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Prologue
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Matt Méndez had been a reporter for the Alpine, Texas Avalanche for only two years. During that time, he interviewed several hundred people, but nearly all of those interviews were assigned to him. The job was enjoyable, but few of these assignments were of much importance to him.

Why? 

Because he had never found a story that truly sparked his interest. 

Until today.

Matt was in the stacks of the Sul Ross State University library researching an article on the history of water rights in arid West Texas when a large stack of books on one table caught his eye. The largest volume was open, the opposing pages covered with illustrations of ancient wedge-shaped marks on clay tablets.

Cuneiform? Interesting. 

A grad school survey class had called cuneiform one of the world’s first writing systems, maybe six thousand years old. The accompanying text was in German. Spanish is common in Texas but who around here reads German?

A book next to it was closed, but the spine proclaimed The Derivation of Topological Structures, serious advanced math. Another was The History of the Ancient World. There was also a thick volume seemingly on evolutionary biology, though the complete title was partially hidden by another book on material science, of all things.

Bizarre! Surely there was a Ph.D. behind this, but what kind of Ph.D.? I have got to meet the guy who is interested in all these wild topics.

Matt’s journalistic senses were starting to tingle.

There could be a story here.

Maybe an unusual story, one that would fascinate people and even get him a raise. Stranger things have happened.

Keeping an eye out for the mysterious genius, Matt spent half an hour taking notes on water rights and the El Paso Salt War. While jotting down yet another item someone walked past him, laid another book on the pile, and sat down. 

What? The brilliant mystery person was a young woman. She had opened the new book and was leafing through the back pages, probably the index. 

Matt was dumbfounded. Picking up his notes and books he moved closer. From the new seat to one side it was clear she was young, almost a teenager: nothing like a distinguished professor. Opening his notebook, he pretended to scan it while studying her over the top. 

The woman was completely absorbed in what she was doing. Her dark brown hair, worn in a shoulder-length ponytail, was so smooth the rows of overhead lights could be counted in it. The reflections shimmered as she looked from one book to another. At last she stood and glided gracefully to a globe on a stand at the end of the room. 

Wow. 

No way was this the typical student, twiddling a pencil, messing with her cell phone, tapping a foot. She was dressed like a student, but she moved with unconscious grace, like an athlete or a dancer, extraordinary and utterly entrancing. 

She stood on tiptoe to study the globe, referring to the book in her hand, brows drawn together, then back to the globe, nudging it gently in precise movements with slender fingers. 

Everything about her was attractive, riveting, and totally fascinating.

What an image! There’s got to be a story here. This needs to be recorded. Has to be!

Without looking down, he reached slowly into his gear bag and eased out the Avalanche’s third best camera. Setting it on the table, he switched it on. Using the little monitor on the back to aim it, he zoomed the lens at the globe fifty feet from him and took two photos. Just before the third shot his cell phone vibrated. Blast it!

“Hello?” he whispered.

“Matt!” 

“Yeah.” 

It was Dwayne, from the ad department.

“Whataburger. Five minutes.”

“Uh, yeah. OK.”

Matt enjoyed the burger and fries, but couldn’t stop thinking about that girl. How could he? She was unforgettable. Despite that, he said nothing about her to Dwayne. When he drove back to the library, there she was, walking off campus. She turned right and headed into town. Without hesitating he circled his old pickup through the parking area and followed her.

Stopped at a red light, he watched her progress down the block with a quick, light step, the ponytail swaying left-right-left-right.

OK, Matt, what in the world are you doing, man? Stalking a strange girl? Taking pictures of her? That was embarrassing and wrong. Creepy, in fact. 

On the other hand, she was a young person with extraordinary taste in scholarly books. And she took no notes, maybe because she had a photographic memory. And she happened to be striking and move like an angel. She was not ordinary. This was not normal.

There had to be a story there. If so, he would get her permission for the photos. Newspaper people did that all the time. A car accident, a fire, a shooting...reporters always took photos as events presented themselves. Permissions came later. Shy as Matt was around women, his profession would provide both context and license (and also the courage) to talk to her. 

The light turned green. She was now two blocks ahead and approaching the next corner. He drove past her, turned right at the third block, and pulled over to the curb by an alley. The plan was to stroll back to the street and “just happen” to run into her.

He got out and was about to walk back to her when she crossed the street, turned right, and headed in his direction, but on the opposite side of the street. Excellent!

Crossing the street where the alley intersected, Matt waited for her to approach. It took all of fifteen seconds. 

It was his first head-on view. She had a keen-featured face with bright hazel eyes and light tan complexion. It was the perfect face for the intellect so evident in the library. When she noticed him looking at her, her eyes sharpened, out of interest, he hoped. 

For his part he felt zapped as if by an electric shock. He forgot to breathe. 

Whatever was he supposed to be doing? He swallowed hastily.

“Uh, miss,” he said, “excuse me please. May I ask you a few questions? I’m a re...”

She halted as soon as he opened his mouth. By the time he’d got to the first syllable of “questions” her eyes flared in panic and she disappeared. Vanished!

What?

He didn’t see her turn or start to run. One moment she was frozen in terror and the next fraction of a second she was halfway down the alley and shrinking fast. In the rest of that second she reached the next street and was gone.

There was a thunk at his feet. 

He’d dropped his notebook. 

She covered that block before it hit the sidewalk. Matt stood there with his mouth open, as if awakening in another dimension. In that instant the whole direction of his life changed.

Minutes later, back in his truck, his mind was still roiling. Did he black out for a moment? Or had a migraine moment? 

No. No, he hadn’t.

He was shivering. It took three tries to get the key into the ignition. He started the engine and shifted into drive but kept his foot on the brake. He was recalling her face, in detail, as she walked toward him: intelligent, extraordinary, otherworldly. He could never forget that image, never forget that sensation. Beautiful was a pitiful word for what she was. 

Whatever she was, the woman was now engraved on his heart.

Had she really done that? 

For God’s sake, who was she? 

Matt would find her again if it was the last thing he ever did.

He rubbed his eyes to clear his vision, carefully let up on the brake, and got the truck rolling. 

Reporters were nothing if not investigators.
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Two weeks earlier

Deep within the interstellar vehicle tucked close against the edge of Crater Albatagenius, one of the moon’s larger craters, the vessel’s crew awakening program commenced running. 

The process took three days. 

Eventually the cool air blowing gently on her face woke her up. 

Her eyelids twitched spasmodically, but they were stuck shut. 

Rubbing helped. 

Gradually, the low lights overhead came into imperfect focus. The woman drew in several breaths, each deeper than the one before. After nearly an hour of gentle stretching of arms and legs and arching back and shoulders, she eased one leg and then the other over the edge of the pallet. Pushing herself up carefully, she felt slightly dizzy, still blinking and rubbing her eyes. The air was humid, with a hint of electricity to it. She was thirsty.

The clock indicated this awake period was early, way ahead of schedule. 

She cleared her throat, took a slow breath, and repeated both again.

"Hleo," she croaked, "Hleo, what's going on?"

"Greetings, My Lady," came the voice of the ship’s robotic station manager. "It's early, I know. I apologize, but it’s my responsibility to make you aware of something of supreme importance. If you please, clean up, have something to eat and drink, and then join me in the control room. At your convenience, of course, dear Anneyn."

There was no help for it. It had been a good while since she'd checked in on their people. Even so, it was hard to imagine what Hleo might have thought important enough to interrupt her sleep schedule. 

He’d never done that before. What could have changed? Could there be word from home? Very unlikely.

"Look at this!" he announced, when she finally dragged herself into the control room, stretching and yawning. Much more loosening up was needed. There was no point in hurrying things. Time seemed inexhaustible. 

On the main console were two screens covered with ovals, lines, and rows of calculations and numbers. Her eyes still weren't focusing properly. What was all this? Try as she might, she could find no meaning there. She swallowed and cleared her throat. 

"Hleo, this is not about war or environmental changes or anything else I was expecting. It looks like mathematics. Have you been dabbling in astronomy again, dear Counselor?"

"Yes, I have." 

He sounded a little defensive. 

"There’s not much to occupy me while you are sleeping. We don't have all the equipment we might wish for scientific endeavors, but I do the best I can. Look at what I've discovered."

She was stiff as a board, couldn’t see properly, and in no frame of mind for puzzles. But Hleo was sensitive to sarcasm, so she stifled a sharp retort.

"Maybe you'd better just tell me." 

Her voice sounded rusty.

"Oh, very well. As you know, this solar system is full of little bits of piffle zooming everywhere. According to my calculations, and I've rechecked them many times, these two meteoroids (two dots blinked) will collide here (a red blinking dot appeared where several lines crossed) and the debris will fall into the sun on this path (more lines blinked)." 

"That's interesting, Hleo." 

She was impressed at first, and then she thought further. 

"When will this happen?"

"In four years, two hundred and fifty-five days and six hours."

"What? You woke me up for that? I had an awake period scheduled for two years from now. I could have seen it then, Hleo."

"No, no! There’s more!" 

The elderly voice went up a major third in excitement. 

"Look at these lines. This one is the orbit of earth. Do you see? Earth will pass directly under the debris field at the worst possible time. It will be showered with meteoroid fragments. 

“If any major piece falls in an ocean, and many certainly will, there will be such tidal waves that coastal cities will be inundated and many inland cities too. And there are likely to be even larger pieces, which will make craters and dust clouds that will cover the entire planet!"

That got her attention. 

"Hleo, that’s terrible! That would be a catastrophe! Are you sure?"

"Well, yes. I can't be sure how many pieces will land where, but since the planet is mostly covered in water, there's little doubt that we'll have quite a show."

"A show? A show?? We can't just sit here and watch! We've got to do something, Hleo!"

"There's nothing we can do, My Lady. For one thing, we have our orders. We must not interfere. We only observe, and in the case of planet-wide events, we are both required as witnesses by order of the Council of Clans. You know that as well as I. For another, what could we possibly do?"

"I don't know, Hleo, but we have to do something. These are our people. We can't just sit here and watch them die if we have it in our power to help. We have the escape pod."

"That is not an option, my child. First, I repeat: we are not to interfere. And second, the escape pod is not a transport vehicle. It is for emergency service. It might land on earth, if one were very skillful, but it could never return. Its engines don’t have the necessary thrust. That's out of the question. I know what you are thinking, honored daughter. Don't even consider going down there! It would be terribly dangerous. And besides, the people are not all that civilized, as we have seen many times."

"Hleo, how can you know what I'm thinking when I don't know what I'm thinking? Give me some time to wake up. Maybe then I'll know what to think." 

Her grumpiness had been replaced by contrariness. Hleo was often crochety, but she was the captain. If she decided on a course of action there was not much Hleo could do about it. He did have a point, however. The escape pod had not been designed as a reentry vehicle, a reentry maneuver had never been tested, and she herself had no experience in conning it for such a mission. 

But no matter. She was not going to watch millions die, not without trying to help them. Hleo was just a brain in a bottle, and not always a good-tempered brain in a bottle at that. She was in command. He could be controlled with just a few switches.

Completing the awakening regimen would require two days of proper nutrition, restorative exercises, and time for research to devise a means of alerting her earthly distant cousins to their danger. 

She would start now. 
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It was cold and dark in the bottom of the canyon. Anneyn climbed carefully upwards toward the dawning sky, rocks and pebbles clattering lightly under her feet. 

In the dim light were many kinds of strange plants, some with formidable thorns. Touching one proved to be a stupid idea. 

She’d read about and seen numerous videos of planet Earth, but being here was absolutely astonishing. The air smelled fresh and clean and alive, with subtle notes of some cool, spicy fragrance perhaps from a plant.

Overhead, the sky was lightening on one side. That had to be east. This was West Texas, U.S.A., a canyon below the University of Texas McDonald Observatory, or so she hoped, if the computer’s research map had been correct.

Eventually she reached the top of the canyon to discover a hard, smooth surface along the crest, extending out of sight around curves both above and below her. A highway, she realized. And there! There was the observatory: two silver domes on two peaks a good ways off, glinting softly in the first light. 

That’s what I want, Anneyn thought. Sucking her prickled finger in the dawn stillness, she began walking up the road toward the observatory.

After rounding two or three curves it had grown light enough to see the horizon. The view was stupendous. Hills and mountains receded into the distance, in a silence that could almost be heard. The curvature of the earth was visible, yet impossibly far away. A contrail marked the sky, high overhead like a silver scratch. Had the escape pod made one earlier? She had no idea. 

The pod had landed in the edge of a range of rugged desert mountains, in one of many canyons that opened out to a giant plain in front of her.

Looking down and to one side she could see that the canyon she had clambered out of was full of huge boulders at the bottom. There were small trees here and there, and more clumps of low trees in adjacent canyons. She'd been expecting a denser forest, but perhaps this area was too dry to support one. 

There seemed to be only one highway across the plain. Where it disappeared among the hills on the horizon, a handful of lights twinkled dimly. If that was a town, it was the only one around for as far as she could see.

Walking in the silent, chill air was exhilarating. Her shoes made a crunching sound in the gravel just off the pavement, but progress was easier, quieter, and faster on the hard, black surface. The cool, gentle breeze smelled wonderful.

She became aware of a sound down the highway behind her. At first a faint sigh, it grew louder, and she had almost decided to jump down into the canyon when two lights appeared. 

It was an automobile, a vehicle used for transport. 

In no time at all it passed her, and then red lights brightened on the back end. It stopped, two white lights came on, and it slowly rolled back to where she stood. A glass panel slid down. She had almost decided to run for the canyon when a woman's head appeared in the opening and a voice said, "Hey, miss, you need a ride?" 

Anneyn forced herself to act calmly and stepped toward the automobile. The dark face in the window was smiling, and the voice had been kindly. 

Finally, she stammered "Oh, thank you, no. I'm just walking up to the observatory." 

"Oooh, that's a long walk on a cold morning," the woman said. "I work there. That's where I'm going. Get in. I'll give you a ride."

She had seen enough movies to know that passengers rode next to the driver, so she walked to the other side, quickly studied the handle mechanism, opened the door, and got in. The car gathered speed up the mountain.

Who should speak first? 

Fortunately, the woman spoke again. 

"Going all the way to the observatory! They don't open for visitors until nine o'clock! You’ll have to wait. You want to see the stars?"

"Uh, no, ma’am. I want to talk to the director, to Dr. Harcroft."

"I know him! My name is Mrs. Delbosque. I clean his office! That Dr. Harcroft, he's a very smart man. He knows everything about the stars. But he's very messy. You wouldn't believe the mess he makes in just one day.”

“That would be wonderful, Mrs. Delbosque...” I need a name! My family name? I know there’s a similar name used on earth.

“My name is, uh, Darcy.”

“Well, Darcy, I can show you his office. Those people, they stay up all night looking through their telescopes, but they sleep late. You might not see him until lunch time. I hope you are patient."

Smiling, she nodded at the driver—a bit of good fortune, perhaps. There's one thing less to worry about. If only the rest went as smoothly.
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"Craddick! Craddick, get in here!"

Startled, three men in uniform gave each other a knowing look. Colonel Arthur's voice could be heard by the sentries all the way in the hall outside the two secure doors to the comm center. 

Colonel Jacob Arthur was the most dreaded watch officer on the staff of the Army Air Defense Center at Fort Bliss. Most of his staff assumed he was so short-tempered because their performance directly affected his prospects for promotion, but a few cynics maintained that it was also because he was short and ugly. No one liked to be chewed out, but Colonel Arthur’s tirades were in another league. His face turned cherry red, he shouted, and spittle flew onto anyone within five feet.

The door to the adjacent radar room crashed open and a startled-looking young captain hurried in. 

"Yessir! Here, sir!"

"You called me in the wee hours, Craddick. This better be good. I hope you haven't got another DEA blip on the loose, goddammit! Report!"

"Uh, yessir. Well, at 0432 this morning we detected an anomaly passing through the atmosphere over the Atlantic Ocean to a landing in the Davis Mountains, just east of here, sir."

"Sounds like a meteorite, Craddick. You pulling me out of a sound sleep for a goddamn meteorite?"

"I don't think so, sir. For one thing, the object's track indicated it had dropped out of earth orbit, sir. And it didn't burn up as it descended. It was going too slowly. For another thing," he paused briefly, "it changed course four times."

"WHAT!?" the colonel gaped. “Changed course? Are you sure? What are you guys smoking back there, Craddick?"

"Nothing, sir. I swear, the object slowed several times and adjusted course, once by six degrees and then by smaller amounts, and it slowed even more before dropping off the radar. It can't be a meteorite, sir. The station in the panhandle picked it up too. If the New Mexico base detected it, we can triangulate where it landed, maybe. That's why I called you." 

"Oh, crap! Sparks! Sparks, dammit, where are you?"

A wide-eyed radioman half stood from beyond a nearby console. 

"Here, sir."

"Notify Homeland Security! Flash priority! Have them check with NASA and their Euro buddies for screwed up satellites or orbiters or whatever the hell. Contact Special Ops at Fort Bliss and tell them to ready a team of SWAT guys and a couple of choppers. Craddick! Get that landing point triangulated to save your ass and send the posit to Special Ops. Don’t forget to copy NORAD. Also contact law enforcement on the ground in the area to ask the locals if they saw anything. 

“Whatever that is, we damn well better jump, and now! Move! Sparks! Craddick! Go!"
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The sun was barely halfway up the sky. Anneyn could think of nothing better to do than stand at the low wall outside the observatory and stare into the distance. 

This was not good. It was in fact, very, very bad.

Ordinarily, new life forms fascinated her, but now not even the millions of little red ladybugs that carpeted the bases of the nearest trees attracted her interest. Some of the trees and plants had signs identifying them, but she just leaned on the wall and stared into the distance and thought about that discourteous Harcroft. What was the matter with him? 

A voice behind her startled her out of her gloom.

"Hellooo, Darcy! Did you talk to Dr. Harcroft?" 

It was her recent rescuer, pushing a cart with several cans on it towards a large steel box. 

"Oh, hi, Mrs. Delbosque. Yes, I talked to him. But he didn't want to hear what I had to say. I think I have wasted my time."

"Oooh, I'm sorry. That’s too bad! Pobrecita.” Poor thing. “You look so sad. What you going to do now?"

"I don’t know."

"Were you walking from the campsite? Were you with your family?"

"No, ma'am. I am alone."

"Well, where do you live?"

"Uh, a long way from here." Thinking quickly, she added "I hitchhiked to get here, but I don't know where to go now. I must have been stupid to come so far."

"Ay, pobre little 'cita! To think a little girl like you hitchhiking! Que molestia!” So dangerous! “And no place to go? Do you have any food?"

"No, ma’am, I don't," she sighed. 

She hadn't planned that far ahead. She never dreamed it would be necessary. She had no money or clothes or anything. In retrospect, it was foolish to have expected needing more than an hour or two to convince an expert of the danger to the earth.

I'm in serious trouble. I can't get off this planet, I can't convince that idiot astronomer of the threat to his world, and I have nowhere to go. I don't even know what to do in the next ten minutes. What was I thinking? 

"Well, maybe I can help you a little, anyway. Why don't I drive you to my house for lunch, and you can stay for supper and sleep on it? We have room for you, and tomorrow you can decide what you want to do. Why not?" 

The generosity of the proposal, unexpected as it was, startled her. 

"Oh, Mrs. Delbosque, that would be wonderful! Thank you so much! I'm so tired!"

"Ay, mija,” daughter. “It will be my pleasure. Let me empty these cans and I'll get my keys and we'll vamonos prontito!" We’ll get going.
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"Flying time is 70 minutes, Hennessy. They send you that position yet?" 

Brooks had to shout into his mic over the maxed-out engines and the whirling rotor blades just above their heads. 

The four helicopters clattered east over the desert in the afternoon sun. Each aircraft was packed with a well-drilled intervention team: scouts, trackers, snipers, medical squad, technicians, forty soldiers all told. 

Their briefing had been hasty but they had trained for this for two years, only none of them was too sure what to expect in this particular case. Lt. Colonel Brooks hoped it would be at least something worthwhile, and not a false alarm.

"Here it is, sir," hollered Hennessey, passing a clipboard over his shoulder.

It showed a three-sided search area about a mile on each side, over some deep canyons a couple miles from the University of Texas McDonald Observatory, near Fort Davis. 

Brooks handed the clipboard up to his copilot. 

"Gonna be a bitch, Gomez," he hollered.

"Sure is," the copilot nodded, squinting at the map. "Be lucky to find doodly-squat before dark."

The choppers roared on, following Interstate 10 East.
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The Delbosque house was a rambling old structure located behind a ranch of some sort. As they drove in, Mrs. Delbosque pointed out several barns, corrals, and pens, and a large main house near the road. 

"You see those? This is a dude ranch. You know what's a dude ranch? People pay to come here and play like cowboys. Many people were here at spring break but now it’s almost deserted. Here's my house. You be safe here. I fix us lunch and you can have a nice siesta and you feel much better."

The lunch was like nothing she’d ever eaten before. The various dishes filled the house with such savory aromas that she nearly fainted waiting for them to be served. It didn’t seem a good idea to ask what each was, but she wholeheartedly thanked Mrs. Delbosque for the meal. If ordinary working people ate food this good, what would wealthier people eat, she wondered? 

After Mrs. Delbosque went back to work, leaving Anneyn in the house alone, she was no longer sleepy. She felt defeated and frustrated and ashamed of herself. There was a lot to think about, too many questions and not enough answers. She could try to contact Hleo, but even if she was successful, he might not speak to her. He was such a stickler for regulations. How could he help anyway?

Tiny whirring noises—insects, she hoped—came from the trees around the house. Much of what she had seen so far she recognized from pictures, movies, and books. The reality was much more vivid. If only she had the leisure to explore. 

Her profound isolation began to weigh on her. She'd been much too stubbornly single-minded when Hleo had told her about the meteoroids. It was one of her old problems, and part of the reason she had been sent on the mission in the first place. 

She had the necessary rank and intelligence, so how difficult could it be when her only companion would be a station manager built into the machinery? It should have been simple. Instead, she’d followed her old impulses and gotten herself into serious trouble—and not just herself, but the mission, and her people.

Sitting on the Delbosque’s back porch looking at the silent trees in the canyon through the screen, her thoughts turned to her home, so very far away and long ago. Her father insisting she marry Herecyn, a man she couldn’t love. Her life would have been totally different then—maybe not better, given Herecyn’s coldness—but at least she wouldn’t be marooned in a world of strangers.

Fed up with what he considered her selfishness (she preferred selectiveness), her father “promoted” her and had the Tribal Council send her off on the biggest mission her people had ever undertaken. Deep down, she felt she’d been banned, sent off on an expedition that had little hope of success. The thinking was, it might teach her to value her obligations to the tribe. When she returned—if she returned, perhaps with her tail between her legs—she might be more cooperative. But no. Instead, she had found a way to ruin a difficult mission that would delight the naysayers.

To calm her nerves and explore a bit, she left the porch and walked through the nearby trees to some huge boulders at the bottom of the canyon. She leaned against a rock in the warm sun and stared at the ground. 

What else could I have done? 

Could she have waited until a shuttle to the International Space Station was in orbit and flown around it in the escape pod, maybe holding a sign to the window? That would have created a sensation, for sure. But a shuttle flight wasn’t scheduled as far as she knew, and time was running out on those meteoroids. 

Hleo could have sent a warning by internet, but the internet was full of hoaxers as it was. Or locate another expert like Dr. Harcroft and try again to make him or her understand? 

Well, no, that wasn’t any more likely to work than it had the first time. Being a young-looking female was apparently a disadvantage—Harcroft’s body language showed that he thought she was out of her mind. An older man, perhaps with a beard, might have been more credible to a self-important professional. 

That being taken seriously would be so difficult hadn’t occurred to her. It wasn't well thought through. And now she was in deep trouble. Idiot!

The peaceful afternoon was interrupted only by the twittering of unseen birds until a black and white cat emerged from behind some boulders, making throaty rrroooowing sounds. People kept cats as pets, she knew, but some cats were wild, too. This one was a beautiful animal. 

The cat sat and looked at her, stuck a back leg out and licked it five or six times. Then it got up and walked directly to her. To her intense pleasure, it began purring loudly and rubbing back and forth against her pant legs. 

Just as she was about to bend down to touch it, there came a growing whapping sound, getting louder each second. Looking upwards she saw, and felt, a huge helicopter passing low overhead and thundering out of sight. 

The cat was gone. I’ll do the same, she thought, and hurried back to the house to sit on the porch and await Mrs. Delbosque's return.

By the time Mrs. Delbosque came home from work, shadows had nearly filled the canyon. The air, still light and refreshing, had taken on a distinct chill. 

But two hours later, having experienced delicious frijoles, amazingly fragrant tortillas, and with her tongue burning from Mrs. Delbosque's salsa, her mind had been diverted from her problems by the lively family. The husband, a round, mustachioed man named Gustavo, left the house to take care of some chores in the barn, and the four children clustered around the new guest and peppered her with questions.

They wanted to know her name. “Darcy” was in general use on earth, she knew. Her real name would have been too hard for them to pronounce. In all her reading on the moon she had never encountered another “Anneyn,” her given name. 

The oldest daughter, Luisa, a junior at Sul Ross State University in Alpine, asked where she was from.

Quickly relying on her memory of earth’s geography to avoid further questions, she answered "Canada." 

The middle two girls, Clara and Maria, wanted to know if she spoke Spanish. She had to admit she could not. 

"But you can teach me," she offered, which started them giggling. 

The youngest child, eight-year-old Geraldo (though he corrected his mother that it was "Jerry"), was even bolder than his sisters. 

"Can I touch it?" he asked, of her long hair. She let him fool with it while she tried to copy the Spanish of Maria and Clara. Her clumsy attempts at the rolled "rr" in their nursery rhyme, Rapido corren los carros cargados de azúcar del ferrocarril, the sugar-loaded railroad cars run rapidly, made them shriek with laughter. 

Luisa was too sophisticated for such silliness, shushing some of Jerry's more direct questions. 

"No seas tonto, Jerry," Don't be stupid. Silly or not, all the children called her "ma'am," or "miss." 

At about ten pm, Mrs. Delbosque put her hands on the table and said "Ay, mijos, es tiempo para acostarse.” It’s bedtime, kids. 

The children were getting sleepy, it was Friday, and they needed to get to sleep. She showed Darcy to a cot in a tiny room containing a sewing machine, several dressers, and piles of material, and after pointing out where the back washroom was, bid her good night. 

Darcy felt better than she had all day. She was tired but not hungry, and relieved that she could interact with people in a seemingly normal way. Most of the people in the movies, television, and books she had encountered on the internet depicted desperate people riddled with conflicts and problems.

That did not seem to be the case here. The Delbosque family was a lovely family, the real thing—boisterous, but congenial.

She washed up, then fell into the cot, and pulled the two quilts over herself. It took her five minutes to warm up, but by that time she was asleep. 
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Chapter 7
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Matt Méndez was not having a good day. 

Whoever said career change was good for the soul should be drowned in a cow tank, he thought, driving his old pickup out of Fort Davis. As a boy growing up in Albuquerque, he'd always been regarded as someone with a great future, so where the hell was it? He was smart, not bad looking, and popular enough. He'd stayed in school like his parents expected, even getting a master's degree to their great pride. But where had it led?

The best job he could find was teaching writing to college freshmen at El Paso Community College. The pay was barely adequate and the work was laborious. He could never get over the feeling that what he was doing wasn’t that different from trying to teach the deaf to sing. When the state of Texas began to cut back on money for schools, and especially for higher education, he realized reluctantly that there was even less future in that line of work than he had thought.

Well, he had always enjoyed research as a student, and he could write, so maybe reporting would be a fun challenge. If he was lucky and successful, promotions were possible. So he had made the leap and taken a job as a reporter for the Alpine, Texas Avalanche. The job was a challenge, all right, but not quite the kind he was looking for. 

His salary covered his expenses, but little was left over. The second was getting along with the editor of the Alpine Avalanche, a curmudgeonly, hard-nosed veteran journalist named Clint Cowan. 

And third, the career switch had cost him a girlfriend, the middle daughter of a locally prominent rancher. Her mother thought a reporter wasn’t upscale enough for the family’s standing in the community. Kaley was a jolly soul, and he missed her. In fact, he missed the charm and pleasure of female company in general. Still, Matt knew in his heart that they weren’t made for each other.

On the plus side, Matt was getting an education in how a much smaller city than El Paso worked. He figured he’d give it another couple of years. He wasn’t consumed with ambition, exactly, but he did expect better things for himself. If this job didn’t catch fire, then perhaps another career change might be a good idea.

Cowan, called "Crusty" by the locals, stared Matt up and down as he walked in after lunch. This was probably because he had never seen Matt in a suit, his one and only dress attire at that, and wearing his good shoes, shined, no less. He had just returned from covering a wedding at the Fort Davis State Park, the old, restored cavalry post. It was a better-than-average story. How many weddings feature a groom and groomsmen dressed as old-time cavalry officers? The pictures he had snapped of the wedding party on horseback would make a good photo feature all by themselves.

Cowan growled that people had been calling all day about government helicopters raising hell up around McDonald Observatory, landing on their parking lot and armed soldiers running around like crazy. It didn't fit the pattern of the typical lost hiker situation, but no one he contacted would tell him a damn thing about what was going on. Well, that's why reporters had been invented. 

“Méndez, where the hell were you? Fort Davis? Get your ass back up there and get the story.” 

Matt had forgotten his cell phone. If he had had it, he wouldn't have driven 30 miles back to Alpine from Fort Davis only to turn around and go right back up there, plus the extra miles beyond, to the observatory. 

His pickup groaned up the steep approach below the domes and pulled into a visitor's slot. The director of the observatory, a Dr. Harcroft, was "out of the office," the secretary told him. But luck, or maybe persistence, paid off. He knew enough to slide by the "Private Residence" sign and walk through the little housing area below the main buildings.

Just as he walked the full circle and was about to head back to his truck, a Volvo driven by a man with a big white handlebar mustache passed him and turned left, downhill. Bingo, he thought! That guy matches the picture on the wall at the visitor’s center.

There were only two highways leading to the observatory. The intersection was visible from two miles away, so he eased his truck down the slope and watched the Volvo turn left, towards Fort Davis and Alpine. OK, doc, he thought. Let's see where you go for fun on a Friday evening!

No surprise, really: the Volvo pulled up in front of the Hotel Limpia in Fort Davis, a favorite upscale watering place and eatery, long on western atmosphere but also with linen napkins. Matt couldn't afford the place, but tonight might be an exception. Maybe Crusty would accept the expense. If he got the story, of course.

The doc was seated at a table in the bar, apparently ordering a drink from a waitress. As she walked off, Matt moved in. 

"Dr. Harcroft? May I ask you a few questions, please?"

Harcroft looked up from the menu in annoyance, taking in Matt's black suit in a quick glance. 

"I already talked to you government guys,” he snapped. “What is this, more? Don't you people talk to each other?" 

Matt tried to keep his eyes from popping out of his head. He didn't want to say he was a reporter, a job description probably only two notches higher than "government man" in Alpine. But he couldn't in all honesty claim to be a government man, either. 

"I'm sorry. Communication is hard, sometimes," he apologized. "Just a couple questions; I promise not to take five minutes."

"Well, what then?"Harcroft grumped. 

He brushed a finger across his fine white mustache. He wore a tie and a nice-looking tweed sport coat. He must be planning a fine evening, thought Matt, possibly meeting a wife or date. He eased into a chair opposite the astronomer. He didn’t have the slightest idea what to ask him.

"Well, first," he fished, "do you have anything to add to what you said earlier?"

"No. I told the other guys, the only odd thing that happened all day was that a young woman, probably in her mid-twenties, barged in this morning babbling about comet debris striking the Earth in four years. I don't know how she came up with such a wild idea, but she was clearly a nut case, and I told her so. Though, to tell the truth, she didn't act particularly nutty—more like uncomfortable, jittery. You just can’t tell about people these days. I don't know where she went after she left. That's all. No new thoughts."

"Yes sir, thank you sir. Uh, could you give some idea of what this young woman looked like, perhaps?"

"I already did that, but I'll say it one more time. She was small, a little over five feet tall, slender, had shoulder length dishwater blonde hair, and a not unattractive face, kind of sharp features, with striking eyes and a strong nose. Is that enough?"

"Yes, sir...but, uh, what was she wearing?"

"Oh, yeah. I think it was sort of a track suit thing, kind of like a uniform-gray, matching top and bottom, no jewelry, and
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