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Prologue



They came from so far away, most humans would have a difficult time comprehending the distance. As they neared their final destination, the travelers felt a sense of relief. Finally, they could take up the challenge for which theyd been chosen and return to save their people.

They were called the Three Triads. Each had proved to be a fitting host and, as instructed, would do their best to fulfill their task. Theyd been given thirty Earth days to complete their mission successfully and an additional twenty-four hours to rendezvous for the trip home.

The time was short, but long enough, they thought, to succeed. For Truth, Courage, and Beauty never fail.

This is the story of one of the nine








One



Quiet tonight, aint it?

Daniel Murphy winced at his eight-year-old sons battered English. Tipping back his molded plastic chair until it rested on two rear legs, he propped his feet against the safety rail and watched Will focus his telescope. Besides a mountain bike and a hand-me-down gelding that a local rancher was practically giving away, the Meade LX200 was the only expensive gift hed bought Will in the past five years.

From the sound of your grammar, Id say youve been hanging out with Grunt and Ricky too much,

Daniel chided, holding back further disapproval of the rowdy neighborhood twelve-year-olds. And its always quiet this time of night. Thats why I like it up here.

Up here was the flat overhang at the back of the house that covered the downstairs porch and could only be reached by crawling out of Wills bedroom window. Though the boy loved sitting on the roof and gazing at the sky, it worried Daniel that one night his son might get so excited by what he saw through the Meade hed flip right over the guardrail onto the ground below.

Yeah. I like it, too, said Will, concentrating on the telescope lens. If we lived in a city, I bet wed never see anything this great.

Pleased at the boys candid musings, Daniel grinned. Hed come to cherish moments like this, when he and his son could share ideas and discuss things freely, safe from the intrusion of Rebeccas parents. Six years ago, when hed been a new, fumble-fingered dad, he didnt have a clue of what to do with a two-year-old. That was the reason hed jumped at the chance to buy this hole-in-the-wall combination grocery store/gas station when hed first stumbled on it. It gave his boy an anchor, but it was also the last place the Warfields would think to look for an up-and-coming astronomy professor. Wills waxing poetic over their isolation was just icing on the cake.

I know what you mean. Daniel peered into the sky in the direction Will was scanning. See anything yet?

Nuh-uh. But its still early. Theyll be here.

You said the lights were closer last night, but there were fewer of them? Maybe the shows over.

Know what I think? I think tonights the night theyre gonna hit ground. If were lucky, theyll land near the creek or

A burst of panic flared in Daniels chest. The creek? Will, please tell me youre careful down there. Its one thing to be chasing after frogs, but the rain we had last week could have kicked up a few of those poisonous snakes Jeremiah keeps talking about. And your asthma

Da-aad. Im not a baby. I know which snakes to stay away from. And I take my inhaler. Jeez.

Daniel frowned but kept his tongue in check. Sometimes it was hard to remember Will was a growing boy and not the gap-toothed toddler hed been when they first met. He might have been robbed of his sons babyhood, but now that they were a family he planned to enjoy every moment of the rest of their life together. As long as the Warfields didnt find them, he silently amended.

Can I ask you something?

Daniel tapped Wills behind with the toe of his boot. The kid always had a question. What?

What do you think the lights are? Really?

Daniel heaved a sigh. It had been so long since hed used his brain for anything more difficult than calibrating the settings on a carburetor, hed grown rusty as a worn-out radiator. If hed had his instruments and charts, he wouldnt have to sound stupid in front of his own son.

Darned if I know. Lets just enjoy them while theyre out there, okay?

As if refusing to give credence to such a simple idea, Will spun around to face him. I know you dont like me talking about the things you did before we moved here, but


Youre going to bring them up anyway. He reached out and ruffled the boys mop of dark brown curls. Im feeling mellow tonight, so go ahead. Its all right.

Will flashed the glimmer of a smile. Did you ever see anything like these lights when you were teaching at the university?

Daniel crossed his feet at the ankles and continued to rest them on the rail. It was clear where Will got his love of the stars, as well as his inquisitive nature. Daniel had spent the first third of his life with a crick in his neck because his eyes had been trained on the heavens. Hed been forced to run from the Warfields, but he didnt regret giving up his lifelong dream for the everyday joy of a better onethe right to raise his child. There was nothing he hated more than keeping secrets from the boy.

Not that I can remember, but Ive been checking the newspaper. If those lights were anything special, wed have heard about them by now.

Will shrugged. I guess so. But maybe they somehow managed to sneak by all those space stations and satellites floating around up there. I mean, what if these falling stars arent really stars at all? And what if they had some kind of cloaking device that let em pass by all our heavy artillery without being noticed, and once they entered our atmosphere they thought it was safe to drop their shields? He took a huge gasp of air. What if we were the only ones who saw them after they did it, and

Whoa, hold on a second. Catch your breath and think about what youre saying. With all the organizations out there who do nothing but monitor the skies, your theory isnt plausible. I know you believe theres life in other solar systems, but I have yet to make up my mind, even if there are enough stories about Roswell to fill a set of encyclopedia. Though I find it hard to believe were the only intelligent beings in the universe, I dont want you jumping to any conclusions.

Will fisted his hands on his hips. Okay then, if you were really such a hotshot astronomer, what do you think they are?

Daniel swung his feet from the rail and set the front legs of the chair down with a solid thwack. He never told Will hed been the proud owner of a brand-new Ph.D. when hed left his chosen profession. The fact that hed never seen anything like the lights intrigued him, too. If it were seven years ago, he would have been documenting the find, calling NASA, and raising a ruckus so loud they would have named whatever the phenomenon was after him. Only it would have been called

Frustrated, he blew out a breath. It didnt matter what they would have called the lights. Hed given up everything to protect his son, and it was going to stay that way. If his real name ended up in the wrong hands, Rebeccas parents would be after them so fast even a shooting star wouldnt be able to carry them away.

I cant tell you because I dont know, he said, reining in his temper. Your Meade is top-notch amateur equipment, but its not powerful enough to get a clear view. And your being a little snotnose is not a quality I admire. Now I suggest you glue your eyeball to that lens before you find yourself grounded.

The quiet words of chastisement were all Will needed. Yes, sir, he said, slowly turning back to the telescope.

How about you sidle over and let me have a peek? Daniel teased, trying to smooth ruffled feathers. Standing, he nudged Wills shoulder and trained his eye on the lens. Adjusting the coordinates, he zeroed in on Cassiopeia A, the remains of a huge star that scientists calculated had exploded 320 years earlier. From there, he swung to the southwestern corner of Upsilon Andromedae, under the Great Square of Pegasus, the direction from which the lights had originated.

Moving to the side, he let Will have a turn at the lens. You did good. It just needed a hairs worth of correction.

Will again concentrated on the Meade. In a scant second his thin shoulders quivered, his voice grew shrill. Wow. Here they come! And theyre really moving.

Though it seemed a lifetime since hed left his position at Columbia, Daniel still remembered how awe-inspiring it was to search the sky for a new discovery. Caught up in his sons enthusiasm, he laid a hand on Wills back. Seems to me they look a whole lot brighter tonight.

Before he could say more, a single, skittering dot of light caught the corner of his eye. Separating from the pack, it moved quickly in an arcing trajectory toward the trees at the back of his property. Amazingly, the phenomenon was close enough to be seen by the naked eye. All Daniel could compare it to was the small but brilliant glitter of energy the Disney studios used to portray Tinkerbell in their animated version of Peter Pan.

And for some unknown reason, the sight of it made him wary.

Looktheyre flying away. Will raised his gaze from the Meade and pointed heavenward. All except that one.

I see, son. I see. Training his eyes on the falling light, Daniel watched it dance and tumble at will. Then it winked out over the stand of trees at the rear of their property. Father and son stared in wonder, until Will took him by surprise and scrambled toward his bedroom window.

Just where do you thing youre going? Daniel asked, catching Will by his collar.

Hanging half inhalf out of the window, Will stared up pleadingly as he struggled. We hafta get to the creek and see where it landed.

Not tonight we dont, said Daniel. First thing tomorrow morning is soon enough. Besides being way past your bedtime, its pitch-dark out there. He almost added that he would get up early and accompany the boy, but thought better of it. By the time they hit ground, there was usually nothing left of a falling star. Hed only ruin the boys fun if he tagged along and was proved right.

Aw, Dad. Please?

Tomorrow, he said again, chucking Wills chin. And you have to promise youll leave the snakes be.

I promise. Will threw him a look of mischief. How early can I leave the house?

First light, said Daniel, knowing hed regret it come dawn. Now off to bed.



Two days later, on a Thursday morning, Daniel walked catty-corner across the intersection to Coombss Luncheonette in search of some company. At the center of Button Creek, the diner was haven to the workers at Pepperdines Feed and Grain as well as most of the truckers, ranchers, and farmers who found their way into the tiny hamlet. Knowing the locals liked to keep their business in town, Daniel made a trip to the restaurant several times a week to stay in touch and promote goodwill.

The luncheonette was crowded that morning, as if every man within a five-mile radius had decided to swallow a gallon of caffeine and one of Lucys steak-and-egg sandwiches to jump start his day.

Daniel called a greeting to a group in the corner as he removed his sweat-stained Stetson. He nodded at a couple of boys he knew worked at the Feed and Grain and a few more who bought gas from him on a regular basis when they stopped by Zetmers Mercantile to order supplies. Settling himself on a vacant stool at the counter so he could keep an eye on the pumps, he nodded at a short, rotund woman holding a coffeepot.

Looks like a full house, Lucy. You giving the motor oil away today?

Lucy Coombs, owner of the restaurant for as long as anyone could remember, set a cup of her special brew in front of him. Danl. Aint seen you in a couple days. Youve been missin all the excitement.

He glanced out the dusty plate-glass window and sipped at his coffee. Someone moving in next to Docs? he guessed, staring at the beehive of activity taking place adjacent to the veterinary clinic across the street. Oddly, no one else in the diner seemed to take much notice. Instead, the other customers eyes, all male, were fixed on the rest room door.

Lucy swiped at the counter with a worn, greasy rag. Looks that way. Couple of fellas stopped by a few days ago, then again yesterday. Said theyre surveyors, come to see if the bridge over the creek needs repair. Theyre supposed to sit here a while and decide whether or not we need a traffic light and a bit of road widenin afore they leave. Shrugging, she patted at her iron gray hair. Seemed like nice enough fellas to me.

Daniel watched as the men made several trips from a black van to the office and back again, their arms loaded with what looked to be computer equipment. The hairs at the back of his neck rose, but he dismissed the eerie feeling. Hed done a damn fine job of covering his and Wills tracks and hadnt varied their boring routine since theyd moved here. Besides, if the Warfields had found them, he was fairly certain they would simply charge in with a sheriff and a court order. The sheriff would handcuff him, and the Warfields would take Will. They wouldnt bother with setting up surveillance or stocking an office.

The door to the rest room opened, then closed with a bang and Daniel whipped his head around. Coffee mug halfway to his mouth, he froze at the sight of the girl, a young woman, really, standing with her back against the diner wall.

Hey, Zara.

Morning, Zara.

Zara darlin, I sure could use a refill.

As if stunned by the number of admirers and their requests, the woman sucked in a breath, calling attention to the fullness of her breasts as they pushed against the cotton of her modestly cut T-shirt.

Just ignore them bozos and come on over here, honey. Lucy waved a callused hand. This heres one of the local fellas I was tellin you about.

The woman threw Lucy a megawatt smile, showing perfect white teeth. Yes, maam.

Daniel felt his throat close up as the prickle in the back of his neck amplified to the tenth power. Zara walkednoshe glided across the pitted, black-and-white linoleum, her long denim-clad legs extending much like a Thoroughbreds did when it made its way down the stretch.

Close yer mouth, Danl, he thought he heard Lucy snort.


Zara held out a pale, ringless hand and, robotlike, he grasped it in his own. Her hand was smooth and cool andtingly? And the feel of it caused his stomach to tighten.

Im Zara. Its a pleasure to meet you.

Feeling gutshot, he inhaled to the sound of Lucys mulish laughter. Daniel Murphy, he muttered.

Whatd I tell you, honey? Lucy continued. Men in these partsll have their tongues on the ground and their peckers pointin due north for days, once word youre workin here gets out. Now you set to helping Tomas scrub the grill like I taught you last night, hear?

Her face flushed scarlet, but Zaras brilliant smile never wavered. Yes, maam.

Dont let her boss you around, Zara, Daniel commented, testing her name on his tongue. The unusual word called up the memory of a serene yet breathtakingly beautiful constellation hed once studied. All blushing pinks and brilliant blues, the star cluster had enthralled him throughout college and into graduate school. It had become a distant memory until that moment when he saw this woman and heard her name.

I dont mind, Zara answered. Its my job, and I have a lot to learn. She turned and walked around the counter into the kitchen, accompanied by another round of admiring glances.

Lucy shook her head, and the bun at the nape of her neck swayed from side to side. Raising her lively brown eyes, she scolded the room in general. You fellas should be ashamed of yourselves, tauntin a poor girl like that. Shes a respectable young lady, and Ill slap the first man who says she aint. Now drink yer coffee and get to work afore I call Jay and tell him what a bunch of lazy jackasses hes got on his payroll. Tomas is makin chili today, so yall better step quick around lunchtime.

Sheepishly, the men downed their coffee, laid money on the tables and counter, and moved as one, making their way out of the diner. The last stragglers gazed longingly over the pickup ledge into the kitchen as they walked out the door backward.

Lucy brayed again. Men. The lot of em aint worth the spit it takes to lick a stamp. She eyed Daniel shrewdly. Thought someone might have told you about my new waitress by now. You been hidin under a rock for the past two days or what?

Ive been concentrating on shooting stars, thought Daniel, though it was obvious from meeting Zara that in doing so, hed missed the best sight to appear in this backwater town in years.

I had a motor to pull, and Wills been spending a lot of time at the creek. Neither of us has had a chance to catch up on the local gossip. He craned his neck to stare over Lucys stooped shoulder and got a good view of the new waitresss gently rounded hips as she scrubbed at the massive, stainless-steel griddle. Whered she come from? was all he managed to croak out with his next breath.

Lucy refilled his coffee mug. She was hitchin her way to Denton when the truck she was riding in stopped for breakfast yesterday mornin. Saw the sign in my window and asked if she could have the job. Being a smart woman, I said yes.

Daniel hunkered down over his coffee mug. And you think a girl who looks like Julia Robertss younger sister wants to work in Button Creek? He shook his head. Have you taken a good look at the woman?

Lucy tossed a glance over her shoulder, then rested her arms on the counter and leaned in close, showing a set of stained teeth. Dont know nothin bout your Miss Roberts. I just know that Zaras a good girl. She dont wear makeup or fancy-smelling perfume, and she dresses more modest than most young women nowadays. Came here with nothin but a backpack and a desire to work, and that was good enough for me.

Wheres she staying?

Cabin number two. But dont tell that to any of those randy bronc riders out there. I dont want any of em waitin to surprise her some night after Hanks closes.

Daniel thought back to the stories hed heard about Lucy when hed first moved to Button Creek. Rumor had it shed been in love with a local cowboy from the time she was seventeen. When the fellow left to ride the rodeo circuit, he broke his neck trying to tame a Brahma bull and shattered Lucys heart in the bargain, which had blackened her opinion of cowboys to this day. Over the years, shed become a shrewd businesswoman. Besides making a go of the luncheonette, she rented cabins to anyone needing a place to stay while passing through. It was obvious shed seen a potential gold mine in hiring a waitress who looked like Zara.

So why are you trusting me? he asked. For all you know, I could be just as randy as one of those cowboys youre always complaining about.

Shoot, Lucy teased, youre bout as much like them bronco boys as President George W. You dont smoke, cuss, or visit Hanks Hole in the Wall, and youre a family man with a little boy so cute Id like to put him in my pocket and take him home. Id even think about trusting you with my own daughterLucy winkedif Ida had one.

ThanksI think. Daniel frowned. Setting his cup on the counter, he turned his attention across the street. The black van was still there, but the office the men had been moving into looked as if it was shut up tight. Suddenly, he was more concerned about the would-be road surveyors than the beautiful woman in the kitchen. Have those men been in today?

Lucy peered in the direction Daniels gaze had settled. Sure have. Rented cottages one and three. So far, theyve paid cash for everything and been real friendly in the bargain. Wont hear no complaints about em from me.

And they said they worked for the Texas Department of Transportation?

She scrunched up pencil-thin eyebrows. Dont remember em sayin exactly who they worked for, but a wider road and safer bridge might bring everybody in town more business. From what I see, you could use it.


Youre right about that, Daniel agreed, swirling the last of the coffee in his mug. Guess Id better get back to the garage. Its close to eight.

He raised his gaze to the kitchen pass-through and found Zara peering at him, her wide blue eyes intense. If you need anything in the way of supplies, feel free to stop by Murphys Last Chance, and Ill see what I can do.

Zara propped an elbow on the ledge and rested her softly rounded chin in the heel of her hand. I just might do that, once I get a few days worth of tips in my pocket.

I dont usually issue credit, but Id be willing to make an exception in your Open mouth, insert foot, Daniel thought, biting his tongue at the suggestive words. Uh, if youre really strapped, I mean. That is, Id do it for anyone new in town.

Her lips raised in a Mona Lisa smile, warming him to his hairline. Thank you. Thats a very kind offer.

Figuring his face had to be as red as Del Calversons pickup truck, Daniel tried for a halfway-dignified exit. He laid a dollar on the counter, tipped his Stetson toward Lucy, and made his way to the door, hoping he hadnt made too big a fool of himself. It had been a long while since hed felt anything more than passing interest in a woman, and damn if hed just let his tongue swipe the floor over a stranger.

But he was still able-brained enough to cast a final glance at the shiny black van across the street. Since going on the run with his son, hed learned to be suspicious of anything overtly odd. Now he had two quandaries to mull over: Why would a woman who looked like Zara show up in a two-bit diner in the middle of nowhere, and why would the Texas Department of Transportation take the time to send surveyors and their costly equipment to a tiny hole-in-the wall like Button Creek?



Zara wiped her sweaty brow and got comfortable in her cabin. When Miss Lucy had first taken her inside, shed been surprised by the primitive cottage and its adequate living space. A worn table and chairs stood just inside the front door. The wall to the left held a row of cabinets, a sink and cooking appliance and, as she followed the wall around, a small refrigerator.

She walked into the next room to the double bed Lucy had assured her had a new mattress and clean linens. Achest of drawers with an oval mirror above it stood in the corner, then came a built-out area that housed a closet and small bathroom. Next to that was a green-and-gold plaid sofa, a standing lamp, and a low table with a television and VCR. Tucked in a back-corner window was an efficient but noisy metal box made specifically for cooling the inside air.

Luckily for her, the cabin came with the salary she earned as a waitress, because she needed her money to purchase food and additional clothing. Though shed been told by Lucy she could take her meals at the diner, the fat, salt, and sugar served there wasnt exactly her idea of proper nutrition.

Exhausted, she walked to the bathroom and turned on the taps, then removed her pants, underthings, and shirt, and hung everything neatly in the closet. After finding a towel, soap, and washcloth, she stood in the warm spray and washed her body and hair, stepped out, dried herself off, and readied for bed. Without a sleeping gown, she had to slide naked between the sheets.

Though she was considered a healthy physical specimen, the long hours shed worked yesterday and today were far more than the amount she would have spent toiling at home. She envied her companions, whod been sent to the larger cities. They had been trained for more professional occupations in order to blend with their surroundings. Shed had the dubious luck to be matched with a man who lived in a remote area where women didnt have much to do except housework or farm labor. Still, it would only be for a short while. She was strong. She could handle twelve-hour days of standing on her feet and serving others.

When shed left for the evening, Lucy had reminded her that the diner was closed Saturday morning and usually had a light crowd for lunch. Saturday night was a whole different story. People came from miles to have dinner at the restaurant, then went to the Hole in the Wall to kick up their heels and listen to the live band Hank always booked for the weekend.

When Miss Lucy had asked if she enjoyed country western and was she partial to something called the two-step, Zara had replied that she wasnt sure. The older woman had advised her to use the morning to rest up, because if Zara did decide to visit the Hole, every man there would want to take a turn teaching her how to dance. From the sound of it, shed be so tired shed sleep right into Monday, which meant she would miss her one day off.

Zara wondered if her fellow travelers were having the same stimulating yet confusing time as she was. They had separated two nights before and werent allowed contact with each other again until they met at the rendezvous site. She hoped the others had found gainful employment, or at least a logical reason for being in their target areas.

Raising her hand, she was immediately comforted by the sight of her one link to homethe bracelet on her left wrist. Nine stones winked at her in the glimmer of moonlight slanting over the bed. Three green, three red, three clear as water, the emeralds, rubies, and diamondsas they were called on Earthwere held together by a metal known here as platinum.

Touching an index finger to the stone in her right earlobe, she recalled the past few days. She had met some local women, and would have liked to ask them about their lives, but meeting women was not the reason she was in Button Creek. She had but a singular goal: meet one man, interact with him, and make the rendezvous site at the appointed time.

She needed to find Robert Lotello but, so far, there hadnt been a Robert, Bobby, Rob, or Bert in the entire group of men to whom shed been introduced. Yet her information could not be incorrect. Her locator told her Robert Lotello lived within a mile radius of the center of Button Creek. And she had to find him in order to succeed.

Her usually organized thoughts tumbled like waves to the shore. The men shed met thus far had been interesting and, if shed been able to ignore her mission statement, might even have been acceptable. Some were old, many were young, a few were nice-looking, but, if shed had the right to choose, her target would have been the one called Daniel Murphy.

Murphy was tall, with the form of a man who worked hard for a living. He had dark hair and penetrating eyes the color of the coffee she had served by the gallon these two mornings. His rough-hewn face with its impressively carved nose and squared jaw appealed to her as had no other shed met thus far. Even with the scar that ran from his left eyebrow to his temple, a man like Daniel Murphy would be considered desirable on her planet. And he had fathered a sonthe correct criterion for a viable match.

Smiling to herself, Zara thought of the way she had passed the time on her journey. All of the women had fantasized over the physical attributes of their target, saying foolish things as theyd expressed aloud their idea of the perfect subject. Murphy would have fulfilled any one of their fantasies. He certainly fulfilled hers.

Unfortunately, she did not have the right to choose. She had to remember to treat the one called Murphy exactly as she did all the others and keep him at a distance. She would give herself one week to locate Robert Lotello. If she didnt meet him in that amount of time, she would be forced to do something potentially dangerous. She would have to use her instruments.

Settling to sleep, Zara closed her eyes, but visions of Murphy crept into her thoughts. She could tell by his touch he was definitely a healthy manexactly what her planet lacked at the present time.

She punched her pillow and turned on her side. Mornings on Earth came quickly. She had to erase her frivolous thoughts about the gas station owner, keep her focus, and get a good nights sleep. No matter how drawn she felt toward Daniel Murphy, her mission had one simple goal.

To become impregnated by the man named Robert Lotello.








Two



Daniel spooned out canned string beans, careful not to let them touch the hamburger patty or rice that shared space on Wills dinner plate. A sudden memory of the way Lucy fed his son when theyd first arrived in Button Creek made him smile. The kindly older woman had made a joke of the fussy way Will wanted his food to be kept separate; shed even used a special divided dish whenever he came to the diner for a meal.

He carried their supper to the table and waited for Will to finish chugging down his milk. Find anything interesting at the creek today?

Will wiped his moo-juice mustache with the back of his hand. Just some more of that slimy yellow stuff we collected yesterday. I used a stick to scrape it into a jar and put it in the fridge, like you told me, and I put some in a plastic bag in the freezer, to be on the safe side. Want to see?

Daniel stared at his son, who looked so eager, so bright-eyed and intelligent, and wondered if he had done the right thing when hed taken the boy from his grandparents. Was Will missing out on the good part of having a complete family, a womans gentle hands to tuck him in at night, or a grandmother waiting for him with homemade cookies when he returned from school?

Right now, Will reminded him so much of Rebecca it hurt Daniels eyes, never mind his heart. If shed been honest and told him about her pregnancy, they might have found a way to be together. They might have found a way to make it work.

Dad? I asked if you wanted to see it, Will said a second time.

Hm? Oh, I already got a good look at the stuff, remember? Daniel answered with a half grimace. Just thought you might have found something new. He lifted a forkful of rice to his mouth and recalled the check hed made of the goo the first time hed had a chance to inspect the creek with Will. Aside from being a little like not-quite-set Jell-O, the yellowish substance seemed to have no discernible toxic effect on the wildlife or trees, no smell, and no taste. He knew because hed taken a lick of the slime when Will wasnt looking and found it to be bland and, so far, harmless.

Do you think it has something to do with the shooting stars?


The sound of hope flooding his sons voice made Daniel grin. Only if you can give me the name of a space traveler whod want to touch anything that disgusting.

Will rolled his eyes. Then what do you think it is?

Tongue in cheek, Daniel made a full-fledged effort to be serious. Looked like snot to me.

Ee-uuu. Will giggled. It did to me, too, but you said I wasnt allowed to say gross stuff when were eating.

Youre right, youre not. Now finish your supper, and Ill take you across the street for a piece of Miss Lucys lemon meringue pie to make up for my poor table manners.

Will proceeded to devour his food like a starving man. After cleaning his plate, he said, Dad? Ive been thinking

Daniel carried their dirty dishes to the sink, turned on the hot water, and added a squirt of liquid detergent. I thought I smelled rubber burning.

Groaning, Will cleared the table of napkins and glasses. Funny. Real funny.

Well, dont keep me in suspense. What were you thinking? Daniel asked, waiting for the sink to fill.

About the snoI mean slime. Could we maybe take the stuff to a lab in Denton or Dallas and have it analyzed?

Methodically, Daniel washed and rinsed the dishes, then set them in the drainer. Guess we could send it to the county agricultural bureau and tell them we found it on our trees. That wouldnt be too far from the truth.

We did find it on a tree. And on the ground and the rocks along the creek, too. Will propped his elbows on the counter and sighed. If we knew what the stuff was, maybe it would tell us something about those lights.

It had been three nights since Will had last viewed the shooting stars in his telescope, and the kid was bummed. Daniel was creative, but not magician enough to make things appear in the sky that shouldnt be there just to keep the boy entertained.

Look on the bright side. The lights are gone, but you, Grunt, and Ricky have fresh victims to pesterthose two surveyors who moved in next to Doc Mayberrys office.

Will raised a shoulder. Theyre not gonna be any fun.

Oh? How can you tell?

This afternoon, while you were working on Mr. Beldons truck, I ran into them on my way back from the creek. They were carrying boxes and tripods and a bunch of stuff I didnt recognize. And they werent very friendly, either.

So that was where the two men had been, thought Daniel. When he hadnt seen them in the diner that morning hed let himself linger over coffee as hed covertly eyed Lucys new waitress. Busy daydreaming, hed forgotten to check for the men and their black van again. It figured they would head for Button Creek to start their work, but he had to ask the next question for his own peace of mind.

Did they talk to you? Ask you about anything?

Will quirked up a corner of his mouth, letting the dimple in his right cheek show. They said good morning and asked what I had in the jar. I told em tadpoles.

Daniel tried not to lecture as he advised his son. Will, I know you think this thing with the stars was special, but I dont want you to lie about it.

What was I supposed to say? That I was hunting aliens or looking for a UFO landing site? Nuh-uh. If we find anything, its gonna be our discovery and nobody elses. I dont want to share with a bunch of dweebs.

Dweebs? Daniel suppressed a smile. And what, pray tell, is your definition of a dweeb?

You know. Guys who try to look cool, but theyre not.

What did these men do that made you think they were trying to look cool?

Will scrunched up his forehead as if thinking hard. Well for one thing, the short guy had on dress shoes. You know, like the kind my health teacher Mr. Nesbitt wears. No one but a dweeb would wear shoes like that to stomp around in the woods or a creek.

Is that all, or did these dweebs commit a few other fashion felonies?

Da-aad. Im serious. The taller guy had on the right kind of boots, but they were brand-new, and he was wearing those thin rubber gloves, like a doctor or something. Everybody knows you need the leather kind to do outdoor work proper-like. And you should have seen their clothes. Jeesh!

All right, Ill bite. What about their clothes?

Nerdy. Their jeans were all stiff and clean, kinda like when youre going camping for the first time ever and your parents buy you all new stuff. They looked like nerds trying to be cool.

Daniel filed the information away for later and worked on Wills tolerance level for those who dressed differently. Maybe its their first time on the job, or their old clothes wore out and they bought new just for this assignment.

All at the same time? I do-ont think so.

Okay, so theyre fashion-challenged dweebs. Keep tabs on them if you want, but if they arent friendly, stay out of their way. And if you dont find anything more than that yellow goo in the next day or so, I think the shooting star incident is over.

Shoulders drooping, Will hung his head, and Daniel ruffled the boys hair. Dont worry. There are enough sights in the heavens to keep you occupied for the whole summerfor the rest of your life, if youre lucky. Well find something else to concentrate on really soon. Daniel hung up the dishrag and let the water out of the sink. Now, how about that pie?


Lucys was even more crowded than it had been the other morning. It looked as if Daniel wasnt the only man who thought about hanging out at the luncheonette on a regular basis just to sneak a peek at the pretty new waitress. Scanning the room, he spotted Zara serving a table near the plate-glass windows. Like a beacon at the end of a dark tunnel, her smile lit up the restaurant.

Fending off the urge to go to her and demand she focus that brilliant glow on him alone, Daniel did his best to look disinterested as he sauntered to the counter and took the seat next to Will.

Cleaning rag in hand, Lucy turned from the serving ledge and made a beeline toward them. Let me guess. Two slices of lemon meringue pie, right?

Will stared in openmouthed amazement. How come you always know what were going to order, Miss Lucy? Its no fun if you keep telling us what we want.

Lucy winked at Daniel. Im a woman, boy. All women know what men want. Its an instinct.

It is? Will asked in disbelief. How come?

Well, God only had so much he could pass out at creation. He gave men the muscles and women the brains. Leastways, it seems that way to me.

Thanks, Lucy, Daniel said, deciding he wasnt in the mood for their usual banter over which was the superior sex. Thats just what I wanted my impressionable son to hear.

Lucy brought over two huge pieces of pie and set them down smartly. Dont go gettin your shorts in a bundle, Danl. Just because youre smarter than most of the men around here dont make you special. Now I got to get in the kitchen and check on tomorrows pies. Blueberry. And Tomas is makin his special baked ham and mashed potatoes with redeye gravy. Hows that sound, Will?

The boy turned plaintive eyes to his father. Blueberry pie is our favorite, Dad. Maybe Miss Lucy would let me work off dinner for both of us if I asked her real nice.

Daniel nodded, as if seriously considering his sons suggestion. The last time he checked his bank balance they were living well within their budget, but he didnt want Will to take their financial situation for granted. The Warfields abundance of money had been one of the reasons hed been forced to take the boy in the first place. Rebeccas parents had raised their daughter to worship the stuff, which in turn had become one of the sticking points in their short-lived relationship. Daniel had vowed his son would learn to respect financial solvency, but would never use it as a weapon or a bargaining chip against those he loved.

He raised his voice just enough to carry into the kitchen. Lucy, you got any work Will could do to earn a plate of that ham and a piece of pie for tomorrow nights supper?

Lucys head popped into view. Im sure Tomas would appreciate the chance to spend time with Maria and the baby. Hold on while I ask him if hed like a little help.

Daniel could see the tilt of Lucys head as she talked to Tomas Herrera, her chief cook. Tomas and his wife, Maria, had lived in a trailer behind the diner for the past three years. Maria had been Lucys waitress until two weeks ago, when she had delivered a baby girl in the back of the trailer. Daniel liked the young couple, figuring they added a pleasant mix to the interesting characters of Button Creek.

Seconds later she ambled to the window and cracked a smile. Tomas says thanks. Theres crates that need stacking at the back of the kitchen, and Im thinkin Zara could use a little help filling the saltshakers and ketchup bottles. The rest room trash bins need to be emptied, and the can in my trailer has to go out, too. Think you could handle all that?

Yes, maam, Will said quickly, as if fearful someone else would jump at the chance to perform the chores.

All right. You stick around til closing time, and Zara will tell you what to do.

Whos Zara? Will whispered. He took a big bite of pie and tried to sit tall enough to see into the kitchen.

Daniel spun the boys stool around until it pointed toward the back wall, where Zara stood joking with another table of menboys really, who worked at Pepperdines for the summer. Fighting the absurd urge to march over and drag her to his side, he bent to Wills ear. Thats Zara. Lucys new waitress.

Oh. Wills single syllable word held just the right amount of reverence to tell Daniel the kid felt gut-punched, exactly as he had when hed first seen the woman. No surprise Zara would be his sons first crush.

The waitress glided to the counter and stood next to Will. Could I have two more slices of pie, Lucy? And is there any more chili left in back?

Pie, yes. Chili, no, came Lucys muffled voice from somewhere in the kitchen.

Zara turned and shook her head at the table nearest the rest room door. Sorry, gentlemen. Just the pie, like I thought. That okay with you?

The good-natured moans and groans made Daniel, Will, and Zara laugh at the same time, until finally, she settled her gaze on Will. Hello, Daniel. And who is this young man?

Pride welling, Daniel suddenly felt the urge to show off his progeny. This is William Daniel Murphy, but he answers to Will. He tapped Will on the shoulder. Say hello, son.

Hullo, the boy mumbled, his eyes glazing over at the sight of Zaras smile.

Hi. She held out her hand to Will and waited until he found the sense to clasp it in his own. I heard Miss Lucy say youd be helping me tonight. You about ready?

Will stared at his palm as if hed just shaken hands with one of the Dallas Cowboys. Uh-huh.

Okay. Just let me get that pie for Skeeter and Joe, and we can get started. Touching the tip of her earlobe with one finger, she slid her sapphire gaze to Daniel. Are you going to wait for him, or do you want me to walk him home when were through?

Ill wait. Thanks.

Zara nodded, then strolled to an empty table and pocketed her tip. She loaded dishes onto a tray, wiped the table, and carried the tray to the kitchen as gracefully as if she were serving in Buckingham Palace. Daniel felt justified making the comparison because hed spent a year studying at Oxford while in graduate school. Besides the Warfields, hed been exposed to plenty of people whod lived a life of wealth and privilege.

Will gobbled the last bite of his pie and jumped off the stool to tag after Zara. One by one, the patrons left their money on the tables and filed into the warm night air. Seconds later, Lucy called good night, and he heard the rear door bang shut. Will and Zara started to fill the saltshakers, leaving Daniel to peruse at his leisure.

Zara was tall, but hed already noticed that her legs seemed to take up half of her substantial frame. And he meant substantial in the most complimentary of terms. With well-defined muscles in her arms, full breasts, and nicely curved waist and hips, she was put together like a woman who could handle herself anywhere. He could imagine her as a professional tennis player, maybe a volleyball or track star. Given the majestic aura she walked in, he figured Zara probably could do whatever she set her mind to.

Her hair, pulled into a low ponytail at the back of her head, was the color of burnished gold, her skin the hue of heavy cream. A patrician nose sat above a generous mouth and rounded chin. Straight, dark brows hovered over clear, blue eyes, as if waiting to add punctuation to her thoughts.

Daniel couldnt help but think how out of place she was in Texas, home of many cosmetically enhanced, big-haired women. Was he the only one who could see she stuck out like an orchid in a dandelion patch?

She laid a hand on Wills shoulder and guided him into the kitchen. A door slammed, then she was back at the counter.

I sent him to Lucys trailer to get her trash. After that, hes going to stack crates. All thats left are the bins in the rest rooms, and hell be finished. Do you want a coffee refill while you wait?

Daniel opened then closed his mouth, as if English had become a foreign language. Um. There, hed gotten out the first syllable. No, thanks.

Zara nodded. Hes a nice little boy. You should be proud.

I am.

She tucked a wayward strand of gold behind her ear. Her perfect ear, he thought, noting the good-sized diamond stud she wore in each delicate-looking lobe.

You own the gas station across the street, right?

Yep. Bought it from Scooter Buttons estate about four years ago. We make a good living. God, what made him want to sound like a suitor totaling his assets to a potential fiance?

I bet you do. And you must know just about everybody in a five-mile radius. I got the idea from Lucy that everyone who lives around here has passed through your station or the diner at one time or another. She says youre the only convenience store for quite a ways.

Have to drive fifteen miles south or twenty miles toward the lake to find another, and my gas is cheaper by two cents a gallon. I keep up with my competition. Great, now he was flaunting his business acumen. Youre pathetic, Murphy.

Zara removed her apron and set it on the counter, and Daniel couldnt help but notice her only other bit of jewelry: a sparkling, gem-encrusted bracelet encircling her left wrist.

Well, thats good to know, if I ever have the needfor gas. I dont own a car, but I could use some groceries. Things like fresh fruit, vegetables, whole grain bread. Do you carry those kinds of products at your store?

Sorry, all my vegetables are canned or frozen, ditto the fruit, but theres a produce stand up toward the lake. You could drive there one morning, if Lucy is willing to lend you her truck.

She wrinkled her nose. Um. I dont think that would be a good idea.

Sure it would. Lucys a generous woman. Shed let you

I dont have the proper license.

Oh? Well, she could take you to Denton to apply for a new one, if you lost yours. Or maybe I could

IumI dont know how to drive.

Daniel blinked his surprise. Shoot, didnt just about every man and woman in America over the age of seventeen know how to drive a car? The only ones who didnt, he remembered, were a few born and raised in Manhattan. But his logic had one minor flaw. He was pretty good at placing accents, and although Zaras was definitely refined, it was not quite East Coast. But that didnt mean much. She could have been an army brat, or maybe her family had done a lot of moving around when she was young.

Not wanting to come right out and ask, he took a guess. Then you must be a city girl. New Yorkers dont need to drive when there are subways, buses, and cabs to get them where they want to go.

Is that where youre from? New York City?

YeahweI mean, no. I am from the East Coast, though. Good going, Murphy, you almost revealed something no one else in town knows to a woman you just met. And isnt it interesting the way shed turned the tables and answered your question with one of her own?

So tell me again the reason you dont drive? he asked, as she swung around to clean the restaurant coffeemaker.

Just never had a need to learn, I guess. Now, what was it you said you carried in your store?

Daniel ran a hand through his hair. Okay, so she was politely telling him to let the question drop. He had plenty of secrets he kept under his hat. Was it really such a big deal she didnt want to list her reasons for not being able to drive? I sell bottled water and soda, a choice of frozen meats and cold cuts, some paper goods and canned food, that kind of thing. Feel free to stop by tomorrow after the breakfast crowd
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