody had no intention of eavesdropping on his neighbor’s love life. He turned to go back inside.

“Take me, goddammit!”

Vibrating with frustration, the demand hung in the night air. Cody stopped again, his curiosity growing. Obviously things weren’t going so well for his unseen neighbor.

“Take me, take me, take me,” the voice crooned again, this time more calmly.

Cody’s curiosity got the better of him. Could it hurt to take a quick peek over the hedge? He’d confirm the presence of the lovers he expected to see, then slip back into his room.

He stole over to the hedge and looked. To his surprise, he saw only one person in the neighboring garden. The small figure lay on a chaise lounge and gazed up at the sky, her arms outstretched. She wore what looked like a tank top and boxer shorts. Light from the door reflected off a mop of golden curls.

Cody suppressed a chuckle. Why, it was just a teenager, playing at some fantasy.

Unconscious of his presence, the girl sighed heavily, then shook her fist at the sky. “Take me, goddammit. Why won’t you take me?”

Cody grinned again. He should leave, and leave now, but he couldn’t resist. He leaned forward. “If that’s what you want, ma’am. At your service.”

The small figure shot upright, upsetting the lounge and toppling onto the patio. She squirmed about for a moment before untangling herself and scrambling to her feet.

Clutching a pillow, she looked around wild-eyed, her chest heaving under the skimpy white tank top. “Who’s there? What do you want? I’ll call the police!”

Cody chuckled. He had trouble not laughing outright. “I’m over here. I’m your next-door neighbor. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’m not a burglar. I got up because I couldn’t sleep, then I heard you talking.”

Once he knew he had her attention, he cast a cursory glance around the patio. “Who were you talking to?”

Under the golden curls, her face flamed with an embarrassment he couldn’t miss even in the dim light. Her round eyes momentarily screwed shut. Although she was small, not more than five foot two, he realized that she must be older than he’d thought, likely in her mid-twenties.

She opened her eyes, but her gaze avoided his. “No one,” she gritted out.

He raised his eyebrows, unable to prevent his amusement from surfacing. “No? I distinctly heard your voice.”

She clutched the pillow as if it she might crush it. Light glinted off a silver chain around her neck. “I . . . I was practicing.”

“Oh? You’re an actress?” Cody asked innocently.

“Ahh . . . not exactly.” She hesitated, shifting her weight from foot to foot, unwittingly drawing his attention to the shapeliness of her bare legs. “Look, I really should go in now. I’ve got to get some sleep.”

She turned to retreat. For a moment he watched the sway of her rounded hips. His neighbor displayed an enticingly feminine shape. A tingle of anticipation and a faint stirring in his lower parts took him by surprise.

“What’s your name?” 

It was clear from her expression when she faced him again that she desperately wanted to escape. But good manners—and her obvious wish to pretend nothing embarrassing had happened—prevented her from fleeing.

“Bobbi. See you around.”

Before Cody could say another word she dashed into her room and shut the door. A second later the lock clicked shut.

In the darkness, Cody shook his head and smiled, surprised to find his fatigue evaporated. Bobbi, was it? So this was his new neighbor. Well, well, well.

Thoughtfully he turned towards his door. He’d never bothered to get to know his neighbors in the past. Maybe it was time he did.

* * *

“And now, I’d like to introduce Dr. Garnet Jones, the president of the Society of UFO Watchers, and the chairman of this conference.”

Roberta Vandenburg nodded in the direction of her boss, the first of four panelists to discuss the phenomenon of alien abduction. She cleared her throat and stood as straight as possible, trying to maintain the aura of serious calm she believed essential for a moderator—and to utilize every inch of her small stature to lend authority to her position. “Dr. Jones will now tell you about his most recent abduction experience, and what he believes it means.”

Straightening her skirt, she sat down and watched Garnet rise. However unusual Garnet’s beliefs might be, his appearance projected a reassuring measure of normalcy, an important factor in a field often associated with the lunatic fringe. Garnet wore his steel gray hair and beard short and trimmed; the wire-rimmed glasses, gray trousers, and navy jacket over a white shirt and classic school tie could have been worn by any tall, spindly, English professor.

Roberta turned her attention to the audience of about one hundred. For that matter, the people here looked pretty normal too, with a balance between men and women, scattered throughout all age ranges, and wearing conservative suits, summer dresses, or jeans and T-shirts. They were here—academics, scientists, cultists, proclaimed abductees, doctors and members of the general public—along with another four hundred people from across the country, to attend the society’s third national conference on UFOs. So far the conference, which had begun this morning, had attracted only muted and balanced publicity. Thank goodness.

In a manner that Roberta recognized as customary, Garnet focused his piercing gaze on the audience until he had their full attention. A hush fell over the room, and he began.

“As many of you know, I have interacted with extraterrestrials several times, starting when I was a child of seven. The most recent incident, however, frightened me the most. Not only did the aliens subject me to a painful physical examination, but their actions revealed to me for the first time their sinister plans to enslave and use mankind.”

Garnet took a deep breath and launched into the story Roberta had heard at least a hundred times in the last two months. She couldn’t help but notice the embellishments that had crept in, the layers of meaning he had added since his first terrified recounting of what had happened. Gazing at her boss as he held his audience spellbound, she wondered if he even realized what he’d done. Or perhaps, a small, cynical voice at the back of her mind said, he knew perfectly well.

After a few moments, Roberta stopped listening. She glanced at the other panelists, a female hypno-therapist from Los Angeles, a psychiatrist from Denver noted for his work with air force pilots, and a chemist from Phoenix. She could hardly wait to hear what they had to say, particularly the hypno-therapist.

Garnet had just begun the ascent to his frightening conclusion when the squeal of an opening door at the back of the meeting room cut him off. Scores of heads, Roberta’s among them, swiveled to see who had dared to interrupt the acclaimed expert on alien abductions. Garnet glared at the latecomer.

The man, tall and dressed in a tailored gray suit and white shirt, did not appear the least bit cowed by Dr. Jones disapproval. With a faint shrug and a nod of his dark head, he sauntered over to a table holding water and glasses. As he settled himself, he reached into his breast pocket and drew out a pen and notebook. Only then did Roberta note the buff card identifying media on his lapel.

Garnet recomposed himself and continued. At the same instant, Roberta noted something alarmingly familiar about the reporter’s appearance and easy smile. Last night’s encounter in her apartment garden flashed through her head. She shuddered. No. Oh, no. It couldn’t be! Could it possibly be her neighbor? The man who’d interrupted her frustrated pleading to any listening aliens?

Roberta shut her eyes, then forced herself to open them again. She had to be wrong. Another look would surely prove her wrong. Swallowing, she turned her attention to the man taking notes at the back of the room.

The reporter was tall, at least six feet, about the same height and build as her neighbor had appeared to be in the few seconds she’d seen him this morning. In addition, the man at the back of the room had those careless good looks she associated with the Mediterranean—the olive complexion, eyes as black as night, rich sable hair, and a full, sensuous mouth. But was he the man next door?

Roberta groaned inwardly. She forced her gaze back once more. Maybe she was wrong. After all, she’d been so surprised and embarrassed she’d hardly looked at her neighbor. What she remembered most was the hint of banter in his deep voice. And that wasn’t something you could tell just by looking.

The man at the back of the room raised a tanned hand to cover a yawn. Yawning meant he was tired. And hadn’t her neighbor said he couldn’t sleep? Roberta grimaced.

Nervously she continued to watch for anything that would reveal the truth. She nudged her glasses farther up her nose and patted the blonde hair slicked back from her face. Well, even if it was him, he wouldn’t recognize her. After all, Roberta Vandenburg, with her neutral makeup, trim business suit, glasses and severe hairstyle was about as far removed as you could get from Bobbi, the half-dressed, embarrassed girl her neighbor had enjoyed teasing. Perhaps looking like a teenager when you weren’t dressed for work had its advantages after all.

Roberta relaxed a little. Even if it was him, he’d never recognize her. She turned her attention to the panelists only to discover Garnet had finished and was staring at her impatiently.

She jumped up and introduced the hypno-therapist. During the spattering of applause, she noted the man at the back hadn’t spared her a glance. She sat down, relieved.

Soon Roberta lost herself in the hypno-therapist’s comments on hypno-regression. Hypno-regression was a process whereby a hypnotist helped someone regain blocked or forgotten memories. In his investigations, Garnet often used it to help uncover the details of the commonly blocked experience of alien abduction. But what Roberta found disturbing was the woman’s contention that not only forgotten memories but forgotten fantasies could be recovered through hypnosis. The question was, of course, how did one distinguish between fantasy and true memory?

The chemist’s talk about analysis of soil samples and vegetation growth patterns near UFO landing sites was more clinical, but certainly supported the society’s contention that aliens had been visiting Earth for centuries. The psychiatrist presented a number of common character traits among abductees, though he was careful to refrain from committing himself to a belief in UFOs or alien abductions.

As usual, the question period included everything from scientific questions to descriptions of strange experiences thinly disguised as those of a “friend.” After fifteen minutes, Roberta cut it off, thanked the panelists, and reminded everyone of the lunchtime speaker.

As the room emptied, Roberta packed papers into her briefcase. She had to get back to the conference office. At least two tracks of workshops ran throughout each day, and it was her job to ensure they proceeded without a hitch. There were a thousand details, each crucial to the success of the conference, and all lacking in glamor or recognition. Not that she cared, she reminded herself. But it would be nice once, just once, if someone noticed how much or how well she did her work. Perhaps one day she’d lead an investigation into a fascinating case of alien abduction. Then everything would be different. She visualized an attentive audience hanging on her every word as she outlined how she had doggedly pursued and proven every aspect of an extraterrestrial abduction. 

“Miss?”

The mellow voice cut into her imaginings and set off a shudder of recognition. With great reluctance Roberta raised her head—and looked directly into the smiling black eyes of the man she knew she most wanted to avoid.

“It’s . . . it’s Miss Vandenburg,” she stammered.

The beginnings of a smile she didn’t think she was going to like played around the corners of the full, sensuous mouth she had noted earlier.

“Can I help you?” She rushed on. “If it’s Dr. Jones you’d like to speak to, I can—”

He didn’t let her finish. “I could have sworn you were my neighbor.” His eyes, a brown so rich and dark it appeared almost black, danced with laughter. “Bobbi, isn’t it?”

The use of the childhood name she’d reverted to in her embarrassment this morning made her feel as if she were standing there in her tank top and boxers all over again. A flush raced up her neck.

“No one calls me that any more,” she sputtered.

“But you are the Bobbi I met this morning?” he persisted. “In your garden right beside mine? About four a.m.?”

Roberta almost groaned aloud. “Yes,” she muttered. “Now, if you’d like I can—”

“My name is Cody. Cody Walker.”

He put out his hand. Roberta stared at it, then finally she reached forward. His tanned hand closed around hers, quickly and crisply, then released it.

He bit his full lower lip. He was laughing at her again, damn him! Before she could say anything, he continued.

“I’m a reporter with The Streeter. I’m attending the conference, but it’s really just a starting point for a series I plan to write about UFOs, aliens, and conspiracy theories.”

Roberta’s sinking heart hit bottom. The Streeter! It was bad enough a newspaper reporter had caught her venting her frustrations. But a reporter from The Streeter, a paper that always played up the most sensational angles? She didn’t even want to think about what that might mean.

If her dismay were visible, he ignored it. “So what’s your role here? Besides moderating this panel?”

“I’m Dr. Jones’s assistant,” she said stiffly. “Among other things, my job is to organize this conference each year.”

“So you’re the one to ask if I have any questions, right?” He smiled, with a charm that could melt steel. It certainly did strange things to her stomach.

“Yes . . . but . . . oh!

Roberta’s voice rose in alarm. Before her eyes, all color had drained from Cody’s face. He staggered towards her. Her hand shot out to steady him.

“Are you all right?”

“No . . . yes.” He straightened, shook his head, and blinked. He ran one hand over his face, then blinked again as the color began to return. “I’m . . . I’m fine now.”

Roberta realized she still clutched his arm. She dropped it.

Cody looked at his watch. “Gotta go. Want to catch that session on UFOs throughout history.”

He winked at her. “See you around.” 

Roberta watched as he hurried from the room, his confident stride showing no sign of the fleeting faintness. She was worried, though. What did he mean, “See you around?”

Her imagination went into overdrive.

* * *

At five minutes to midnight, Roberta limped off the elevator to her apartment, her pumps in one hand, her briefcase in the other. The Adam’s Mark Hotel might not be the largest convention hotel in Chicago, but she felt as if she’d walked twenty miles. After next to no sleep last night, she was exhausted.

She dropped her shoes onto the carpeted floor outside her door and fumbled in her shoulder bag for the keys. She could almost feel the mattress rising to greet her. Nothing would keep her awake tonight.

Key in the lock, she paused to listen to the strains of music filtering into the hallway. Yes, that was Jackson Browne, singing Lives in the Balance. She’d always loved that song. She returned her attention to the door, then realized the music came from her next door neighbor’s apartment. Cody Walker’s. The reporter!

She checked out his door. A line of light shone from under it. Between the music and the light, he must still be up—and she had to talk to him. She’d tried unsuccessfully all afternoon and into the evening to reach him, first at The Streeter, and then at the home number directory assistance had given her.

Wavering, she looked at his door. She was tired. She didn’t feel like talking. But this was important. Visions of the sensational headlines that might result if she didn’t act now flashed through her head. She groaned. Maybe she was already too late.

Gritting her teeth, she opened her door and threw the briefcase inside. She stuffed her swollen feet back into her three-inch heels. She had to do it, and she might as well do it now. Garnet would kill her if anything happened to turn his beloved conference into a laughingstock.

She tapped on Cody’s door. She waited, five seconds, ten, fifteen. She raised her hand to knock again when the door was flung open. Thrown off balance, she teetered on her heels before grabbing for the door frame.

She righted herself to find Cody staring at her in surprise. Only this wasn’t the Cody Walker of this morning, the confident professional doing his job and taking a moment to tease her. Nor was it the earlier Cody, a distressingly sexy shadow in the morning darkness. This Cody looked tired and edgy, from the mussed hair and the circles under his eyes, to the dark stubble on his less-than-welcoming face. To make matters worse, he was all but naked.

Roberta’s eyes zeroed in on his black nylon running shorts. Tiny, black nylon running shorts. His muscled chest, about six inches from her face, was covered with a whorl of black hair arrowing down to his shorts. She dropped her gaze, to his long, tanned legs, and to his equally bare feet. Then realized she hadn’t a clue how to return her gaze to his face without making it obvious that she’d just taken an extended tour of his body—and enjoyed the sights.

Gulping, she raised her flaming face. He smiled, the change of expression transforming him from tired and grumpy to tired and seductive. Far too seductive.

“Hi. Can I help you?”

His apparent lack of recognition irked her. Could he have forgotten already? Maybe she wasn’t his female equivalent in the tall and sexy department, but she wasn’t chopped liver either. And they had talked for several minutes this morning.

“I’m your next door neighbor, remember? You met me at the SUFOW conference this morning. If it’s all right, I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes.”

He grinned tiredly. “Bobbi. Sure. Come in. There’s no reason to stand out in the hall.”

There was every reason to stay in the hall, Roberta thought, but it was probably smarter to do as he said. She had no idea how this conversation would go. She didn’t want a full-blown fight out in the hallway.

Roberta entered and he closed the door.

“So what did you want to talk about?”

“Maybe I’d better sit down.” She needed time to marshal her thoughts. She glanced around the apartment, a mirror-image of her own, yet so different. Where hers was cozy and cluttered with items of sentimental and comfort value, his was sparsely furnished in a cool, masculine, but almost unlived-in style. She chose a single straight-back chair from which to launch her discussion, rather than one of the deep burgundy Italian leather couches surrounding a coffee table topped with polished granite.

Cody leaned against the bar separating the kitchen from the rest of the living area. He reached for a half-full glass of water and took a gulp. “Would you like something to drink?”

“No. No thanks. Actually I’m surprised you’re still up.”

He rested his forearms against the bar, unself-consciously giving her the opportunity to view his lean, tanned body in all its splendor. “Oh. Why is that?”

“It’s just—well you mentioned something about not sleeping last night. And for a moment there this morning you looked as if you were going to pass out. Are you all right now?”

He took another swig of water. Was it her imagination, or had his expression suddenly become guarded?

“I haven’t been sleeping too well for the last week. That’s all.” His raven eyes narrowed. “But I don’t think you came here at midnight to inquire about my health.”

“No. You’re right.” Roberta hesitated. “What I wanted to ask was what kind of story you planned to write about the conference, and about SUFOW.”

He threw back his head and laughed. Disconcerted, she stared at him. What was so funny?

He stopped laughing and smiled with undisguised amusement. “Ah, yes. You don’t trust me, do you? Smart girl. You should never trust a reporter.”

Roberta frowned. She liked his comment even less than his laughter. But she’d come this far, she might as well persevere. “So what did you write?”

He raised the glass of water to his lips again before replying. The corners of his midnight eyes crinkled attractively. “You know, I could tell you to phone my editor. That’s the stock answer we give to queries of that sort. But I won’t.”

His expression relaxed. “You’re my neighbor after all, and a rather interesting neighbor, too. So I’ll tell you. I haven’t written anything yet. The Streeter has another reporter covering the conference and writing stories on some of the better-known speakers and topics. I’m just there to pick up information and leads for the series I’m working on. You’re unlikely to see any stories from me for a couple of weeks.”

Breath Roberta hadn’t known she was holding escaped in a long sigh. Relief seeped through her. He wouldn’t use last night’s embarrassing incident. He . . . .

Relief smacked into a brick wall as a new idea upset her. Just because her neighbor wasn’t using that incident now, didn’t mean he wouldn’t use it later. Like it or not, she’d have to probe further to discover his intentions.

She took a deep breath. “Ah . . . you know last night . . .” She searched for the right words. “Last night when I uh, when you said hello over the hedge?”

That provocative grin, the one that inspired in Roberta a strange mix of dread and anticipation, returned to his face. “Yes?”

“You aren’t . . . you won’t . . . I mean. Oh, dammit, you weren’t thinking of using that in a story, were you?”

His forehead creased with puzzlement. “In a story? Why would I do that?”

With a sinking heart, Roberta realized the truth. Cody hadn’t a clue what she’d been doing out there last night. By bringing up the subject, she was only making it more likely he would find out—and use the scene to ridicule SUFOW.

She swallowed and tried to feign lack of concern. “Oh, I don’t know. Well, thanks for your time. I’ll be going now.”

She rose and started to the door, praying she’d escape before he asked any more questions.

“So what were you doing out there anyway? You said no one was there. Who were you talking to?”

Roberta bit her lip. How could she brush him off? Slowly she pivoted.

Cody leaned back against the counter, his sinuous arms stretched out on either side. His eyes gleamed with a suspect light, and his lips turned up in a faint smile. He spoke quietly. “It’s all right, Bobbi. You don’t have to be embarrassed. I’m flattered that you issued an invitation to join you in your bed, even if you didn’t know I was listening.” 

Roberta’s eyes widened. What stunning conceit! “Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “I’d never even seen you before. I was addressing aliens—”

She sputtered to a stop. She’d done it now. If only . . . . 

“Aliens?” Cody straightened. “Did you say aliens?” Surprise, then puzzlement crossed his face, followed by a flash of understanding.

He stepped towards her. “You don’t mean to say that you were asking aliens to abduct you?” Incredulity echoed in his voice.

“It’s not what you think.”

“You mean there’s some kind of sexual overtones I’m missing here? That you have an alien lover, perhaps?”

“No!” Roberta shrieked. Things were going from bad to worse. She grasped the chain around her neck, the chain holding the medal of St. Jude, the patron of hopeless causes, and telegraphed a wordless plea for help. Should she try to explain that her words were the result of frustrating weeks of overwork, tension and a complete lack of recognition by her boss of her contribution to the conference? Or would that just make everything worse?

“It’s not what you think,” she repeated. She struggled to find a way to explain that wouldn’t make her look sillier than she already did. “It’s just—haven’t you ever thought when things were piling up all around you that it might be easier to just disappear off the face of the Earth? I was just . . . just voicing my frustrations.”

Like a knife slashing through a curtain, every trace of humor disappeared from Cody’s face. Quietly, and with a seriousness that puzzled Roberta, he said, “Disappearing is never a good answer to anything. No matter how bad things seem around you. Believe me, I know.”

Set aback by his change in tone, Roberta decided to take one more crack at convincing him to keep her secret. “Then . . . then you won’t write about what I said in the garden last night?”

His gaze swept over her. With deliberate slowness, his lips curved upward in a killer smile. Despite the deep shadows under his eyes, they gleamed with good-natured humor.

“You’re right. It would make an incredibly damning story. The scantily-clad assistant to the head of SUFOW begging aliens to take her in the middle of the night. The tabloids could have a field day with that one.”

He surveyed her again, taking his time. He didn’t move. He didn’t touch her. But his slow, considering gaze set every nerve in her body on edge. Roberta didn’t know whether it was in anticipation or fear.

“But I don’t think so,” he continued. His smile grew broader, and a lazy drawl she hadn’t noticed before insinuated itself into his speech. “At least not yet.”

He moved towards her with the sinuousness of a leopard, his claws sheathed but danger still lurking below the surface. A foot away from her, he stopped and leaned against the wall.

“It would be very unneighborly, don’t you think?”

The eyes holding hers gleamed with the richness of dark velvet. For one breathless moment Roberta feared he meant to kiss her. 

The moment passed. He straightened and smiled again. “Besides, I’m going to need a lot of information over the next couple of weeks. Names, numbers, theories. You name it. And who better to help me than my little neighbor, the one with a secret she’s desperate to keep.”




Chapter 2



Cody watched the door shut with a mixture of disappointment and relief. He’d enjoyed teasing the ever-so-earnest Roberta Vandenburg—or Bobbi as she’d nervously let slip on their first meeting—more than anything in a long time. It was like ribbing the kid sister he’d never had, with the added spice of physical attraction. But a man could go only so long without sleep. If he didn’t get more than a couple of hours tonight, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to function tomorrow.

He yawned, then raised his arms in one of those all-over stretches that felt so good, and in the past had always meant sleep was on the way. He started across the living room to the bedroom when, out of nowhere, a wave of debilitating nausea swept over him, buckling his knees and toppling him towards the floor. At the last moment, he grabbed for the wall.

Thirty seconds later the nausea passed, as completely and swiftly as it had come. When he was certain he wouldn’t fall down, he let go of the wall. He swallowed to rid himself of the unpleasant metallic taste in his mouth, then wiped one hand across his sweat-slicked brow. Where had that come from?

He frowned. This same sensation of nausea had attacked him a half dozen times throughout the day, each time sapping him of strength before it passed seconds later. But once he’d come home, it had stopped, and he’d attributed it to a short bout of some passing bug.

He continued to his bedroom. Could it be simple exhaustion? It had been a full week now of nights of only one or two hours of sleep. Never in his life had he suffered anything like this—not even in the last year since his return. Amnesia maybe, but certainly no sleeping problems. Everything had just continued as it always had.

Except, of course, for his troubling loss of interest in women, an interest that had waned for the first time since third grade when he’d kissed his seat mate, Amy Hunter. But that was another story.

He stepped into his darkened bedroom, dropped his nylon shorts, and tossed them into a plastic hamper. He rolled his shoulders and flexed his arm muscles as he pondered the first spark of interest in a female he’d experienced in a long time. It had occurred last night, when he’d stumbled on his attractive neighbor lying on a lounge chair and begging to be taken.

He grinned in the darkness as he remembered the vivid scene, and the accompanying twinges of arousal, an arousal revived again this evening when she’d stepped across his threshold, dressed all in white and looking every inch a disgruntled angel.

He padded over to the glass door and peered out into the garden. Tonight no light shone from the neighboring door, its soft glow illuminating the space beyond his hedge.

She wasn’t even his type, he mused. She was cute, earnest, with plump curves, and certainly no more than five foot two. Likely in her mid-twenties and not, thank God, the teenager he’d first thought. But she was also spunky, sweet and, apparently, responsible, as evidenced by her misguided attempt to ensure the reputation of her UFO organization.

He smiled as he turned back to the bed. Perhaps Bobbi—or Roberta as she’d insisted— was just what the doctor ordered: a remedy to both his insomnia and his lack of interest in women.

* * *

Cody spotted the correct street number and yanked his car to a halt in the space before it. He pulled the key from the ignition and stumbled out. Leaning against a parking meter, he waited for the swell of sickness to peak and fade away.

After a moment, he straightened. Cold sweat trickled down his face in the bright sunshine. He pulled a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit and mopped his forehead. Since the SUFOW conference had ended Saturday, Sunday and Monday had been free of the strange bouts of illness.

Except when he’d driven his Corvette. At first, he’d experienced only a nagging sense that something wasn’t right. On Monday the sense of unease had blossomed into an upset stomach. Today the nausea had come surging back worse than ever. For a second, he’d feared he would crash.

His equilibrium returned, Cody shook his head, blinked up at the clear summer sky, and turned his attention to ninety-five Elm Street, home of SUFOW, The Society of UFO Watchers. The society occupied the first floor of a tidy-looking two-story house on a shaded street of similar houses, most of which had been converted to businesses or rental units.

Cody strode to the porch and up the steps to the door with the sign, “Come in. We’re open.” Inside he found himself in a narrow, unoccupied reception area that ran the width of the house. At one side, under a tiny window, stood a desk crowded with a computer and printer. Beside them teetered a mountain of files, magazines and papers. Against the opposite wall, at the end of a long line of filing cabinets, sat a gray striped love seat and a pressboard coffee table.

Cody frowned. After his bout with nausea, the cramped space affected him unpleasantly. He looked longingly at the door on the wall opposite the one he’d just come in. Whatever was on the other side had to be better.

As if in answer to his thoughts, the door opened. Bobbi—Roberta—bustled through, holding an armful of files. Immediately the room brightened; Cody bit back the urge to whistle. She wore an orange silk sheath that hugged her curves and ended above smooth tanned knees. She seemed taller than he remembered. His gaze dropped to her feet and the butter-soft leather mules with their three-inch heels.

“Oh. I didn’t hear you come in.” Color rushed to her cheeks.

Cody smiled again. No one would ever argue that Bobbi was a classic beauty. But there was something about her that appealed to him. Perhaps it was as simple as the fact that she was unable to hide her reaction to him. Could she be too shy or too inexperienced to recognize the first tingles of sexual attraction?

No matter. He had no intention of breaching office etiquette. But neither did he plan to let opportunity pass. Just the thought of the seduction he planned stirred him as nothing had for months.

Roberta looked at her watch. “You’re early,” she accused.

“Yes. I came here straight from home. It didn’t make much sense to go to The Streeter when your offices are on the way.”

“Well, I’ve only got together a couple of the reports you wanted. It will take me a few minutes to find the tapes of the other speakers, as well as the list of contacts and their numbers.”

“That’s all right. I don’t mind waiting.” 

Cody looked around once more, than settled himself on the couch. “You don’t have much room here,” he said conversationally.

“No, I don’t.” Her backside faced him as she pulled open a filing cabinet and began to pore through the contents.

He watched with growing interest as she bent and her dress slid up the back of her legs. The silky material molded to her firm, round buttocks, the starting point for a thousand heated fantasies.

His mouth grew dry and he swallowed. Leering was definitely not his style. But today he couldn’t seem to help it. To all intents, he’d been dead to sex for the last year. Suddenly, thanks to his early morning encounter with Bobbi, his interest had reawakened. Just thinking about making love to her aroused him more than he could remember. His head filled with a vivid picture of how and where that might take place.

“Is something wrong?”

He looked up to find Roberta standing puzzled in front of him. “No,” he said quickly.

She frowned. “Would you like a cup of coffee? I’ll be a while longer.”

He folded his hands strategically across his lap. “No, thanks.” Hell, he was acting like a teenage boy caught in an heated clinch. This was ridiculous.

“Oh, okay. Here are copies of the three abduction reports you also asked about. You’ll note that the names have been removed to protect the abductees’ privacy. Of course, you can always speak to Dr. Jones for permission to talk to them.”

As if on cue, the outside door swung open. Garnet Jones, cool and professorial-looking in a tan linen jacket and khaki pants, breezed into the room. “Good morning, Roberta. I hope you’ve . . .”

He stopped as his gaze lighted on Cody. His brow wrinkled. “Have we met?”

Before Cody could respond, Garnet turned on Roberta. “I told you I didn’t want any appointments this morning,” he snapped.

“You don’t have any,” she said, clenching one hand at her side.

She nodded at Cody. “Mr. Walker is from The Streeter. He’s here to pick up a couple of reports and numbers to reach conference speakers he missed. He’s doing a series on UFOs, the abduction experience, and government response.”

“Oh, really?” Interest replaced the annoyance in Garnet’s gray eyes. “You attended the conference?”

“Most of it.” Cody stood up. He was at least a couple of inches taller than the spare Dr. Jones, and easily thirty pounds heavier. “But that was just the groundwork for my series. I’ve still got a lot of legwork left to do, looking into sightings, abductions and any evidence I can find. Now I’d like to . . .”

“Come right in.” Dr. Jones extended his arm towards his office door. He smiled expansively. “I’m sure I can answer all your questions.” He glanced at a mirror on the wall and straightened his tie.

Cody quelled the spurt of irritation. He didn’t want to talk to Dr. Jones now. That wasn’t why he’d come. But it was too good an opportunity to miss.

He nodded, and Dr. Jones smiled again. He opened his office door and urged Cody to enter. Cody started for the door, Dr. Jones behind him.

“Oh, Roberta, would you bring us some coffee? Right away, please.”

Cody glanced back. He saw Roberta’s sunny expression darken as Dr. Jones shut the door in her face.

* * *

Cody frowned as he turned into Dr. Jones’s office. Was this one of the frustrations Roberta had referred to the other night? Despite the fact that she ran the office, had organized the conference, and presumably assisted Jones with his research and books, he treated her like a mere gofer.

Cody raised his head, then froze. Huge black eyes stared at him with a sinister combination of speculation and malice. They latched onto him and held, demanding something that only he could provide, something that he had no choice but to surrender.

For a moment, a strange yet familiar terror grasped him by the throat, cutting off his breath. His fists clenched and he gritted his teeth. Finally, with an act of will, he dragged his gaze from those mesmerizing eyes.

Freed from their grasp, he took a deep breath, then looked again. He realized the eyes belonged to a gigantic, gray, E.T.-like head, surrounded by a swirl of cosmic purples, blues, greens and silvers.

Only a painting, he told himself. But what a painting. Easily eight by six feet, it filled the wall, dwarfing Dr. Jones’ desk beneath it and blotting out awareness of anything else in the room. 

Uneasily, Cody perused the painting, careful to avoid the pull of those terrifying eyes. Even without looking, he could feel the malice, mixed with equally unsettling regret and longing. What kind of a mind would conceive of such a face? And perhaps more important, how could anyone go to bed at night with that image in his mind?

“Stunning, isn’t it?”

Cody broke away from the picture’s hold and looked at Garnet Jones. The man nodded proudly. “I painted that a year ago, following my third abduction by aliens. The image plagued me, haunting my days and my nights. But once I got it down on canvas, it seemed to lose its power. It’s like that with many alien experiences. Only when we face up to them and explore them do they lose their power to disturb us.”

Cody nodded uneasily. He didn’t know, actually. But it would explain the many individuals he’d met or seen at the conference, individuals with white, haunted faces who seemed driven to tell their stories to anyone who would listen. He’d had doubts about many of their stories, but still they disturbed him on some level he could not pinpoint.

Dr. Jones, however, was a different case. The man sat down in a sumptuous leather chair behind his desk. Cody noted that the chair matched the expensive carpeting and furnishings of this office, in contrast to Roberta’s dreary space. For years Jones had made a lucrative living from his highly-publicized abductions. He had documented the experiences of countless others and had become an “expert” of sorts, milking his own and others’ experiences for financial benefit. He definitely had a motive for promoting belief in aliens and UFOs.

Cody resisted the swell of dislike for the man that surged through him, a dislike that had begun with Dr. Jones’s first curt question to Roberta. Assuming a professional mask of politeness, Cody sat down in a chair to one side of the desk and launched his first question. “So what made you start the Society for UFO Watchers, Dr. Jones? At least a couple of other organizations are devoted to the same issues.”

“Call me Garnet, please.” Dr. Jones sat back in his chair. In that position, it appeared as if his head was cradled in the hands of the alien pictured behind him. Cody had no doubt the positioning of man and painting was deliberate, designed to provoke a response of awe and fascination. And it worked.

“You’re right. There are other organizations. But none has taken the same approach as we have. We try to be open and supportive to anyone who has had an alien experience. At the same time, we bring scientific method to each event deemed worthy of investigation. Everything is documented down to the last detail.”

“But didn’t you write in Alien Experiences that often much of the evidence can be interpreted more than one way?” Cody prodded. “That ultimately it comes down to the individual’s decision to believe or not to believe in UFOs and aliens?”

Garnet straightened. Lines of annoyance creased his forehead. “That’s not the intent of my words. Words that I believe I’ve clarified in later texts. It’s clear today that governments everywhere, in particular our government, have a stake in preventing widespread knowledge of UFOs and alien encounters, starting with the Roswell incident. The kinds of questions you and other members of the media ask are evidence of that.”

“Pardon?” Cody narrowed his eyes. “Are you suggesting that I’m part of some conspiracy?”

Garnet shook his head and sat back again, his irritation fading. A tiny smile played about his thin lips. He rubbed his bearded chin.

“Oh, I’m not suggesting anyone is trying to control you in particular. The conspiracy is so widespread, and has consumed so many parts of our society, including the mainstream media, that that’s no longer necessary. It’s insidious, you see. You don’t even know that you’ve been manipulated. For example, you don’t believe in UFOs or aliens, do you?” he asked smugly.

“I have an open mind.” 

Garnet smiled in delight. “Ah yes. In other words, you think it’s all malarkey. No matter what you write and what you say or how even-handed you pretend to be. I’ve seen this all before.”

“Aren’t you the one being close-minded now?”

“No. I’ve been interviewed a thousand times before. That’s all. It’s almost always the same. In this case your disbelief is palpable.”

Cody chose to ignore Garnet’s last smug comment. “Isn’t it true that there is a huge difference between interpretation of so-called “extraterrestrial events” in Europe and America? In Europe, UFO experts tend to see these events and sightings as products of the inner workings of the human mind. Here UFO experts take a much more literal approach. They actually believe UFOs are from other planets and galaxies, in some cases even from other dimensions. How can you account for these differences?”

“Easy. It’s . . .”

Roberta, bearing a tray with two mugs and sugar and cream, stood at Cody’s elbow. She placed one mug on the desk before him, and the other before Garnet, then laid the tray down.

“Thank you,” Garnet dismissed her with a nod of his head. But before he could resume his comment, Roberta jumped into the conversation.

“Dr. Jones was about to tell you of the evidence here in the States concerning aliens and alien encounters,” she stated.

Garnet frowned.

If Roberta noticed, she ignored him. “There are just too many incidents—for example, that night in Wyoming where everyone in the whole town of Glenrock heard nine knocks in three distinct sets of three, with no plausible, earthly explanation. Just because we can’t explain it, doesn’t mean it should automatically be marked as a product of the mind, a fantasy of sorts.”

“Thank you, Roberta,” Garnet’s voice was dripping acid. Apparently he was used to holding center stage, and didn’t like interruptions, even in his defense.

He continued as if she’d said nothing. “I have had too many personal experiences—with resulting physical responses—to doubt the reality of what has happened to me. Just read any of my books, including the one coming out next month, Alien Agenda, if you want all the particulars. And then there are the dozens of individuals who have come to me, the hundreds who have written about their experiences. I know I’m not fantasizing, and I’m confident enough in the people whose cases I’ve documented to know they aren’t either.”

From her pursed lips, Cody guessed Roberta was piqued by her dismissal. But not cowed, he noted with a chuckle. As she retreated to the door, she piped up, “Perhaps you should ask Mr. Walker to the hypno-regression session planned with the woman you’ve been investigating the last few weeks, Garnet. Then Mr. Walker could see first-hand the effects of her encounter with aliens, and judge for himself.”

“Hypno-regression?” Cody looked up. His gaze collided with the hypnotic eyes of the alien in the painting. Without warning, a wave of nausea struck him. In an attempt to control his equilibrium, he forced himself to focus on the conversation. “Hypno-regression,” he repeated. “I’d like that. I’ve wanted to see an example of that ever since I heard about it at the conference.”

Garnet cast Roberta an irritated look. “It’s not appropriate for you to suggest any such thing, not without the woman’s agreement.” He returned his attention to Cody. “But we probably can arrange it.” 

He looked at his calendar, and tapped his fingers on the desk. It wasn’t clear who had annoyed him more, Roberta or Cody. “I’ll talk to the woman and see what she says. It shouldn’t be a problem. Roberta will call you with the date and time. In the meantime, I’d forgotten. I should be making a call to my publisher right now.”

Cody stood up, glad of any excuse to escape before his nausea got worse. “Thanks. I’m looking forward to the experience. And I’d like to talk to you at more length later.”

Cody couldn’t resist glancing at the painting once more. His gaze connected with the alien’s gaze. The malice and unspoken demand Cody saw in the intense black eyes filled him with horror. He shuddered, then staggered, as a new, stronger wave of nausea rolled over him. He gritted his teeth and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.

As he passed through the doorway, he faltered. Roberta grabbed his arm. She used her small frame to support his weight, and escorted him to the couch in the reception area.

Cody fell onto the couch. He shut his eyes until the cold wave of sickness passed. Finally he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. Roberta stood over him, observing him with concern.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he croaked. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Yes. I’m fine now.”

“This is the same as what happened the other day at the conference, isn’t it?”

Cody nodded. No need to tell her it had occurred several times and, if anything, was growing worse. He concentrated on her full lips. How the mere brush of those lush lips across his forehead might unleash a whole new form of sickness, one he would welcome.

“Have you seen a doctor?” Roberta demanded.

He wanted to tell her that he was certain a little TLC from her would take care of everything that ailed him. Instead, he smiled wearily. “It’s nothing. I told you I haven’t been sleeping well. God knows why. I’m just tired, that’s all.”

His well-being regained, he straightened and smiled again. “Maybe you should come over tonight with milk and cookies. I’m sure that would help.”

A smile blossomed on her face. “Cookies, huh?” For a moment her eyes danced with light. Then she shook her head and turned away. “I’ve got everything you want right here, now. All photocopied, packed and ready to go.”

Yes, he thought, as he watched her move smoothly across the room. You do.

* * *

Through the roar of the vacuum cleaner, Roberta heard the chime of the doorbell. She clicked the vacuum off, pushed her damp hair back from her face, and glanced at the clock on the VCR. It was nine eighteen.

At the door, she peered through the peephole, then frowned. Cody! What did he want? She glanced down at herself. The flat sandals, white denim shorts and halter top she wore hardly presented the professional image she wanted a reporter to see. Especially this reporter. But it was too late to do anything about it now.

Anticipation rippled through her as she unlocked the door. Don’t be ridiculous. He’s not interested in you—only the information you can give him. She composed her expression into one of neutral welcome and opened the door.

Despite her resolve, her lips turned upwards in a smile of genuine pleasure as her gaze lighted on him. How could she do anything else when he smiled at her with a male delight she’d rarely seen before? When he looked so good, standing barefoot in the hall in his cutoffs and t-shirt. His crooked smile lit up his tanned face, and the gleam in his dark-as-chocolate eyes would have done the Big Bad Wolf proud.

Only she wasn’t Little Red Riding Hood. Roberta cleared her throat. “Hi Cody. You wanted something?”

Oops! Wrong thing to say!

His lips curved upwards again, with a warmth that seared her down to her toes, fanning fantasies already running hot from too much daydreaming and wondering about her next door neighbor. Wondering why he seemed so enticingly mysterious yet familiar in some odd way she couldn’t fathom.

Slowly Cody stretched one arm over her head until his hand rested against the door frame. His smile broadened further and his dark eyes sparkled. “Just came over for that milk and cookies you promised me.”

“Milk and cookies . . .” Roberta’s voice trailed off. It had been a joke. Hadn’t it?

“I distinctly remember you agreeing to give me milk and cookies for my insomnia,” he purred. “So here I am. You are going to ask me in, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, sure.” Roberta straightened. She told herself he just wanted to pump her for information about SUFOW.

She stepped back, and he sauntered past into her living room. Chairs and couches were pulled out from the walls, and knickknacks, lamps and cushions were piled on the coffee table and end tables. He would come over the night she decided to give the living room a thorough cleaning.

He looked around with open curiosity. “Hmm. It’s always interesting to see what someone’s apartment tells about them.”

Roberta wrinkled her nose. Even when everything was in its place, it was far more cluttered than his apartment. “So what do dust bunnies behind my couch tell you?”

He laughed. “That you’ve got better things to do than clean.” His expression turned little-boy hopeful. “For instance, make chocolate chip cookies?”

Roberta chuckled. “Give it up, Cody.” She surveyed him. “You don’t really want milk, do you?”

“Yes, ma’am. One large glass. And cookies, too, if you’ve got them.”

“The milk I can do. But you’re out of luck on the cookies, homemade or otherwise. I rarely buy them. Too much temptation.”

“Spoken like a true Puritan.” 

“No, spoken like someone who’d like to lose five pounds. Here, help me shove the couch back to the wall.”

Cody complied, and they had the couch back against the wall with a minimum of effort. When he straightened, he studied her. “Why do you want to lose weight? You look fine to me. Very fine, actually.”

Roberta turned away to hide the color she could feel rushing into her face. It was nice he thought she looked good. But men always said stupid things like that. Then ran off after the next tall, gorgeous woman to come along. “Here, I’ll get that milk for you now,” she said. “Why don’t you go out and sit in the garden?”

As she poured Cody a tall glass of milk, and herself a diet lemonade, she heard the sliding door open. The sounds of the city at night permeated her apartment. She sighed. She’d feel a lot better if she knew why Cody was here. Did he want to talk about UFOs? Was it as simple as wanting a little company? Could he possibly be interested in her?

She snorted at the last thought. Men who looked as good as him, and were as charming and well-employed, usually didn’t need to knock on a neighbor’s door for company. And as for being interested in her, he probably had women lined up from here to his office. No, it had to be work-related.

She lifted the tray and headed for the garden. But still, Cody puzzled her. For someone she’d just met, he seemed far more familiar than he should. As if she’d known him. But from where?

She slid open the door and slipped out. The object of her thoughts stood by the parapet, his back to her, broad shoulders filling the Bulls T-shirt, and legs akimbo in a blatantly masculine stance. Only the rich brown hair curling in little-boy fashion at the nape of his neck hinted at some sort of vulnerability, a chink in the perfect picture—the kind of thing that always, unfortunately, attracted Roberta. She frowned. And why did he seem so familiar?

She shook her head and set the tray on a white metal table. “One milk, coming up.”

Cody slid into a chair across from her, grasped the glass, then looked up with mock surprise. “What? You didn’t heat it up?”

Roberta rolled her eyes. “Don’t push your luck. At least I had two per cent milk for a change, and not that watery skim milk I drink most the time.” She made a face and muttered, “Heat your milk. You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Actually, I’m not. I love warm milk. But this will do just fine.” He picked up the glass and downed half of it in one long gulp. When he set it down, he wore a milk mustache. Unself-consciously he licked part of it off, then wiped off the rest with the back of his hand.

He looked up and caught her watching him. She flushed; he grinned.

“Oh no. Are you going to throw me out because my table manners are bad?” 

Disconcerted, Roberta scrambled for a plausible excuse for staring. “No, I was just thinking you’d look good in one of those milk commercials. You know, the ones where famous people are shown wearing milk mustaches?”

“A commercial, huh? That’s probably more up your boss’s line. He seems to love the spotlight.” Cody’s eyes twinkled. “Too bad you’re not drinking milk. We could compare moustaches.”

Roberta smiled nervously. Was he flirting? Why didn’t he just get down to business? He’d already made a comment about Garnet. Maybe she should ask him outright.

Before she could say anything, Cody resolved the question. Pushing his glass aside, he crossed his arms on the table top and leaned towards her. “Speaking of your boss, how’d you ever come to work for the illustrious Dr. Garnet Jones?”

Something in his tone made her wary. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d defended her boss. She was used to Garnet’s peremptory and sometimes arrogant ways; he often offended people who didn’t know him. “I answered an ad in the paper,” she said. “It sounded interesting, so I took the job.”

Cody unfolded his arms. He looked at her searchingly. “So you weren’t drawn to SUFOW because of some personal experience with aliens or UFOs?”

Relieved that this wasn’t an attack on her boss, Roberta shook her head. “No. Not me, personally. But I did know someone who believed she’d been abducted by aliens. It was my roommate in college. She had a nervous breakdown.”

Cody frowned. “And?”

Roberta bit her lip. To this day, she felt guilty about her skeptical response to her roommate’s story. “I don’t know whether she fell apart because she’d been abducted, or because no one believed her at the time. I know I didn’t. No one did. She ended up in a psychiatric hospital, and eventually moved back east to her family.”

“That must have been pretty upsetting for you,” observed Cody. “Do you think it’s affected your attitude to the idea of aliens coming to Earth?”

“I know it made me question a lot of my beliefs.”

“But now?” Cody persisted. “I’d like to know. Do you actually believe UFOs and aliens are visiting Earth? Garnet apparently does, and makes a good buck from his belief.”

“I make a good buck from it too,” Roberta answered quietly. Besides her salary, she received a portion of Garnet’s royalties from the last book, the one she’d helped him research and write. She wasn’t ashamed of her role, but neither was it any of Cody’s business. Not yet, anyway.

“That’s fine. But what about you?” Cody repeated.

Roberta paused. She wanted Cody to think well of her. She didn’t delve into why. But she didn’t want to lie either. “This isn’t for publication, is it?”

“No. I’d just like to know. I’m curious.” Cody sat back in his chair. His voice took on a speculative edge. “What exactly do you think of all this crapola?

“Crapola?” Roberta bristled.

“So you do believe?” 

“There are thousands of unexplained events, strange happenings that have no parallel in our Earthly experience,” Roberta retorted. “Maybe one at a time they can be dismissed, but when you add it all up, there’s just too much evidence to ignore. So if you’re asking, yes, I do believe. I believe aliens and UFOs have come to Earth and will continue to do so, despite the negative, disbelieving attitudes of people like you.”

“And it’s not just guilt over your roommate?”

Cody’s perceptive question jarred Roberta. “No!”

“Hmm.” Unruffled by her denial, Cody posed another question. “So you really meant it the other night when you lay out here asking aliens to take you?”

Roberta’s temper flared even as she saw the tiny smile play around Cody’s mouth. He was teasing her, but she couldn’t prevent herself from rising to the bait.

“Stop it,” she snapped. She’d been ridiculed one too many times, by everyone from her family members and friends to absolute strangers. She wasn’t going to take it now, here in her own home. It didn’t matter how charming or good-looking Cody was.

“It’s people like you, sensationalizing perfectly reasonable events, making fun of people with weird headlines and stories about two-headed babies, twisting what’s said. You open up the words and experiences of perfectly sincere people to nothing but ridicule.”

“Two-headed babies?” Cody’s brow puckered. “What do two-headed babies have to do with what I’m talking about?”

When she ignored his question, he continued. “Besides, doesn’t your Dr. Jones and SUFOW play to the media? Isn’t Jones the one who tells the stories of the scary abductions, the frightening medical examinations by aliens, the sinister inter-breeding plans by extraterrestrials? If anyone’s to blame for sensationalism, it’s him.”

Stung by the criticism, Roberta lashed back. “As usual, you’re exaggerating. But that’s what the media always do, don’t they? Blow everything out of proportion.”

“No they don’t.” Cody’s even tone started to fray. “Maybe the National Enquirer or The Globe. But not The Streeter. And not me.” 

His eyes glittered dangerously but Roberta ignored the warning. “If you’re so principled, why do you work for The Streeter?” she challenged. “It’s just another sensationalistic rag, doing anything to make money.”

Cody opened his mouth, then shut it. A spark of shame niggled at Roberta for her attack, but she shoved it aside. Why should she always be the one on the defensive?

“The Streeter is not a rag,” Cody finally said in a slow, deliberate voice. “I work there because they pay me well and allow me freedom to write about anything I want. I used to work for The Tribune, and it was great, but the people there aren’t any more principled than at The Streeter. The Streeter gives my work good play and is starting to command more respect all the time.”

Roberta watched the grim set of his jaw. The picture tripped a switch in her memory. Her eyes widened.

She knew where she’d seen that handsome face before. She knew why he seemed so familiar.

She’d seen that face plastered on newspaper after newspaper, and on the morning and evening TV news. She’d read all about him in great detail, day after day, along with everyone else in the Chicago area. She had a file with every word written about him in the cabinet in her bedroom, and another complete set of clippings at work.

She stared at him, her eyes round. “I know who you are,” she said. “You’re that reporter—the reporter who mysteriously disappeared last year for six weeks!”
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