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Prologue



“So, child, the time has come.”

Mira gazed at her father, the highest-ranking elder on her planet. Tall, with regal bearing and a full head of silver hair, Thane cut an imposing figure. He’d adopted her as an infant, after her parents were killed in an accident, and she owed him her allegiance for rescuing her from a lonely future as a ward of the state. Although he wasn’t sentimental, he had brought her into his home and seen to it she had every advantage available as the daughter of a leader.

She inspected the pristine cubicle of the transporter room, its gray walls and tubular furniture, its impersonal ambience—a true reflection of her orderly, but stagnant, world. “What will you do while awaiting our return?”

His brows rose. “My duty, of course. I will continue to lead the council’s discussion on future interaction with the people of Earth, and our scientists will search for a way to bring our male citizens back to full potency.”

“But this mission—? I thought Project Rejuvenation was the answer to our problem.”

Thane frowned. “There is always a possibility Project Rejuvenation will fail.”

His words hit Mira like a slap. Generations of cloning and gene manipulation had left their men either impotent or sterile. Nine women had been chosen for a journey of hope, a mission the scientists had declared was their best chance to rectify past errors in judgment. She and the other eight travelers were committed to succeed, and now it sounded as if her own father had doubts.

“I thought everyone had agreed this was the only logical way to save our world.”

“In theory, we believe it to be so, but your success or failure will be the truest test. And there are still some who disapprove of the idea of infusing our people with the blood of an inferior race.” He squared his shoulders. “Are you prepared? Do you have questions before you leave that weren’t covered in training?”

She recalled the information she planned to review on her journey, even though the details of life on Earth, the customs of its people, their speech patterns and mannerisms, had been one of her favorite areas of study. As an expert in life on other planets, she’d felt a kinship with those known as humans the moment she read about their struggles and advancements.


“I plan to go over each lesson with care. I’m determined not to fail.”

Thane pulled at his beard. “Of the nine, you placed highest in testing, Mira. We are confident you will honor your oath and do as ordered. The others are near to perfect, but you…”

She let him itemize her supposedly stellar qualities without listening. He loved her in his own way, was proud of her accomplishments, but Thane had adopted her for one simple reason: She’d been evaluated and found exceptional. At the time of her parents’ deaths, he and the other elders had been well along in their work on Project Rejuvenation. Childless and with no hope of producing offspring, he’d used his political influence to make her his heir. When she returned, he would share in her success and bask in her glory.

“I have a gift,” he said, intruding on her musings. He placed a heavy hand on her shoulder. “You have the bracelet and ear chips like the others, but this is…special.” He set a metal box no bigger than her little finger on the table.

“What is it?”

“A transmitter. It’s been synchronized to link you directly to my personal communicator in the council chambers and at home.”

“Why am I being given such a thing?”

“We fear there may be difficulty with your human, though not through your doing. The others are being sent to remote areas where the chance for detection is slim, but your target resides in the most powerful city on the planet. Therefore, you will be in the greatest danger. If you use it, I’ll know your mission has become compromised. Be certain it remains activated, and I will make sure you are rescued.”

The nine women had been told they were being sent to the man with whom each would have the highest likelihood of success. The compatibility factor with her target was 99.9 percent, as it was with all the couples. It was the individual traveler’s duty to elude capture by use of her wits, mental gift, or gemstones. If they were discovered, they’d been given the wherewithal to contact the mother ship for emergency retrieval.

“I agreed to go, knowing the perils, but it doesn’t seem right that I have an edge over the others. It isn’t ethical to treat me differently because I’m your daughter.”

“You were given this honor on your merit, not because you’re my child.” Thane’s almost gentle expression turned guarded. “Besides, we have only one. The council members decreed you have need of it most.”

Picking up the object, Mira tucked it in her bag. Though she had several character flaws, being stubborn when faced with logic wasn’t one of them. She didn’t regret that she’d been known as Thane’s daughter most of her life, but was pleased she’d managed to carve a career for herself as an expert in the field of understanding the inhabitants of other worlds. Fortunately, this mission would give her the opportunity to further her studies and honor her biological parents, as well. Her mother and father were a traditional couple who refused to order their lone child from a list or clone her from an already perfect being. If she’d been born with low intelligence or a deformity, they still would have loved her.

A bell sounded, and she stood. Thane embraced her, his arms tightening for a moment. “Go, daughter, and fulfill your destiny.”

She walked to the entry chute that would take her directly to her traveling pod. But she was already thinking of her child and the life they would share when she returned.

A child she would love with all her heart.









One



“Are we still tracking?” Lucas Diamond focused on the interstellar map mounted on his office wall. His body tensed in anticipation as he rose from his chair. “Stay on them, Jensen, we can’t lose them now.”

“Still tracking, sir,” the dispatcher responded, his voice growing in strength. “We’ve pinpointed three touchdowns, with six to go. Make that four,” he corrected rapid fire. “North Dakota, Arizona, southern Virginia, north Texas…”

“Hell, they’re hitting ground like hailstones.” Lucas speared rigid fingers through his hair. “I want the list and exact coordinates in here immediately, and bring in the others as you get them.”

“Yes, sir, will do—” Jensen paused. “Uh, make that five, sir. Add Montana to the list.”

Lucas set the receiver in the cradle and pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. He’d caught a few hours of sleep a day ago, and that was only because the president had ordered him to do so. It had been a smart move, even though he hadn’t wanted to miss a moment of what he knew was the biggest event the United States—the world—had ever experienced. He’d always believed they were out there, but he’d never actually thought—

His intercom buzzed. “Yes, Peggy?”

“It’s Martin. I thought you’d want to speak to him.”

“Thanks. And make sure you copy the touchdown list when it comes in, then notify each team of the specific coordinates. Tell them to head for the site and begin their investigation.”

He took a deep breath before he picked up the phone. When Martin Maddox had retired as director of the Division of Interstellar Activity three years ago, he’d been Lucas’s superior, mentor, and friend. In all the excitement of the past week, Lucas had neglected to call him; but as far as he was concerned, Maddox had as much right to be informed as the president. The ex-director had more details on extraterrestrial theory stored in his brain than the entire department could ever hope to remember.

“Martin.”

“I’ve been waiting for your call. Never thought you’d leave me out of the loop, son.”

“I know, and I apologize.” Lucas ran his free hand through his hair. “But you can imagine what it’s been like down here.”


“I have a pretty good idea,” Martin said. “I’m anxious, not angry.”

“Then you’re aware of what’s happening?”

“Aware? I’ve been tracking those stars for the last seventy-two hours. At first, I thought they were an undetected celestial phenomenon, then a meteor shower. When I saw they had a path and a purpose, I about dirtied my drawers. I have buddies as far away as California phoning and e-mailing me as if it was the Second Coming. Hundreds of amateur astronomers have locked on to those stars, Lucas. I hope you realize this won’t stay quiet for long.”

“I know. We’re lucky they’re all heading for fairly remote areas of the country. We plan to deny everything until there’s something concrete to report, which will probably take a while. It’s our only hope for containment.”

“Containment?” Martin snorted. “How in the hell are you going to manage that? As soon as word leaks out, the tabloids will be on the story like ants on a cracker crumb.”

His mentor was right, but Lucas still believed they had a handle on security. “Other than denials, there will be no press conferences or news releases until I say so. I decided to send in small teams, two or three operatives per site, which should cut down on speculation, and they’ve been ordered to keep things low key. Peggy’s giving each team the go-ahead as we speak. The rest of the agency is in lockdown, and we’ve reminded everyone of the consequences of a security breach. More importantly, the military has been ordered to stand clear. I’ve convinced the big man it should be DIA all the way, and he agrees.”

“I’m impressed with your powers of persuasion,” said Martin. “And I don’t blame you. The only thing those military men ever want to do is blow things up. Remember the piss poor job the army did at Kecksberg and Roswell.”

“The president knows that. Thank God, he sees it our way.”

“At least you have the luxury of top-notch equipment. Even with my state-of-the-art Meade, I had a hard time homing in on the closest star when they split up. Since there are two on the East Coast, I decided to keep tabs on the baby headed your way.”

“I didn’t think you’d bother tracking the craft aimed for Canada, when we have one veering toward southern Virginia. It even managed to evade the NASA contingent on Wallops until a few hours ago.”

“Canada?” Martin barked out a laugh. “How long has it been since you touched base with the control room?”

“About ten minutes.” Perspiration broke out on Lucas’s forehead. “I’ve only been informed of five touchdowns. I’m still waiting for the coordinates on the others. What do you know that I—”

There was a knock, then Peggy poked her head around the corner. “Lucas.” She trotted to his desk. “The control room super just brought this in. You’ll want to see it.” She handed him the memo, then stood as if waiting for his reaction.


He scanned the page, and his stomach turned cartwheels. “They’re sure?”

“Looks like it’s going to get even more hectic around here in the next sixty minutes,” his second-in-command said in her usual manner of not answering him directly.

“Wipe that grin off your face and call the big boss. Tell him I’ll be there in a few minutes, then I’m going out to take a firsthand look at things.” He remembered Martin was on the line, and realized the man was still a jump ahead of him and NASA, even though he was a hundred miles away. “You might have told me the Canadian star did a 180,” he groused into the receiver. “Instead of letting me find out from Peggy.”

“Don’t beat yourself or your men up about it. The damn thing turned on a dime. But I would go over each team member’s profile and their last interview again, just to make sure there aren’t any rats in the woodpile. Harden and Griggs were self-serving sons of bitches when they worked for me. They can’t have mellowed any since you were promoted over them.”

“They’re the same, but they know their stuff. And they weren’t happy that I ordered them to stay here. The only reason I made them team commanders was so I could stay on their backs.” Lucas opened his briefcase and stuffed in every page of pertinent data he’d collected as he continued to talk. “Now that I’ve let you in on my secret, you’ll be the one I turn to if they find out.”

“Gee, thanks,” Martin muttered. “I think.”


“You’re at the cabin?”

“Where else?”

“We counted nine. Is that what you have?”

“Exactly. You have enough qualified field operatives to hit that many sites?”

“Are you wrangling to come out of retirement?”

“I would for this one. All you have to do is ask.”

Lucas blew out a breath. “Then stay on alert because I may need you. We’re covered for now, but not every scout is first-string.”

“Too bad. How’s your weather?”

“Raining cats and dogs. I had no idea we’d be lucky enough to get a backyard landing, so I’ll have to put together a makeshift team and recall the pair I sent to upstate New York. The men I have left are green, but they’ll be so thrilled to go on this assignment they won’t care that they’re mucking their way through a deluge.”

“I assume you’ll join them?” The older man made it a statement, not a question.

“Just as soon as I’m done briefing the president.”

“Then I won’t hold you up,” said Martin. “Oh, and tell him I said hello.”

 

Mira braced for the jolt as her pod skimmed the tree line on its trajectory to Earth. The transporter was only a bit larger than her body and composed of little more than a rubbery gel of electronically charged particles, proteins, and amino acids. Designed to be steered by her mind, it would shield her from injury upon impact, then dissolve in the first heavy rain. If she landed in a river or lake, the pod would begin the process immediately, disintegrating as she extricated herself and swam to shore.

Each of the landings had been programmed for darkness to avoid detection. The current heavy rainfall swamping the East Coast was both a boon and a deterrent. Precipitation would hasten the destruction of the pod, but it had thrown her vehicle off track, causing the need for a manual realignment before she veered too far from her target. The sooner the pod dissolved, the better.

Branches whipped at the craft as Mira peered through the trees, dodging huge specimens that loomed in her path. Because it was May on Earth, most of the trees were approaching full leaf. Finally, the pod skipped over a body of water and skidded to a halt. Climbing out, she stepped into what looked to be a shallow stream. Clambering ashore, she wiped the water dripping from her hair and eyes and gave the pod a final glance, pleased to see it melting into the current.

Shaking her limbs, she stretched out the kinks, shook the water from her face and hair, and headed deeper into the forest. Threading her way over fallen logs and piles of organic matter, she made a mental approximation of her landing site: Rock Creek Park in the District of Columbia, capital of the United States.

The immense size of the park would assist in her cover. If need be, she could climb a tree and hide in the V of its branches, but a comfortable bed under an outcropping of rock or in a cave would be safer. Better still, she’d find a softhearted human willing to direct her to a place of peace. She’d been told the larger cities here had shelters for homeless citizens who needed—

A dog howled, and she stilled at the familiar sound. The canine was a common Earth animal similar to a type found on her planet. Turning in a circle, she squinted into the night. To her left, lights flared in the distance, bobbing as if being carried. More lights spaced equally apart and moving steadily as if affixed to a vehicle, followed them. She heard a chorus of howls, the baying almost frantic, and guessed the creatures had caught a scent.

Since hunting wasn’t allowed in these woods, there could be only one reason for the lights and vehicles—and the dogs.

Her.

She cut through the forest at a lope, keeping on an angle until she found the stream again. Dogs often lost scent of their prey in water, another positive to aid in her escape. She splashed through the rivulet at a run, ignoring her wet boots and soaked uniform. The rain was warm, as she supposed the atmosphere would be once the storm cleared. She never got sick, and doubted the damp would affect her, but she’d be uncomfortable while waiting for her clothes to dry.

Circling shrubs, she ran backward over her tracks. Executing evasive measures, she improvised a looping pattern then crisscrossed her footsteps to walk an X between the trees. Though tedious, the backtracking was necessary to confuse the dogs and buy a few more precious minutes.

The howling seemed louder. Holding her breath, she heard voices on the breeze and plunged ahead, moving faster. Think, Mira, she ordered herself as she ran. Stay focused and think. Another series of lights glowed ahead, but their bluish cast was more like the glare of streetlamps in a city. The thought urged her on. If she lost herself in a crowd of humans, their scents would mingle, further confusing the dogs.

She had exceptional sight and hearing, honed through her mental ability to suggest and manipulate. Hers was an unusual psychic skill, and one that cooperated only if she were in complete control and her subject compliant. She’d had little practice using it because so many of her people were capable of blocking outside suggestions with their own mental shields.

Before she’d entered training, she and the rare others like her had engaged in testing to see how far they could take their talents, but she had no idea how they would work on the people of Earth. Very few humans had psychic powers, and those who did only tapped into the tip of what they could accomplish. Still, she had to be careful of how she used her skill. They’d been told by their scouts that humans did not take kindly to being mentally manipulated and would be even less understanding of someone prying into their private space.

Engrossed in thought, she tripped over a fallen log and began to roll in a tangle of wet vegetation and branches. She relaxed her body and went with the motion, knowing it would be less destructive if she hit a boulder loose-limbed. Her forward momentum finally slowed. Dizzy, she lay still and caught her breath. Her mind eased when the sound of the dogs seemed farther away.

Standing, she checked for injuries. Nothing was broken, but she’d be bruised and sore the next day. Stumbling toward the rumble of motorized vehicles, she focused ahead and saw flat ground. She was at the edge of a road—a place where humans drove their automobiles and other modes of transportation.

Mira finger combed her hair and tucked it behind her ears, then brushed at the leaves and debris clinging to her clothes. Stepping onto the rim of the highway, she waited until she saw a car in the distance. Gathering her courage, she positioned herself in its path and concentrated on the mind of the driver.

If the human didn’t stop, Mira hoped he or she would have the decency to go around her. If not, her mission would be over before it began.

 

Lucas ran a hand through his sopping-wet hair. He’d needed it cut a week ago, just about the time they’d first spotted the lights. With all the excitement, he’d never had a moment free. At this rate, it would be down to his shoulders before he could get it taken care of.

He stood on the crest of a hill, balancing carefully on a huge boulder. Rock Creek Park was over seventeen hundred acres of recreational territory accessible to the general public, and a very clever place to stage an alien landing. Encircled by a series of highways, it housed bike trails, hiking paths, a zoo, even a planetarium, which—luckily for him—had been closed this past month for repairs. The area was large, with sections rarely patrolled by the Park Police. Some places were so remote that several years ago a congressional intern’s corpse had gone missing for eleven months before the cops found it at the bottom of one of the park’s many drop-offs.

When the dogs had gone crazy about a quarter mile back, he’d stuck close and kept his voice low, even though stealth was impossible with the baying hounds. He’d also had his men collect water and soil samples in the area where they believed the actual landing had occurred, but it was going to be tough getting a decent lab report with the downpour washing away everything in its path.

Martin had tutored him to expect a well-thought-out plan. They also agreed that if the aliens decided to show themselves they would probably not have destructive intentions. Trouble was, not too many others shared their theory. If certain factions knew of their beliefs, Lucas was certain he’d be laughed out of his position.

Still, he’d managed to convince the president that aliens with the advanced technology needed to travel the galaxies would have the weapons and wherewithal to blow up the Earth in a heartbeat. The cave drawings were proof they’d come to the planet for centuries, but men had been too primitive to interest them in those first visits. When humans finally became smart enough and civilized enough to make it worth their while, Earth embroiled itself in a series of wars.

Once things turned peaceful, aliens sent a scouting mission to Roswell, but the ship crashed, and its survivors were taken prisoner. Unfortunately, the travelers had died, though no one in charge would say exactly how it happened. Their spacecraft, hidden a couple of miles underground in Area 51, was still being studied. Lucas knew, because he’d seen it for himself.

In the next forty-plus years, extraterrestrials had tried again and again to reach us. They’d used crop circles, shown themselves to our astronauts, even buzzed the White House. And in return, they’d received nothing but belligerence.

Things had quieted down over the past decade, but the appearance of a flotilla of spaceships over Mexico a year ago proved they were testing the waters. That night’s bold touchdown told him they were again trying to communicate.

Thus his assumption that whatever had landed would be wary, probably terrified and, more importantly, well trained. The fact that they were brave enough to land smack in the middle of the District of Columbia meant they would be forced to venture out in public, which told Lucas another important fact. Their visitors didn’t resemble “grays,” the slang name for the slightly built, big-eyed creatures that had touched down at Roswell and were depicted in cave drawings, but looked human enough to blend in with any man on the street.

Phelps, one of his brightest but greenest recruits, charged toward him from left of the ravine. “The hounds are all over the map, sir. Rigosi is with their handler, but he’s not too happy right now.”

“What seems to be the problem?” asked Lucas, but he had his suspicions.

“It’s wet, and damned dark—pardon my language, sir. And whatever it was ran a darned good evasive track. They—or it—were either in complete panic mode or extremely clever.”

Extremely clever, thought Lucas, but the sound of heavy footsteps accompanied by the scent of noxious fumes kept him from voicing his comment.

“So you haven’t found what you’re looking for?”

Lucas ignored the figure towering over Phelps. “It’s too late to do any more tonight. Tell Rigosi to stand down. The men should get a decent night’s sleep, and we’ll meet at the start point at six.”

Phelps nodded and took off. Lucas peered into the darkness, willing the man climbing up next to him to disappear. “I believe the army was given orders to stay clear of all areas my teams were known to be working, Major.”

“We were.” Major Everett Randall shifted on the boulder, his bulk almost pushing Lucas’s six-foot frame to the ground. “I’m here on my own.”

Lucas gave a sidelong glance, inspecting the pompous man’s yellow rain slicker, khaki slacks, and steel-tipped hiking boots. He’d always suspected the major had spies everywhere, and his ability to infiltrate a cordoned area only proved it.

“I have work to do, so if you’ll excuse me—”

“Fine,” the major said, after Lucas jumped to the ground. “Just know that I’m watching. And waiting.” He puffed on a cigar the size of a carrot, blowing thick smoke into the damp air. “You’ll need me sooner or later.”

“I doubt that,” Lucas threw over his shoulder as he stomped away. Hell would freeze over before he’d allow the army to ruin the closest shot human beings had of meeting an alien face-to-face.

“I’m your shadow, Diamond. You might not always see your shadow, but you should remember it’s there.”

Lucas turned. “Stay away, Randall. From my men and from me. If I get wind of you sniffing around my investigation again, I’ll have you thrown into a cell so dark there won’t be enough light to cast a shadow.”

The laugh Randall barked out reminded Lucas of the devil on a bad day. Well, fine. If it was war the blowhard wanted, he was messing with the wrong man. Refusing to pay him further mind, he spun on his heel and headed in Phelps’s direction.

 

“You going to be okay, miss?”

Mira smiled at the pleasant-faced human wearing a slightly confused expression. He’d swiveled in his seat to speak with her after he’d parked in front of what he said was an all-night mission.


“I will be as soon as I go inside. Thank you. You’ve been very kind.”

“Not a problem.” The driver furrowed his brow. “You know, I make it a point to never pick up hitchhikers. It took balls for you to stand in front of me on the parkway like that. Good thing I decided to slow down, I guess.”

Balls? She tugged on her ear, but only two definitions appeared: one of a child’s toy, and the other an article of sports equipment. Surely he wasn’t intimating that she had bounce?

“I was lucky.” And you were easily swayed. She opened her door. “It’s late. I should go. I’m sure you have a home and a family worrying about you.”

The man nodded. “I do, but I work a lot of overtime. It’s eat or be eaten in this town.”

Humans were not cannibals, she reminded herself, noting the phrase. It didn’t compute, but it obviously was a common analogy with a simple meaning, or he wouldn’t have used it.

“I have to go. Thanks again,” Mira said with a lilt. She stepped onto the sidewalk, and implanted a subtle message in his mind. “Drive safely.”

He tossed her a wave and pulled into traffic. Glancing around, she checked the deserted street. The rain had stopped, but water dripped from the awnings and flooded the gutters, pushing debris to the protective grates. Something told her this wasn’t a safe part of town for a woman alone, but she didn’t have the luxury of going anywhere else at the moment.


She headed toward the doors of the building behind her, noting the WELCOME FRIENDS sign covering one grimy window. Tomorrow was the beginning of the first day of her quest. She had to locate food, rest, and recharge her body.

In the morning, she’d begin her search for Lucas Diamond.









Two



Mira stood on the sidewalk, absorbing her surroundings. Last night, when she’d entered the crowded shelter, a woman had offered her a hot meal. She’d eaten a few bites of the vegetables while she observed the humans who made use of the facility. On her planet, everyone had a place to live and a purpose; her government allowed no one to be homeless or hungry. Aware of her disheveled appearance, she realized she was still better dressed than most of the people seeking assistance here, and refused their gift of a change of clothing.

Now, fully rested, she focused on her goal and prepared to begin her search for Lucas Diamond in the same logical manner that she approached every challenge in her life. She took in the sights and sounds of vehicles and pedestrians clogging the streets. In this teeming metropolis, it could take several days to locate her target and several more to set up a meeting.

Since this was a city of politicians and lawmakers, there was a high probability he held a position with the government. Of course, it wouldn’t matter if he were a farm laborer, artist, or street sweeper. Nor would it deter her if he had a life partner. She had already accepted the possibility her match might be committed to another, but for the success of her mission she’d taken an oath that overrode her ethical nature.

Each traveler knew of the risks involved when she’d volunteered for this quest. The chosen nine had been instructed to do whatever necessary, short of physically harming a human, to get pregnant, elude capture, and reach the rendezvous site. Though the council hadn’t voiced the words, Mira knew anything less than returning with a male child in her womb would be considered failure.

Her immediate concern was to obtain the essentials needed to survive: sustenance to keep her healthy; clothing to help her blend with others; a base from which to operate; and funds to continue the endeavor.

Focusing on that thought, she stopped near one of Earth’s many financial institutions and observed two men interact with a machine that dispensed currency. When a large automobile pulled into a space in front of the building, she appraised the well-dressed female driver and decided she had found the means to achieve part of her goal.

It only took a moment for the woman to collect her money and obey a mental suggestion to leave her card. After the vehicle drove away, Mira went to the machine and followed the directions that appeared on the screen. When asked for her PIN, she placed her palms flat on the glass and called up the last set of numbers used. A few seconds passed, then the message changed to an inquiry: How much currency did she wish to obtain?

She pressed several amounts before the machine expelled the card and offered bills from a slot. After pocketing the money, she continued walking until she found an establishment that served food. Choosing several items she thought were close to those available on her planet, she enjoyed a breakfast of toast, fruit, and orange juice. While paying for the meal, she began a conversation with her server and was given directions to a group of stores a short distance away.

Though interesting and informative, the experience was very different from what she was used to. On her planet, citizens utilized their equivalent of the Internet to purchase goods or visited huge, domed buildings that offered all manner of items. To choose a product, one stood on a moving walkway and passed by a transparent wall while making a selection from a display on the opposite side. There was no need for a physical exchange of funds, as everyone was connected to a currency bank that automatically debited the purchases.

Enthralled with the store’s vast choices, Mira wandered the aisles, reveling in the varied styles, colors, and textures of Earth clothing, so unlike the uniform gray suits her people wore. Shoppers were even allowed to try on the articles for fit and comfort, get opinions from the sales staff or friends, and wear the items home.

After consulting a trio of clerks, she chose pants, shirts, shoes, sleepwear, several sheer undergarments, and a black, formfitting ensemble one saleswoman assured her would turn men’s heads. She paid for her clothing and a large tote bag by carefully copying the name of the woman who owned the card onto each sales slip, and made a mental note to return the card to Margaret Weston with a generous thank-you as soon as time allowed.

Mira had been told the people of Earth placed a high value on emeralds, diamonds, and rubies, the stones in her ears and bracelet. Perhaps she could send Margaret a jewel, since they would no longer be needed when she left for the pickup site.

Inside the store’s restroom, she discarded her old clothing and tugged on pants, a shirt, and the most comfortable pair of shoes. Back on the street, she found a shop that sold personal care items and bought the last of her essentials. Inserting everything into her carryall, she hoisted the bag over her shoulder and set out to explore.

The coordinates of her touchdown placed her within a few miles radius of her target. That meant Lucas Diamond lived close by, and probably held a job in the area. After entering several of the multistoried buildings and reading the roster of company names, she acknowledged that finding him would be daunting. She had three locator stones at her disposal; she could safely utilize two in her quest, and save one in case she had need of an emergency rescue. Since it was best to use the emeralds in a dark atmosphere, the smart thing would be to find a map of the area or study a phone directory or other name-listing source.

Gazing at the street sign that read CONSTITUTION AVENUE, she realized she was at the site of this nation’s government buildings. Scanning the area, she observed groups of humans who seemed polite and friendly. She also noted an information booth on a far corner and knew it would be of use in her search.

If she were clever with her questions, she might be able to find a clue to Lucas Diamond’s whereabouts without wasting one of her gems. If she learned nothing, she would wait until nightfall to use the first stone.

 

Lucas stood on the corner outside the Library of Congress, disengaged his cell phone, and checked off the sector that had just reported in. When he’d discovered the UFO’s landing site, he’d divided the city into grids, assigned each grid a number, and given every team member a series of grids to investigate. After careful consideration, he decided it was the only way to find their target.

The stars had been an infinitesimal cluster of blips on the screen until one sharp-eyed member of the tracking team had called them to his attention. He’d watched the phenomenon grow for close to a week before he agreed they were in the throes of a visitation. When the stars breached the Earth’s atmosphere and separated, volunteers in his department had lined up three deep to sign on for the chance to capture an alien. He’d handpicked the teams, but had to wait until he knew each set of projected touchdown coordinates before he could send them to the nearest major city.

Tossing and turning before catching a few minutes’ sleep last night on the couch in his office, he’d mulled over what seemed to be the most logical theory. The craft were small, but their size hadn’t given him a clue to the appearance of the visitors until the landing in Rock Creek Park.

It stood to reason that no being who resembled the creatures portrayed on television and in the movies would dare drop into the middle of Washington, DC, and expect to remain undetected. When coupled with the size of the UFO, he had to assume each had carried a single passenger who looked very much like a human. He also suspected the ship was equipped with a cloaking device or could be easily camouflaged, and therefore was still hidden somewhere in the park. When the search team reported in, he’d learn if they’d found anything to confirm his suspicions.

Because of the location of the landing site, it made sense that this particular being was here to speak with the president, perhaps as an envoy for the others. Then again, the aliens had arrived under cover of darkness, with no advance warning. If they were friendly, why hadn’t they made contact first, stated their mission, and arranged a meeting?

Lucas blew out a breath. It seemed that each time he thought he had a handle on the whys, whens, and hows of the situation, more questions popped into his mind. He wanted to believe they’d come in peace, but the idea of a lone alien descending in secret on the District sent a chill up his spine. DC was an easy town to get lost in, a city where one heard a wide variety of languages and accents. Tourists from other countries dressed in their native garb and gathered in groups on the Mall or on street corners, and no one gave them a second glance. They stopped at embassies, walked galleries and museums, even participated in guided tours through the Capitol and White House and, in most circumstances, were ignored.

He’d already had a meeting with Homeland Security and local agencies, and impressed upon them the need for extra precautions while admitting visitors to government buildings. They had assured him the guards would do their duty, which took a load off Lucas’s mind. If they were vigilant, his men could scour each sector without worrying about the president or his advisors.

He was considering their next move when his phone rang. “Diamond,” he said sharply into the unit.

“Phelps, sir. Grid three is secure. I’m moving to four.”

“Nothing unusual to report, I take it?”


“No, but it’s early. Perhaps our target is still in hiding or has left the city.”

“I doubt it,” Lucas said, rejecting both ideas without a second thought.

Phelps hesitated before continuing. “It would help if we knew what we were looking for, sir. You know, a characteristic or feature that would set our quarry apart.”

Lucas gazed at the men and women swarming the library steps. “I wish I could offer an idea, but their physical attributes are anyone’s guess. Just keep your eyes peeled for signs of unusual activity or a subject who appears out of place, no matter how slight. I want a call the minute something warrants your attention. And Phelps, remember to remain discreet.”

“Yes, sir.”

Less than ten seconds later, his phone rang again. “Lucas, the president wants you to phone him as soon as possible,” said Peggy. “He sounded anxious but patient when I told him you were on the street.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“And the men from upstate New York just arrived, but they drove through the night to get here. They’re beat,” warned Peggy. “What should I do with them?”

“Tell them to get four hours’ sleep and check in at two, ready to roll.” He propped himself against a wrought-iron railing surrounding a stone-and-brick building. “I’ve been on the phone most of the morning. Have there been any reports from Rigosi’s team at Rock Creek Park?”


“I would have called if I’d heard,” she countered.

“How about the results from those water and soil samples?”

“Not yet.”

“The search teams in other parts of the country?”

“Arizona, Montana, and Texas called to say they’re nearing their target areas. I’m sure we’ll hear from the others by the end of the day.” Peggy’s tone turned caring. “Be patient. It’s going to take them a while to set up a cover and scope out their surroundings without arousing suspicion.”

“Thanks for reminding me,” he said with a sigh.

“You sound tired. If you don’t take care of yourself, this mission will fall to pieces, and I’m not about to take control. Have you eaten today?”

“Not yet, Mother. I’m on my way in for a bite, and a read-through on what you’ve amassed so far. Call the lab and tell them I want the sample findings on my desk in thirty minutes, then hail Rigosi and see what’s taking him so long. And ask Janice to pull up reports from all the major newspapers and put whatever pertains on my desk.”

“She’s already working on it.”

“Do me another favor? Get back to the president and ask him if he can wait an hour.”

“Are you telling me to stall our commander in chief?” she asked in a voice ripe with amusement.

“Very funny. Just buy me a little more time, okay?”

Lucas disconnected the call and scanned the area. Intent on remaining unobtrusive, he forced himself to stroll to his office while he observed the activity on the sidewalk around the Capitol. You could always distinguish the natives from the tourists, then separate the Americans from the foreigners. Those who lived and worked in the District handled everything in stride, dodging traffic and heading purposefully to the various job sites. The people from other countries had a more reverent attitude about the capital of the free world, as if they knew the city was special. Americans, on the other hand, made a point of having fun. Brandishing video recorders or digital cameras, they ate from corner pushcarts as if they were in a government-funded Disney World.

Three distinct groups, each there for a specific purpose, going about the day-to-day grind.

Little did they know an alien walked among them.

His heart crested to his throat at the thought. As a boy, he’d been fascinated by the vastness of the heavens, but more than the beauty of the universe, he’d been enthralled with the promise of what it might hold. He’d inhaled each new series of Star Trek, had taped every episode of the X-Files, toured the International UFO Museum in Roswell twice, and had a slave computer at home hooked into the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, better known as SETI.

He’d majored in political science in college because the inner workings of the government intrigued him, but the unlimited boundaries of space continued to eat at him in a way his country never could. After the tragedy of his son’s death and his subsequent divorce, the possibility of contacting a being from another planet became his life’s focus.

Meeting Martin Maddox had given him purpose, at the same time putting things in perspective. Martin had convinced him that the chance of either man’s encountering an extraterrestrial in their lifetime was about the same as winning the lottery times ten, but it would happen.

And men such as themselves would pave the way.

Lucas pushed through the doors of the Treasury Building. Though he held the highest-level security clearance, he showed his ID to the guards before he passed through the scanner and took the elevator to the basement. The Division of Interstellar Activity was such a top secret agency few knew it existed, let alone its proper name or the location of its headquarters. The guards thought the men and women Lucas supervised worked on security sensitive documents, which they transcribed onto disk at a highly classified data center in the bowels of the building.

He stepped into the corridor leading to his office and was immediately comforted by the almost silent hum of activity. There were usually several dozen people working there at any given time, assessing data, compiling information, or monitoring scanners that scoured the farthest reaches of space. Today, the area contained less than a third that number. Lucas had dispatched twenty investigators to nine different states, and handpicked a dozen more to comb the Rock Creek landing site. While Rigosi’s detail remained at the park to search in the daylight, he’d regained the two men he’d sent to New York.

He rounded the corner to Peggy’s office, and found her talking on the phone while studying her computer screen. Her mental dexterity reinforced Lucas’s belief that the most capable multitaskers were women, and Peggy one of the best. She had started out as Martin Maddox’s personal assistant and worked her way to a position so integral to his team, Martin had insisted she be given a title and more responsibility.

When he’d retired, Martin had asked her opinion on choosing his successor, and gladly would have given her the job if she’d wanted it. But Peggy, a wife, mother, and grandmother, had no interest. They’d chosen Lucas and informed him jointly of their decision, and Lucas and Peggy had segued smoothly into the new regime.

She waggled the fingers of her free hand, and he stopped at her desk. Smiling, she rolled her eyes as she spoke into the receiver. “Our official statement is still ‘no comment,’ and that’s with the approval of the president. If the television stations and newspaper reporters won’t take the hint, tell them to take a hike.” She set the phone in its cradle. “I’m going to have to do something about the young man working the press desk—like take him over my knee and spank him.”

Keeping a straight face, Lucas shook his head. “So the rumors are true, you are into kinky sex.”

Peggy’s rosy cheeks heightened the blue of her eyes. “That’s me, all right, the Grandmom de Sade.” She held up a sheaf of papers. “If you’re up for a joke, this might brighten your morning.”

Lucas accepted the computer printouts and scanned the first sheet, which contained an article from the Arizona Republic on a suspected meteor landing in the Painted Desert. He shook his head as he flipped through the pages, stopping to read whatever caught his eye.

“How in the hell can Florida and Pennsylvania report UFO landings, when none of those craft touched down in either state?”

Peggy leaned back in her chair. “That’s easy. It’s pure speculation, and I say the more lies we have floating around out there, the better. As long as we know the truth, who cares?” She read from a list on her blotter. “Rigosi’s team has nothing to report. He said to tell you they won’t stop searching, but it doesn’t look good.”

“That’s impossible.” Lucas frowned. “There has to be something they’re missing.”

“My words exactly. Oh, and those soil and water reports are on your desk. Promise me you won’t have a heart attack when you read them.”

Raising a brow, he walked into his office. Now what?

 

Mira had yet to establish a home base, a fact that didn’t overly concern her. The morning had dawned sunny and continued to warm, drying the sidewalks and making the atmosphere quite pleasant. She’d wandered most of the day and passed several impressive hotels


































OPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/images/MSRCover.png
 HarperCollins ebooks

Wanted:
One Sexy Night

udifMcCloy,





