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Chapter 1: At Sea, on Watch
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"Captain to the bridge!"

Harald Hoffman set his coffee down gently and looked across the table at Engineer McGuire. McGuire raised his eyebrows ever so slightly in sympathy as Hoffman pushed back from the table, stood, brushed the crumbs off his shirt, and headed for the ladder to the bridge, two decks above.

A glance forward revealed the weather was still calm: a moderate swell from astern and no wind to speak of. The peculiar haze, perhaps a result of high humidity, had increased. Navigator Pierelli, officer of the deck for the morning watch, was staring into the radar repeater.

"Stefano," Hoffman said, "what is it?"

"The ship changed course, just as we lost sight of it."

"Ah," he replied. 

He looked forward again. A faint gray curtain lay around the ship on all sides, leaving only waves visible for miles around. Overhead the sky was pale blue, with thin, high, serrated clouds. He pulled a pair of binoculars from their case by the wheel and studied the horizon another minute.

"What is the range to the ship?"

"Seven thousand meters."

"Hmm. Visibility is probably 6000 meters. What is his present course?"

"He's come to starboard fifteen degrees, heading 265º."

"Very well. I was expecting that. Bring the ship to 265º and increase speed to 25 knots. I want to regain visual contact."

"Yes, sir."

Pierelli went to the console and punched some buttons. No sound changed on the bridge. The marine diesels were too far below, deep within the stern of the ship. The new course and speed somehow found resonance with the swell and the ship began a pronounced yawing, left to right. 

At the same time, the bow was pitching two or three meters up and down. Whenever the two cycles coincided, the side to side motion was considerable. When they were opposed, they produced a pounding, stem to stern.

Easily accommodating the new motions with widened stance, Pierelli said to no one in particular, "Mr. Jeffers isn't going to like this."

"That's too bad," Hoffman replied to no one in particular.

Both men studied the horizon for ten minutes. No ship came into view. Finally, Hoffman spoke.

"What is the range now?"

Pierelli moved to the repeater. 

"Six thousand eight hundred meters."

"Hmm," Hoffman replied. "He must have increased speed as well. I don't blame him. Increase speed to 28 knots."

"Twenty-eight knots, aye," Pierelli replied, moving to the console again. 

In minutes, the ship's queasy four-way motion increased markedly. The boat davits amidships began slamming back and forth in time with the ship's motion. 

"Why in hell did the old man have to visit Mumbai?" he added.

"Ours not to question why," Hoffman replied softly. 

The navigator snickered. 

"Right. I believe the rest of that line is '...ours but to do or die.' Bah! If we can only get back to the Red Sea safely, it won't bother me so much."

"What other contacts do you see?" Hoffman asked.

Pierelli studied the screen.

"One second...ah, um...seven, no eight, all small: four in a line 10,000 meters to starboard, three more further to port and astern, and one to starboard, just abaft the beam, 12,000 meters. Fishing vessels, one hopes."

"Very well."

They scanned the haze another five minutes. The ship's phone buzzed. Pierelli shook his head. The captain picked it up.

"Hoffman," he said. 

He listened briefly. 

"Yes, sir. We are shaping our course for the approach to the Red Sea. We are following a U. S. Navy oiler. It is important that we remain in sight of him, and that he be able to see us. It is extremely important, sir."

He listened another minute.

"I'm sorry, sir. It should only be another several hours. There are nearly a dozen small vessels around us we cannot identify. I strongly advise it is wisest to take no chances."

As he listened, his knuckles whitened on the receiver.

"I very much regret it is making your guests' lunch difficult, sir. Perhaps it would comfort them to know that we are sailing through an area infested by pirates, that any of these contacts could be pirates, and that their vessels, while small, are much faster than this one, and that should any indeed be pirates, the presence of an American warship is almost a guarantee of safety." 

Pierelli saw the captain's eyes harden into flinty blue points.

"Yes, sir. I understand, sir. Very well, sir."

He returned the receiver to its cradle, jaw muscles flexing.

"Set our course to 265º, speed 25 knots." 

Pierelli sighed.

"Course 265º, speed 25 knots, aye," he replied, making the changes. 

He turned back to scanning the horizon. His not to question why.
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Chapter 2: Risky Sister
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Julio Méndez had arranged to meet his sister outside the College of Pharmacy building at the University of New Mexico Medical Center, but he hadn't anticipated how extensive the medical area was. He had to study two "You Are Here" pedestrian maps before he located it—a modern, severe, white, slab-sided building in the block ahead. At least it was a pleasant walk. His hometown, Las Cruces, didn't feature the invigorating odor of fir trees like Albuquerque did. Both cities lay against mountain ranges, but Albuquerque's mountains actually had forests.

Only a few people were out in the morning heat, but they represented a wide age range. Some wore lab coats while others tended toward ragged jeans or shorts, and t-shirts. Most carried books. Although he was only 15, he didn't feel out of place. He was as tall as a man—a short man—and he was better dressed than many he saw, in a sharp blue polo shirt and new jeans, the unrealized influence of his mother.

He didn't see his sister until he rounded the corner of the building. She was sitting cross-legged with a book in her lap, in a grassy area at the end of a row of trees, facing away from him. He recognized her khaki book bag between her back and the tree.

He stepped off the sidewalk onto the grass so he could walk silently, with the row of trees hiding his approach. Zeroing in on the exposed edge of her book bag, he took a bold step around the tree to find only the bag and the book on the ground. She had skunked him. 

In a resigned voice, he said, "Tister."

From behind him, a voice answered, "J-Man."

"How did you know it was me?"

"Don't know. Just felt it."

He turned. 

She was wearing her favorite denim cargo shorts, a loose green t-shirt that set off her chestnut hair, and white tennies. There was a gleam of amusement in her eyes.

"You're weird, Tister."

"Well, we're twins. How come you can't do that?"

"I'm the normal twin."

"You wish."

"So how you doin'?"

"Not bad. How are you?"

"OK. You hungry? How about some lunch?"

"Sure. What do you feel like?"

"Is there a sandwich shop nearby?"

"Yeah. There's a bunch of places two blocks from here."

"Great. Let's go."

She picked up the massive book she'd been reading and started to slide it into her bag.

"What's that?"

"Huh?"

"That book." 

He peered at the spine. 

"'Pharmacognosy?' What is that?"

"Oh," she replied. "Pharmacognosy is the study of medicines from natural sources."

"I never heard of that."

"Dr. Peebles said it used to be common when he was in pharmacy school a long time ago, but it isn't any more. Now, the big companies make the medicines. He said pharmacists today mostly just sell manufactured medicines. They don't make their own like they used to. He gave me this book when he saw I was interested in it. It's really cool. I'm learning about all the properties of drugs: biochemical, physical, biological, stuff like that."

They stayed to the shade as much as they could. Two bicyclists passed them and a jogger trotted diagonally across the sidewalk ahead, wires dangling from her ears. 

"I thought you were studying with that guy you hated, Dr. Philpot."

"I was. He's a pretty good doctor, really. I didn't like the way he treated Abuelita after her operation, but he was trying the best he could. He found Dr. Peebles for me when he realized I was more interested in drugs than in being a doctor."

"Pharmacognosy. Sheesh."

"So how about you? How are you doing at Mountain Physics or whatever it is?"

"'Rocky Mountain Tech Labs.' Pretty good. They mostly let me go wherever I want. I mean, I'm an 'intern,' but I'm allowed in most of the labs. Some of them are real interesting and fun."

"Dr. Dave got you in, right? Do you ever see him?"

"He comes up every week or so. I've seen him twice."

"Here's a good place. I like their food."

They entered, supervised the construction of their sandwiches, and found a quiet corner in which to devour them. Julio had eaten a quarter of his before Clio had squeezed lemon into her iced tea and sliced the jalapeño to add to her sandwich (which made Julio frown). She stirred her tea and pulled the toothpick out of her sandwich.

"So why did you want to come today, anyway?"

"To see you before you left, that's why."

"But I'm not leaving for two days."

"Well, there's a guy coming to give a series of lectures. He's some great physicist who's supposed to have good ideas about the unified field theory. I don't wanna miss those."

"The unified what?"

"Never mind. It's complicated. It's just some physicists trying to find a single explanation for the four basic forces in the universe. One of them is gravity. It's the gnarliest one. That's why I'm going."

"You would. OK, forget I asked."

"About your vacation—I still can't believe Mom went for that."

"I can't either. I got Dad to OK it first. He helped with Mom. They both signed the permission form."

"I mean, going off to Mexico with a doctor and his family? People we don't even know?"

"Dad has met him, at the hospital and when they set up this summer thing for me. I think he met his wife, too."

"Did he meet his son and daughter? I hope not."

"No, he didn't. Mom hasn't either. Fortunately."

"I still don't understand why you're going on a vacation with people you can barely stand."

Clio set down her sandwich and wiped a dot of mustard off the corner of her mouth. Glancing at the nearby tables, she leaned toward her brother.

"This is just between you and me, OK? Twin stuff...."

"You've fallen in love with his frat boy son?"

"No, doofus! You know where we're going?"

"Well...Mexico?"

"To Mata Ortiz, in northern Chihuahua. It's famous for its fancy pottery. Mrs. Philpot will probably spend $5000 on ceramics, and maybe sit in with the potters in their workshops. Dr. Philpot will go to a bar and drink, unless they have a golf course. I don't know what their kids will do."

"Yeah? So what will you do?"

"Do you remember Doña Dolores?" she asked in a low voice.

"Sure—the curandera you studied with back home. What about her?"

"She says there's a famous hierbero, a Tarahumara Indian, who lives not far from there. He knows everything about medicinal plants. He knows stuff no one else does. She met him once and learned a ton of things. I'm gonna find him. I'm gonna get him to teach me!"

"You're WHAT?" He looked at the nearby tables. No one paid them any attention. He shook his head. Clio leaned forward again.

"This is twin stuff, J-Man. Just you and me, OK?"

"That's nuts, Tister! I mean, there are bandits and smugglers all over northern Mexico, and coyotes smuggling illegals over the border, and...."

"He's somewhere in the Barranca del Cobre, Copper Canyon. High mountains, lots of valleys, few roads. Hardly any strangers go in there. I'll have my satellite phone. I'll be fine."

"OK, forget the bandits. Worry about Mom. Do you know how mad she'll be if she finds out you sneaked off on your own, in Mexico?"

"She won't find out. She and Dad'll be busy with that launch at Cape Kennedy. And anyway, if she calls, she still won't know where I am. You'll be my main contact. You'll cover for me."

"That's crazy, Tister! A phone won't protect you. You have no idea what might happen! It's too risky! Don't do it, please!"

"I have to go, J-Man. I have to! I've wanted to for years. This may be my only chance!"

"You can't just take off by yourself, in another country. It's dangerous over there. Mom would freak out, big time!"

"She's done plenty things like that herself—jumping into that river to get away, sneaking into a country to blow things up...she can do stuff like that, but she gave me grief over Harry Saenz, and he wasn't even a boyfriend. Mom doesn't own me."

"Oh, man."

He looked at the crumbs on the crumpled paper that had wrapped his sandwich. He shook his head again. 

"But...you don't really know anything about this guy. How are you going to even find him?"

"I haven't figured that out yet. I'll do that once I'm down there."

They stared at each other. It was one of the rare times their twin meta-communication didn't work. Clio was as stubborn as her mother. Julio felt his sandwich ball up in his stomach like a wad of clay.
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Chapter 3: Fun Run
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As the Rio Grande flows gently south past Las Cruces to El Paso, a fair amount of its water is diverted into miles and miles of irrigation canals, many generations old. These carry the water to agricultural fields according to long-established and very complicated rules. The canals have frequent "valves," or gates, which can be raised and lowered by hand, to admit the water to individual fields and control the rate of flow.

On this sunny June morning, before the day's sun developed real power, a casual observer might have seen a man and woman jogging down a field road beside one of these canals. The only possible observer, however, was pulling a tiller behind a small tractor two fields away, and probably not interested in following distant runners.

The man, a head taller than the woman, had a bandanna tied around his head. The woman had her hair tied back in a ponytail which swung from side to side as she moved. Both ran on their toes, without their heels touching the packed dirt. When they reached one particular clump of trees they slowed to a walk.

"Good run," Matt Méndez said to the woman, looking over the rows of young grape vines in the field to his right. Heir to the hundred-year-old Méndez estate, he managed its affairs for the present owner, his 92 year old grandmother, Reyes Méndez.

"It's humid this morning," replied his wife Ana. Her buttery skin was glowing, almost dripping.

"You're right—not much breeze," he replied, untying the bandanna and mopping his face. He pulled his damp t-shirt away from his body and gave it a few shakes to let some air underneath. 

Looking around, she said "The grapes look happy." 

"They do. They ought to bear nicely. We'll see what kind of wine might come from them. I hope it's good."

"I do too. 

He flapped his bandanna back and forth to cool off. 

"Did you see the paper this morning?"

"Not yet. What did I miss?"

"Everybody's getting worked up about the Mars launch. That was such a smart thing your uncle cooked up."

"It must be last-minute coverage. That was a good TV special on it two nights ago. Even I learned some things I didn't know."

"Like what?"

They continued chatting another hundred yards until they turned in at the back gate of the Méndez family compound. Matt opened it and Ana stepped through, retrieving a water bottle hanging from one of the wrought iron bars. She took a sip and passed it to her husband. She slipped off her glove-like running booties and brushed her bare feet through the grass. Their two Rhodesian ridgebacks, Rajah and Rani, ran to meet them.

"You can do your stretches and I'll get us some iced tea," he said, heading for their patio gate. 

When he returned carrying two glasses, Ana was throwing tennis balls for the dogs. He sat on the glider, sipped his tea, and regarded his wife, ten feet from him, throwing balls alternately to the left and right. While one dog was running down a ball, the other was dropping one in front of her.

He studied her form. She did not throw like a girl; she put her entire body into it. She'd been an Olympic athlete, but he doubted anyone had coached her throwing motion. She pushed off on her right foot, her toes splaying with the effort, rotating her right shoulder forward quickly and snapping out her right arm, amplifying the speed. Her hand blurred forward like the popper on a whip, making a distinct "whiff" sound. The ball left her hand like an arrow. It was an ideal task for a slender person with fast reflexes. She could probably throw farther than he could, with his heavier body and arms. 

He took another drink of tea. Hearing the tinkle of ice in his glass, Ana petted the dogs, rinsed the dog slobber off her hands with water from the bottle and dried them on the towel hanging from the barbecue grill. She joined him on the glider and took several long sips. They watched the dogs panting on the grass, tongues hanging out.

"Sure is quiet around here," he said. "I miss the twins."

"I do too. I bet they're having fun. Let's call them this afternoon."

"OK. Let's wait until Dr. Dave has been here. He might have news from them himself."

Dr. Dave Jameson, a professor of physics at New Mexico State University, had tutored the twins for several years when they were younger. More recently he and Julio had become partners, overseeing a number of projects Julio had begun. Several had yielded patents which were making both Julio and Dr. Dave serious sums of money. He had arranged a summer internship for Julio at a major physics lab in Albuquerque.

"That's a good idea," Ana agreed.

"It'll be busier around here tomorrow. I sure hope my parents’ move works out."

"Of course it will. How's your mother?"

"Dad emailed this morning. She's OK, a little shaky and confused. That last stroke might have been bigger than the doctor thought."

"They'll be happier here. After all, Abuelita has four empty bedrooms in the big house. She just rattles around in it. It'll be stimulating for all of them."

"Sure. Even Dad is looking forward to it. Since he retired he doesn't have that many old friends up there. There are more down here. But are you sure you're looking forward to it?"

"Of course, Matt. I told you—this is the way my people normally live. The more merry, the...oh, phooey...."

"'The more, the merrier.'"

"I knew that. Thanks."

"Are you sure you're OK with telling Dad about you?"

"Yes. He needs to know."

"But we won't tell Mom. She gets confused enough as it is. She might tell all her friends."

"If you think we shouldn't, we won't. Now that the twins are almost adults, I'm not as worried about my identity becoming known."

"Well, I guess not, but it would still change our lives a lot. I don't want people stopping out front and taking pictures, or blow-dried media hotshots ringing the doorbell. And I don't even want to think about kooks...."

"I'll take a quick shower and then fix lunch," she said, getting to her feet.

"OK. I'll be next."

He watched the dogs watching Ana head to their house, but he was thinking about lurking kooks, and about having children who were almost adults.
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Chapter 4: Easy Prey
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"What is the range to the Navy ship?"

Pierelli stepped to the repeater.

"Twenty-two thousand yards—eleven miles...perhaps a little more. The return is weakening. He's probably dropping below our radar. We must be registering only the masts."

Hoffman grunted something unintelligible, probably obscene, in Danish.

"He will be in radio range all evening, however," Pierelli added optimistically.

"For him to be of any use to us, we would need him in minutes," Hoffman said. "An oiler is a large, slow vessel. It would take him the better part of an hour to turn and steam back to us. He has no helicopters, no SEAL teams in Zodiac boats ready for launching, only underpowered lifeboats and three-inch turret gun. By the time he could close on us, it would be too late." 

He eyed the clock over the windscreen. 

"Make a log entry of his range and the time, please, Stefano."

"Aye," the other replied, stepping to the navigation desk.

They peered into the haze another half hour. Aioki, the purser, appeared for the evening watch.

"Looks quiet," he said.

Pierelli stepped to the radar, putting his eyes to the rubber hood. Then he peered more closely, gripping the sides of the faceplate.

"Three small vessels headed this way, together, fast. Port quarter, by the stern. Seven thousand yards." 

There was a note of tension in his voice.

"All ahead emergency full," Hoffman ordered. "Present course."

Pierelli quickly punched in the engine orders.

"What's that about?" said Aioki.

Hoffman grabbed the ship's phone and punched in a number.

"Sir? Three suspicious vessels are speeding our way in line abreast. I have ordered maximum turns from the engines. I suggest you have your guests secure their belongings and themselves. We'll have rough seas soon."

"Sir...yes, sir."

He hung up and checked the gauges and the compass. 

"They're trying to pin us against the coast," Hoffman growled.

"What's happening?" said Aioki.

"Pirates," Pierelli said. "Possible pirates," he corrected.

Aioki's eyes widened. 

"Range!" said Hoffman.

"Sixty-seven hundred yards."

"Speed?"

"Ours, or theirs?"

"Both."

"We're making 28 knots, increasing slowly. The contacts...uh, let me calculate...uh, 38, 39 knots."

"They've got us," said Hoffman, slamming the console, "that is, they'll get us. Nothing we can do. Send a Mayday, Stefano."

The door to the bridge crashed open. A tall, well-dressed man of about 50 with a pronounced paunch and an angry expression stormed in. He glared forward, through the glass.

"Where are the bastards?" he shouted. "Show me!"

Pierelli was talking on the radio on the starboard side of the bridge. Hoffman tapped the radar repeater.

"Here, Mr. Jeffers."

The man studied the screen several seconds, his jaw working.

"Straight for us! God damn it! Sound general quarters! Unlock the magazine, Captain! We're gonna blast those humps to kingdom come! All hands to battle stations!"

The ship was now rolling wildly, the bow pitching a good four meters. Hoffman checked the gauges.

"Thirty-two knots," he said calmly.

Jeffers' eyes blazed.

"Did you hear me, Captain? Sound general quarters, immediately! Break out the weapons!"

Hoffman regarded Jeffers coolly.

"Sir," he said, "these incidents only result in injuries when there is resistance. The pirates want us alive, and the ship intact. It's all about money. If we fight, we stand to be shot, sir, and your beautiful ship destroyed."

"It's my ship, Hoffman! God damn it, I own this ship! And I say we fight these bloody wogs! We'll give them a taste of their own medicine. Do you hear me, Hoffman?"

The two men, one red-faced and so furious he was trembling, the other as calm as a priest, faced off a good ten seconds.

"Well? Well?"

"There will be no weapons, sir."
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Chapter 5: Date! With a Girl!
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What the blazes was he going to do about his Tister? The bus lurched and swayed to a stop to let two students off. His stomach lurched and swayed with it.

He'd never lied to his parents and he didn't want to start now. Clio had always been the impetuous twin, but this time she could be heading into really serious trouble. Yes, their parents would be preoccupied with all those ceremonies and things in Florida, but that also meant they'd probably be unavailable to help if Clio suddenly needed them. What if she required help in a hurry? What if she weren't even able to ask for help?

The bus gathered speed, thumping ponderously twice over a speed bump. The next stop was his own dorm, on the east side of town, nearer the mountains. He looked out the window but whatever there was to see didn't register in his brain. All he could think to do was stay in close touch with her by phone. If it seemed like her situation was getting risky, then he'd do something. He had no idea what. But he'd do something.

In the meantime, there was tonight's lecture to look forward to—there was never a bad time to puzzle with the four forces of the universe. Walking up to the lobby entrance squinting against the bright sun, he was struck by an idea. Maybe his new girlfriend would like to go with him!

She'd only been in the program two weeks to his three but he knew her to be a terrific mathematician. The physics part of the lecture might not interest her that much but she could probably follow it. He could ask her out to eat first! It would be a date! And neither his parents nor his Tister would have to know—there would be no embarrassing question period beforehand!

When he called to invite her she seemed delighted to accept, and that plunged him into a weird combination of dread and anticipation. He'd never taken a girl on a date all by himself before. An hour was barely enough time to select a dress shirt that went well with his only pair of slacks, wipe off his shoes and change his socks, comb and recomb his hair, and inspect himself in the mirror three times with the most minute care. He figured she would be late like most girls, but he went down to the lobby five minutes early, there she was. Whatever should he say?

"Dhwani! Hi!"

"Hi, Julio!"

"You look nice!"

"Thanks!"

She really did look great. He'd first met her in a classroom where a visiting professor was explaining the Hahn-Banach theorem. Advanced algebra wasn't one of his favorite areas, but the new girl in the program asked some excellent questions, and he found his interest in the topic, and the girl, growing. Afterwards, they continued their discussion in the cafeteria, where Julio began to feel the attraction of a kindred soul. It was only later, in his room, as he replayed their encounter in his mind, that he realized she was also spectacularly beautiful.

Her name was Dhwani Mehta, she was 17, and she was from India. A slight inch taller than he was, she had gorgeous, flowing black hair, huge sparkling brown eyes, high cheekbones, lovely dark caramel skin, and a smile that would stop traffic. And a mathematical mind! They hit it off right away. 

She was inordinately impressed that he could speak Hindi, despite his disclaimer that it was his mother's fault for hiring a Hindi-speaking nanny (among speakers of other languages) when he was small. At the same time, she refused to speak Hindi with him. She was in America, she said, and she wanted to improve her English—her American English. In any case, Julio wasn't sure he could discuss advanced mathematics in Hindi, so English it was.

As for a place to eat, she absolutely refused to consider an Indian restaurant. She was certain it had to be awful. Instead, she wanted to go native: New Mexican food! Julio had heard good things about La Paloma Blanca, which happened to be within easy walking distance, and it fortunately turned out to be an upscale, elegant place with gourmet-quality food. 

Over the course of the meal Julio learned Dhwani's father was an engineer, her mother a homemaker, and her big sister an actress. He also learned that the chilies and peppers he had hated all his life were far too tame for Dhwani. She ate hers and his as well. They might as well have been cucumbers for all he could tell from her reaction.

Dhwani thanked him graciously but seemed unimpressed by the nearly hundred dollars it cost. Perhaps her parents had lots of money. Fortunately, his debit card covered it easily.

The presentation afterwards was very nearly a disaster. The lecturer, a rumpled, tousle-headed professor from Austria (was he trying to channel Einstein?) scribbled formulas and talked rapidly, well over the heads of most of his audience. Moreover, his proposal for a unified field theory seemed faulty to Julio, and when the professor asked if there were any questions, he was visibly displeased when Julio disputed several of his calculations having to do with gravity.

The professor insisted one of Julio's points, in particular, was badly in error, but Julio, instead of keeping his mouth shut, pointed out that the propulsion system used by Thoman civilization to power a spacecraft nearly to the speed of light suggested that he, Julio, was correct. The professor scoffed in such a way as to impugn not only Julio but Thoman physicists, which Julio deeply resented though he didn't dare say that his mother was from Thomo and he was half Thoman himself. He retorted that the better response to the Thomans' unquestioned achievement would be curiosity rather than disbelief, and that he, Julio would some day prove the point on Earth. 

"Und how vould you accomplish zat, young sir?" the professor sneered.

In all seriousness Julio responded, "I would build a quantum wave generator that would generate gravity waves. These waves would be vectored so as to generate forces sufficient to alter the magnetic field around it. Once the generator is tuned to the point that the waves are adequately dense, enough thrust might be derived to propel a vessel in the vacuum of space."

The professor leaned onto the lectern and peered at Julio.

"Young gentleman," he said with the slightest smile, "I tink I vould suggest zat you take your ideas to Hollyvood. Ze movies can make great use of your teories." 

He stood back from the lectern and looked around the room. 

"Ah zere any uzzer questions?"

Julio stomped out of the hall burning with indignation—until Dhwani began speaking in her lilting, musical English.

"Could you believe that man?" she said. "What nerve he had! You made excellent points about his formulas and all he could do was insult you about them. How rude! How unscientific! How unmathematical! He is a barbarian!"

"Hmm," he muttered, jolted out of his funk and finally glancing at her, registering her flashing eyes and the large, jangly silver earrings glinting through her flowing black hair.

"Oh, forget him. I want some dessert. I think I'd like some chocolate cake and ice cream. Would you join me?"
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Chapter 6: The Big Reveal
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Matt and Ana were straightening up both the kitchen and the living room after lunch. Dr. Dave was due in twenty minutes. Matt guessed his slightly unusual visit would have something to do with Julio. 

He closed the dishwasher, wiped off the counter, and hung the dish towel on the rack by the sink. Ana was cleaning off the coffee table and nudging the living room furniture into better alignment. The two Siamese cats, April and Diana, refused to move off the couch, forcing Ana to arrange the cushions around them. 

Matt slid a rug into place with his shoe. The plate with the dessert bars on it was still on the table. He broke off a piece, popped it in his mouth, and set the plate in the microwave oven to protect it from the cats. 

"Mmm. Wotsismadotuff?" he asked.

Distracted, Ana looked up quizzically.

"What?"

He swallowed.

"'Scuse me. What's in this?"

"Oh. I read about a pastry chef who started making desserts without sugar, nuts, or chocolate. I was trying to make a granola bar like that. It's toasted oats, sesame seeds, and dried fruit. Do you like it?"

He swallowed again. 

"Yeah. It's different. Tasty!"

She changed the subject.

"Did you ever hear from Rob Coombs?"

"Uh-huh. Late last night. Everything's set. He'll meet me in Miami and we'll drive to Cape Kennedy before you arrive."

"Have you tried on your mustache?"

"Not with the glue, but I held it in place while I had the sunglasses on. I didn't recognize myself!"

"You can show me later. I still think a beard would be good, too."

"Coombs said no. He said security people should blend in. A beard would be too recognizable."

"Well, he should know."

"It's gonna be so weird going to an event you’re also at, and pretending I don't even know you."

"Yes, it will be. I'll have to remember not to search the crowd looking for you."

"I guess that's the price we pay for you getting me in to the coolest event of the year...of the decade, really. I won't...."

His voice tapered off as the dogs began barking outside. April streaked toward Clio's room at the back of the house. Her littermate Diana, having the opposite personality, jumped to the back of the couch and crouched with wide eyes and ears erect. The third cat, Raisin, emerged from under the computer desk and hissed fiercely at the front door. Raisin weighed a good 40 pounds and resembled a half-grown mountain lion except for her remarkably long and lynx-like tufted ears. Her "language" included six or eight different hisses for different situations. This one was clearly cautionary.

Matt opened the front door.

"Hey there, Dave, come in!"

"Hey, Matt. Thanks. Hi, Ana. Hi, Raisin."

Dave had had a memorable moment the first time he'd met Raisin, but he knew by now to ignore her and make no sudden moves and all would be well, probably. She was the only caracal he'd ever seen, and the only one he ever wanted to see. It took a few minutes to provide Dave a glass of tea and discuss the weather and his new SUV before they got down to the reason for his visit. Matt brought it up obliquely.

"So how's Julio doing? He doesn't tell us much on the phone."

"I saw him Monday. He's doing great, having a wonderful time with the lasers, the vacuum chambers, the water-jet cutters, all sorts of lab equipment. You can never tell what he'll come up with. He really has the soul of an inventor. He has such a great feel for the theoretical underpinnings of the physics behind the stuff he plays with. That's what I wanted to talk to you guys about.

"He's attracting quite a bit of notice at Western Physics. There are people there who have been working on projects for years, and Julio has had some great ideas to contribute to three or four of them. I mean, he's just an intern, but some of the old hands are starting to seek him out and bounce ideas off him.

“He and I did that for years, so I know the feeling. At first they probably thought he was just another smart young kid, but they're beginning to realize he's well beyond that. He's one of a kind. He's for real.

"I wouldn't be surprised if one of those guys doesn't make a big breakthrough in something or other and gives Julio partial credit. He's going to make a name for himself, I think, and soon, maybe."

Dave shook his head.

"What I'm getting at is this: Julio's leaving the everyday geniuses—like me, for one, ahem—behind. I think you ought to consider getting him into MIT or some other big science and engineering school. They've accepted youngsters before. They'd give him a full scholarship, the whole ride, and he could breeze through to an advanced degree and go on to a dynamite career in whatever he wanted. I'd be glad to help him get there, if you like. It would be a privilege, in fact."

He sat back to watch their response. It wasn't what he expected. Matt was staring at the table thoughtfully. After a few seconds he cut his eyes to his wife, who looked back at him soberly. It was as if they'd just heard bad news.

Finally Ana nodded at Matt ever so slightly, pushed back from the table, got up, and left the room. Matt sighed.

"That's great, Dave," Matt said, his voice flat. "But there's a slight problem. We're gonna explain it to you, but I hope, I really hope, you can keep it strictly to yourself. It's kind of a family secret, y'see."

Dave realized his mouth was open. He closed it. Ana returned. She laid a large three-ring binder on the table. Matt pushed it to him.

"Here. Leaf through this a bit. Background."

He opened it. It looked like a scrapbook. After flipping through a couple pages he realized it was a collection of material about one of his favorite celebrities, the woman who was unquestionably the first extraterrestrial alien to come to Earth. He'd been a young professor when she created a sensation at the Olympic Games, which she'd done to make people understand that Earth was endangered by two meteors which would collide and shower the planet with disastrous high-speed debris. He'd been an amateur astronomer all his life but her presence had changed the way he thought about the universe. Great scrapbook!

He turned more pages: Newsweek, Time, Sports Illustrated, even an article from The New Yorker. He remembered some of them. There were clippings from newspapers, too, page after page. But wait—why were the Méndezes showing him this for background on a "slight problem?" 

He stopped turning pages at a picture showing her on the set of the David Lehrman show. He looked at Matt. Then at Ana. Then back down to the picture. Then back at Ana. 

Oh, Jesus Christ! His mouth fell open again. He sucked in air. The skin on his temples stretched taut.

"Oh, my God!"

Both were watching him.

"Oh, my God! Of course!"

His chair rocked backwards as he stumbled to his feet. Ana stood too. He groped for her hand and held it, like a fool.

"I...I...."

"It's all right, Dave," Matt said.

"I'm...I'm...."

"I know," Ana said, patting his hand. "You're Dave. I'm Ana. Please, have a seat, Dave." 

He sat. His face was burning. Ana Darcy! Anneyn Darshiell! From the planet Thomo, twenty-five light years, trillions of miles away! Traveled at nearly the speed of light to get here! In person! Right in front of him! He'd known her for years!

"That's the problem, Dave," Matt said. "If this gets out, our lives would be hell."

He was in shock. His hands were trembling. He held them below the table.

"No lie," he managed to say.

"And it would be worse for the twins. They won't just be Clio and Julio any more—they'll always be known as the half-extraterrestrial children of Ana Darcy. It'll probably happen eventually, but for their sake we're hoping to delay it until they're 18, at least."

Matt waited a beat.

"So that's why there's a problem with Julio and notoriety right now. He thinks our worries are exaggerated, but he has no idea how intrusive people can be, especially media people. We can't tell him not to study whatever he wants, or to stop creating things. But if those things draw notice to him, well, we have a problem."

"Oh, man. Yeah, we do."

"We've considered this before, Ana and I. We have an idea to try out on you, one that we hope might work, with your cooperation."

"What?"

"Your present partnership with Julio is working reasonably well. Take that improvement he came up with for lithium batteries. You two share the patent and the royalties. The technical paper you wrote had both your names on it, but yours was first. A stranger would think most of the credit was yours. After all, you're the senior member. You have the degrees. Julio is the junior partner. He doesn't give a damn about renown. Why don't you continue this partnership a few more years at least? We'll talk to him too, and point out the advantages for now. You can too. That way, he can continue to be your assistant. What do you think?"

Dave was still breathing deeply. 

"There's no big hurry. Think about it, OK?" Matt added.

"OK, sure," Dave replied, blinking his eyes rapidly. He looked at his watch and then at Ana.

"Ma'am...Ms., uh, Ana?  Can I...can I have a half hour to...to ask you some questions...about your travels? Please?"

She smiled.

"Sure, Dave. You can have more than that, now and later too. Just between us, please."

He sat back in his chair.

"Oh, jeez," he said, patting his chest, "Oh, me."
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Chapter 7: C’est fini
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"Make turns for five knots, same course."

"Five knots aye, course 265º aye," Pierelli replied. 

He punched in the engine orders. The captain remaining calm helped him remain calm. 

Hoffman stepped to the port side to look through the windscreen. There was no need to consult the radar. Two forty-foot open boats were closing from 200 meters off the port beam. A third was leaving a foamy wake off the starboard beam. Each boat held four or five ragged, skinny, dark men waving guns.

"That damn fool!" Hoffman spat out.

"Who?"

"Jeffers. He's down on the main deck, with a rifle."

"Uh-oh. What can we do?"

"Nothing. Did you tell the crew to get their passports?"

"I did."

Several faint pops sounded outside the bridge.

"Shit," said Hoffman. Ten seconds later he added, "Hit the deck!"

Both men lay flat. A thunderous boom shook the bridge.

"What the hell was that?" Pierelli exclaimed.

"Rocket-propelled grenade," Hoffman grunted. "Stay low."

"Don't worry."

Another explosion, further astern, rattled the ship. The wild motion of the vessel at speed lessened as it slowed in the water. Several minutes passed. Hoffman got to his feet. Two of the boats were secured to their starboard side with grappling hooks. As he watched, six disheveled armed men climbed over the gunwales.

What's happening?" asked Pierelli.

"Call a damage party. Make a log entry," Hoffman replied. "It's over."
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Chapter 8: Being a Tourist
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Clio's trip to Mexico was not fun, but not because of Dr. Philpott's vehicle, which was a late-model Suburban. The ride was quiet, cool, and smooth. Human factors were the problem, mainly the two Philpott children, Derek and Keira. For one thing, they managed to fight with each other or their parents at least once every hour. For another, they completely ignored Clio. Derek, 17, spent his time stretched out in the back seat, plugged into his iPod and playing a video game. Keira, 16, sat in the captain's chair next to Clio, in the middle row. When she wasn't sniping at one of her family members, she was sending text messages furiously. 

Clio watched the scenery go by and considered her two young companions. Both were blond and good looking, especially Keira, with her peaches and cream complexion, angelic face, button nose, and deep blue eyes. She wore dangerously short shorts and a tight strawberry t-shirt that emphasized her considerable chest. Even Derek commented about it, at a refueling stop, when strangers’ heads turned as Keira headed to the rest room. He snickered about her "bodacious ta-tas," a term Clio was unfamiliar with but which was manifestly clear. He snickered again when he added for Clio's benefit, "But you don't have to worry about that." 

They didn't like her; that much was clear. The only clue to a reason was an earlier comment by Keira when they had picked her up. Dr. Philpott was putting her travel bag in the back while Derek grumpily moved his digital toys to the back seat. 

"So," Keira said with a sweet smile, "how's the brainy little intern today?"

At least Dr. Philpott had been civil if not chatty. His wife, informally dressed but fully made up, was neutral at best. When she wasn't trading barbs with her children, she read a lurid paperback romance, to judge by the cover.

They cleared Mexican customs at Las Palomas after a cursory examination. The land in Mexico looked just like the country Clio had grown up in around Las Cruces, and why shouldn't it? It was all part of the Chihuahuan Desert and they were less than 100 miles from her home. There were low rows of mountains in the distance, and sand dunes and scrubby, hard land dotted with struggling plants and cactus in the foreground.

Two tedious hours later, in the late afternoon, they were nearing Mata Ortiz, a tiny town spread out along the highway, seemingly oriented along a miniscule river which paralleled a range of low mountains. The first buildings, mostly adobe or masonry, were scattered far apart. A few farmhouses lay up the slopes toward the mountains, surrounded by small plots of subsistence crops. 

Dr. Philpott slowed the Suburban as it reached the town proper, which seemed no more than three or four blocks wide on either side of the highway. Clio noted a small Catholic church, a police station, and a number of art galleries and potters' shops nestled among modest houses and miscellaneous businesses. Dr. Philpott slowed further and turned off the highway, soon stopping before a rambling, bright blue house with barred windows. A wrought iron fence enclosed a yard whose only decoration was a half dozen large, colorful pots containing ornamental plants.

"This is it," he said, pulling up out front and shutting off the engine. Keira rolled her eyes.

It took an hour for everyone to unpack their luggage and freshen up. Clio had her own little room, just big enough for a bed, a tiny table and a chair. The family met out front as the sun went down and walked to a restaurant on the main street two blocks away. Clio learned the Philpots had been here once before, without their children. They took it upon themselves to regale the three youngsters over dinner with accounts of all the wonders they would see tomorrow: ceramics, mostly. Clio, unlike the other two, successfully pretended mild interest. 

"So, Clio," Mrs. Philpott said as the waitress set down cup-size dessert bowls of pistachio ice cream, "Arthur tells me you have your own interests to pursue. Is that right?"

"Yes, ma'am. There's supposed to be a famous curandero here somewhere. I'd like to find him and talk to him." 

Mrs. Philpott's brow furrowed, and Clio added, "That's like a medicine man...a healer." 

The woman nodded sagely, shaping her mouth into a silent "O."

Derek and Keira, having bolted their ice cream, were getting restless.

"Dad, we're gonna go look
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