
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			In this highly anticipated second book in The Desert Willow Series, the Grey aliens are back and Lily Dawson, the government liaison to the Interdimensional Beings who protect Earth, is called back into action. Only this time, it is her half IDB daughter, Birdie, and another hybrid teen, Rosemary, who will be called upon to create a treaty to save Earth from certain destruction.

			 

			Soon life is further complicated by an unknown earthly threat, a human, who seeks revenge. Will Lily be strong enough to deal with the consequences of protecting the Earth from the Greys? Is she willing to give up everything she loves to protect her home planet and fulfill her duties as a government liaison? Only time will tell, and time is swiftly running out.

			 

			Rosemary follows The Liaison in The Desert Willow Series.
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Praise for the work of Nat Burns

			Nat Burns is a talented author who lives in New Mexico, the Land of Enchantment, after spending much of her early life in the state of Virginia. Her unique and rather bohemian upbringing has gifted her with a unique perspective on life and love. She is truly one of life’s originals, and her free spirit clearly comes through in her writing. Her stories are original, unique, and sometimes spiritual, but always based on love and respect for living beings…human and otherwise. As a fellow author, I appreciate, and envy her talent. Nat’s books run the gamut of many genres, including poetry, romance, speculative, sci-fi, horror and general fiction, among others. Her roots are in journalism, reporting, editing, and medical publishing, and she has fully used the skills she learned in these fields to enhance her writing abilities. To top it all off, Nat is a genuinely wonderful person…a trait that many of her characters share. I highly recommend Nat’s books to anyone who wants a thoroughly enjoyable, entertaining, and easy read!

			Karen D. Badger

			Author and Co-Owner of Badger Bliss Books 

 

 

			As a fan of Nat Burns’s writing, I especially like her thrillers, such as The Rustle of Leaves and The Quality of Blue. Now, I can add science fiction to my favorites with The Desert Willow Series. Book one, The Liaison, introduces the reader to characters who are put into dangerous situations, including the threat of sinister aliens from another planet. Book two, Rosemary, continues the story of the main characters yet introduces us to a whole new set of engaging personalities. A great deal of research went into the science of this series, and Rosemary is a fast-paced, dramatic work with a satisfying ending that I wasn’t expecting. Well done!

			Nina Knapp, Owner

			Crone Productions LLC
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			Quantum physics is the study of matter and energy at the molecular, atomic, nuclear, and even infinitesimal levels. It aims to uncover the properties and behaviors of the very building blocks of nature.  Even space and time, which appear to be continuous, have the smallest possible components.

			Quantum physics came to the forefront in Max Planck’s 1900 paper on blackbody radiation. Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, Richard Feynman, Paul Dirac, Werner Heisenberg, Erwin Schrödinger and others contributed to this field of study.

			




Dedication

			I’d like to dedicate this book to creating reality. And to Schrödinger’s cat. 

			A popular thought experiment by physicist Erwin Schrödinger in 1935 stated that if a cat is placed in a chamber with a radioactive atom, which may or may not decay and emit radiation, that cat will remain both alive and dead until the chamber is opened. Whereupon the superpositional nature of reality collapses, and a result is observed. One theory, a personal favorite, states that before this observation, the cat exists in two dimensions.

			This experiment implies that a quantum system, atom or proton, remains in superposition, one thing above another, traveling side by side, until shifting when observed by the external world. 

			Schrödinger posed the question, when does a quantum system stop existing as a superposition and become something else? This was asked in a sarcastic manner, as he—and Albert Einstein—originally wrote that quantum science was absurd and reality constant. 

			This is just one of many interpretations of quantum theory, but suffice it to say, science has since progressed in leaps of observational proof, so that today, the reality of quantum existence has become a true branch of science. In quantum mechanics we discover that the entire universe is actually a series of probabilities. 

			




Prologue

			Aili’s Journal

			On My Birth

 

			After my human birth on this planet, I quickly realized that I had the knowledge and power of the universe in my hands. Literally. I looked at those small, pudgy baby hands and knew instinctively, even then, that everything I would ever need and want could be made manifest by those hands.

			But I was just an infant then, a newborn. I could do nothing on my own. I spent many hours pondering this, wondering at it. What good is having the universe in one’s hands when one’s physical form is so limiting? And then there were the voices that spoke to me constantly, trying to answer all my questions, and the dazzling, smiling facial features that appeared and faded back into bright energy almost instantly. My other family. They were the source of my knowledge and power and they, the Collective, made me giddy as their shared energy shook my tiny body to the core.

			My beautiful mother, so young and so jaundiced by past events, had to meet all my physical needs in the beginning. Plus, she had to tolerate the surges of energy that ran through me. I could tell they alarmed her each time they occurred, so I tried to radiate soothing thoughts when I was close to her. I think there was the full knowledge somewhere within her about how special I was. How I was but one small cog in the vast Collective, but that my very existence was unique and important. It was as though she waited, watching me. I could see it in her eyes. I waited as well, creating toys of light alone in my crib, understanding my destiny, knowing that one day I might have to give my all to protect this new round of humanity. The human line that one day might evolve into their own energy collective. If I could help them survive.

			




Chapter One

			The Desert Willow

			There was only one more left. Lily looked down, judging the distance to the hard-packed desert dirt below. A good eight feet, at least. She lifted her eyes to the unsightly branch high to her right, wondering if her obsessive-compulsive need to remove the final dead limb was worth the risk. She sighed and the pungent scents of desert willow greenery and bark filled her nostrils anew. The potent scent was making her head hurt. 

			Small, drab birds watched her cautiously, hopping from branch to branch but staying always out of reach as she worked. They didn’t complain so she knew there wasn’t a mama bird with a nest nearby, but they certainly avoided her. She looked up again. The harsh sun was dappled here in the leafy shelter of the willow, and she leaned her head back to rest and reflect.

			The accident or, actually, the rescue, had changed her life in so many ways. Once a capable, energetic waitress, filled with determination and a bit of intolerance, she was now disabled, or challenged, as they say, missing a finger and with one leg crippled by limb-saving surgery. And yet here she was, up a tree.

			A tree that was as majestic as it was ancient and one that certainly deserved a perfect pruning. She ran a hand along the gnarled bark. Like her, the willow was a survivor, sending roots down unbelievably deep and wide to glean any moisture lingering below the competing dry scrub that littered the nearby landscape. Lily admired these trees in general, and this one, old and stately, had been in the front yard of Good Neighbor Ranch long before Lily and her family had moved there more than two decades ago.

			She took another deep breath and, using her strong arms, hoisted herself a little higher, securing her denim-clad bottom against a protruding scar that was all that remained from a fallen branch. Clumsily repositioning the loppers, she leaned to one side and tried to lock the cutting blades onto the thick dead branch. After much maneuvering, she managed it. She’d need both hands and some sort of leverage to pull the handles together, though. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a skinny feeder branch. It was substantial. Easily handled by the loppers she was sure, if she wasn’t twisted into an absurdly awkward position.

			She glanced around, seeking a solution to her dilemma.

			“Just do it,” she muttered, seeing no ready way to reposition herself.

			Gingerly, she shifted and placed her hands on the lopper handles. Tongue clasped between her teeth, she leaned away from the trunk and toward the dead growth.

			Fixed in concentration, she was startled by the sound of gravel crunching loudly under the tires of an approaching vehicle. Looking toward the long driveway, she spied Hunter’s SUV, the dark blue vehicle surrounded by a billow of sandy dust, as her weaker leg, braced against the trunk, failed her. In seconds, she was grasping at air as her world turned upside down. The loppers spiraled away from her, the heavy handles coming dangerously close to clocking her on the forehead. Her good leg folded instinctively and curved around a branch below her as her upper body swung into free fall. Tree litter swirled around her like a green snowfall as she perilously swayed to and fro, trying to calm her racing heart.

			“Shit,” she whispered, pressing one hand to her chest. The other hand swung out, trying in vain to connect with anything of substance. She peered toward the trunk of the tree, realizing that the hold her leg had on the branch was tenuous, at best. She gauged the distance to the ground again, calculating it now to be only six or seven feet. Far enough to still do some damage, especially if she landed headfirst.

			“Shit,” she said again, much louder.

			“You are definitely between a rock and a hard place,” Hunter said in her quiet, level voice.

			Twisting her neck, Lily saw Hunter standing on the porch steps, regarding her with unbelievable calm. She held a paper grocery bag with both arms, and her long, dark braid was laying crossways on her shoulder. If not dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, she might have been a stereotypical Indian maiden from the eighteen hundreds. As Lily pondered this new upside-down view, their daughter, Aili, who they called Birdie, approached the tree, her huge neon blue eyes stretched even wider than usual.

			“Mummy?” she queried. “Why are you hanging in the tree?”

			Lily groaned. “Will you two please help me get down from here?”

			Hunter sighed a beleaguered sigh and placed the bag of groceries onto the porch floor. “You know, Lil, we live on a ranch and have a handful of people who would have been glad to do this—whatever it is—for you.”

			She walked to Lily and raised her strong, gym-toned arms, but her hands barely reached Lily’s short blond hair. Birdie moved under Lily and extended her arms to either side.

			“You’re gonna have to drop, Lil,” Hunter said. “We’ll catch you.”

			“You can get the ladder. It’s behind the tree.”

			“Oh, okay,” Hunter said, backing away. “Hold on, don’t fall.”

			Lily studied her daughter as Hunter stepped away. “Was school okay today, hon?”

			Birdie shrugged, squinting into the sunlight behind her mother. “I can’t go anymore, and I’ll miss him. He was a lot of fun. He says he’s taken me as far as he can.” 

			She was standing beneath Lily, arms extended still, as though she would catch her mom if she fell. The platinum-haired preteen had never looked cuter or more Nordic. Aili, a Finnish name given by the Collective seemed apt, physically. It also meant blessed and the girl surely was. 

			Hunter came around the tree, stepladder in hand. “You used this?” she accused. “Seriously?”

			“It was high enough,” Lily said defensively. “I’ve always climbed trees. Just get it over here.”

			Hunter opened the ladder and placed it securely beneath her wife, muttering in a low tone. Lily was glad she couldn’t hear the details of her exasperated rant. Mounting the ladder, Hunter grasped Lily’s shoulders and pushed upward, enabling Lily to grasp the branch being held crooked in her now numb leg. She swung both legs down, levering the stiff, damaged one out and away from the trunk. Hunter wrapped her arms about Lily, supporting her on the stepladder, and Lily let go of the branch and fell against the solid heft of her. She kissed Hunter on the nose. “Welcome home.”

			Hunter shook her head, a bewildered but tolerant smile on her lips as she helped Lily down the ladder. Birdie fetched her mother’s cane from where it leaned against the trunk of the tree and handed it to her.

			“Thank you, sweetie,” Lily said as she patted her good leg, trying to get the blood flowing again.

			Hunter put the handle of the stepladder over her shoulder. “Aren’t you supposed to be inside entering data into the computer?” she asked as she and Lily moved haltingly toward the house.

			“I finished it. What’s this about Birdie and school? Did he finally give up?”

			Hunter nodded as she lifted the grocery bag from the porch. “Yep. He says that this is as far as he can go. Our Birdie has surpassed his Mensa-level IQ. He says every time we pay him, he feels guilty, that he’s merely helping her find stuff on the Internet at this point.”

			“Shoot.” Lily slowed her lurching walk up the porch steps to take a deep breath. “We knew it was coming.” She glanced at the girl mounting the steps silently next to them. “Now what do we do?”

			“Birdie, whatcha want to do, kiddo?” Hunter asked.

			Birdie glanced up. “Don’t know, Hunny. I’m only a kid. Not much I can do.”

			Hunter frowned at the porch steps. “True. Kinda sucks, huh?”

			Birdie sighed. “Yeah, kinda sucks.”

			As soon as they entered the house, Birdie dropped her purple backpack by the door and raced into the family room. Moments later, the sound of television static engulfed them.

			“About time you got home,” Sage said as she approached them along the long central hallway. She peered into the noisy family room as she passed. “That girl,” she muttered, shaking her graying head. Her merry eyes belied her annoyance. She took the grocery bag from Hunter and silently carried it into the kitchen at the back of the house. 

			Hunter leaned the ladder against the hallway wainscoting, turned to Lily, and then pulled her into her arms. “Stay out of trees, okay?” she whispered. “You scare me.”

			Lily smiled at her and ran her palms along the sleek sides of Hunter’s dark, center-parted hair. “I’m sorry. I’ll try.”

			They kissed briefly and moved to the family room doorway, arms wrapped around one another’s waists. Birdie was kneeling before the large-screen TV, both palms lifted high and pressed against the screen. Her head was down, her chin on her chest, as she listened.

			“I guess we continue to homeschool on our own. Thank goodness she’s an honorary member of Sage’s pueblo so it’s all legit.” 

			“Yeah, and it’s easier to hide the hyper-age thing, of course. But seriously, we can’t be of much help to her,” Hunter murmured in a worried tone. “What can we teach her that she hasn’t already learned?”

			“More life skills, maybe? And I think we should sign her up for every advanced course we can find on the web.”

			“You’re assuming she hasn’t been there already? We don’t monitor specifics, Lil. She’s on the computer a lot.”

			Lily lifted her gaze to her daughter. “I know. She is so much more, knows so much more than we ever will.”

			Hunter cleared her throat. “Does it ever, like, scare you a little? I mean, look at her. She’s communicating through a TV, for Pete’s sake!”

			A chuckle bubbled up in Lily. She tried to squelch it, but it escaped her lips in a short spasmic snicker. Hunter arched one eyebrow but caught the merriment fever, giggling helplessly into her own palm. They touched foreheads, and both shook their heads as the laughter abated.

			Lily sighed, then raised her voice to address her daughter. “Everything okay?” she asked. “Is Flynn talking to you?”

			Birdie nodded briefly, eyes fixed on the TV. “And the others.”

			Lily shrugged at Hunter, and they turned away, holding hands as they strolled toward the kitchen to help with supper. A call from Birdie arrested them, and they hurried back to the family room archway. She was staring at them with wide blue eyes, the freckles on her nose a bas-relief against the translucent paleness of her face. Her hands were clasped in her lap as she knelt on the worn rug.

			“Mummy? Hunny? Something very weird is happening to me.”

			Aili’s Journal

			Rosemary’s Call

			She kept calling to me, sporadically at first, then somewhat regularly. In the beginning, it was faint, hovering at the edges of the Collective. But I could tell the call was directed toward me, even though it was confusing to be singled out that way in the midst of the vast Collective energy field. 

			Then Flynn told me about her, that she was like me, a hybrid child, part Collective and part human. And that there were others. Only a few, true, but I was pleased. Am pleased. It will be amazing to talk to someone going through the same things I am. 

			Not that my life is bad or even difficult. Mummy and Hunny are amazing parents, and they should be called saints, the way they have patiently dealt with raising a child like me. I’m mostly normal and fit well into this human realm, I’m simply too smart, with the limitless knowledge of the Collective buzzing in my head every minute of every day.

			I study photos of myself as a baby, then as a toddler. I don’t look too different from others that age, though my hair and eyes are lighter than most. Luckily, Mummy is a blonde—so it’s expected. What wasn’t expected is that I would age normally until about age two and then jump ahead approximately ten years overnight.

			I immediately realized it wasn’t a progeria thing, as Hunny first surmised, the Hutchinson-Gilford Syndrome that leads to premature aging but within the same body size. It’s more like my younger, smaller body couldn’t contain the powerful, substantial energy of my Collective half. I remember my two-year-old self and how limited I was in speech and in strength. I could barely communicate with the Collective by glass back then, but when I became twelve-ish, that shifted. I understood better. Communicated better, even through the pixels of flat-screen televisions. I could also suss out the facts and language of our history, as well as the powerful means of our universal order. 

			Oh, the confusion it caused in those who knew me. Pure humans couldn’t understand how my molecules could shift in such a way. To age me ten years as though it were a normal occurrence. It terrified them and it took every bit of influence I could manifest to calm their fears and charm them back into liking me. 

			




Chapter Two

			Trust

			A shock of terror raced through Lily’s body. Her hand tightened around Hunter’s as her heartbeat escalated. How could anything be stranger than a child who ages a decade overnight? “What do you mean, sweetheart? What’s happening to you?”

			Birdie furrowed her brow as she seemed to be lost in deep thought. Lily knew from experience that she would want to make sure her thoughts were in order before she spoke. This placid thoughtfulness was one of the reasons Hunter had given her the nickname Birdie several months after she’d been born. When thinking or, especially when listening to the Collective, she often cocked her head to one side in a very birdlike movement.

			Hunter’s hand loosened as she crouched down next to Birdie. She laid one hand on Birdie’s forearm, causing her to open her eyes. “You’ve got to talk to us, baby. We need to know what’s going on.”

			Birdie lifted gemlike blue eyes and studied Hunter’s face. “I know, Hunny. I know.”

			Lily moved close, both hands clutching the handle of her cane tightly. “Did Flynn and the Collective speak to you?”

			She nodded and looked surprised. “Always, of course. This…this is different. I’m being pulled to someone. Someone here in this dimension, on Earth, in this flesh.”

			Hunter rubbed her nose thoughtfully. “Pulled?” She peered up at Lily questioningly.

			Lily shrugged. “This is new,” she said, lacking an explanation.

			Birdie continued, “It’s like something I need to do. A mission.”

			Lily took Birdie’s hands and lifted her to her feet. Hunter rose as well, and the three stood silently in the family room, the static of the television an angry buzz in the background. Hunter lifted the remote and turned off the TV. The resulting silence seemed to have substance, seemed to have actual weight.

			“So, the Collective has given you a mission? What is it and when do we start?” Lily said into that sudden silence.

			Birdie hung her head, silky, silver-blond hair sliding forward to cover her face and shoulders. She took in a deep breath, and Lily felt her heart lurch with compassion. And worry.

			“No, it’s not us. Them. Well, it’s her. She’s calling me.”

			“Someone is calling you?” Hunter frowned in confusion. “Who? Who is calling you? And why?”

			Birdie hesitated before speaking. “I’m not sure. I just keep hearing the word Rosemary.”

			“Rosemary.” Hunter turned her frown of confusion on Lily. “Rosemary? Like the herb?”

			“Aili, what is it, honey? What do we need to do?” Lily watched Birdie with intense concern.

			“I don’t think it’s a what, Hunny, I think it’s a who. Not an herb, a person. I dunno exactly, Mummy, but I will soon.”

			“Someone named Rosemary? That’s a name?” Hunter said, her tone one of disbelief.

			“Sure, like Rosemary Clooney, the singer,” Lily explained impatiently.

			Hunter nodded as Birdie shrugged.

			“I think so,” Birdie said. “I can see her, sort of, and hear her.”

			Lily had been through a lot since Flynn, the interdimensional being, or IDB, had appeared in her bedroom more than four years ago. She’d been kidnapped by aliens, weathered an alien viral plague as those she loved died or were maimed, gotten pregnant with a hybrid child by passing through an energy field, and accepted a position as Government Liaison between the United States Government and the IDBs. She’d also lost most of a pinky finger and a lot of the muscle in her left leg from passing through that radioactive energy. But this—this was all new. As Liaison, she worried about another attack on the people of Earth, but as a mother, she worried that her exceptional hybrid daughter was losing her mind.

			No, I won’t go there, she thought firmly. Who knew what special gifts and abilities Birdie would develop as time passed? Being called by someone in the grand ether of time and space was not so weird, comparatively speaking. After all, Birdie had once gone to bed a two-year-old, then awakened the next morning a preteen. Now, that was weird.

			Lily sighed, trying to grasp some meaning from Birdie’s words. “What does she say when she calls to you?”

			“Nothing, really. It’s hard to explain. It’s through energy, like my people, the Collective, but it’s not them and not words exactly.”

			“Not words? Not words.” Hunter threw her hands up in frustration and changed the subject. “Hey, I’m hungry. Can we eat?”

			Lily and Birdie exchanged knowing, fond gazes, then grinned at one another. Hunter was comfortably predictable. “Well, we’ll talk about it more later, when we can glean a little more information, okay?”

			Birdie, rebounding from her earlier distress, nodded, then took Hunter’s hand and pulled her toward the hallway that led to the kitchen. 

			“Let’s have a big salad tonight,” Birdie suggested as they made their way along the hallway. “With some of the tomatoes SaySay grew in the back garden. I’m really glad you like them as much as I do. You still do, right? They’re originally American, you know. The Aztecs loved their tomatoes and used them in almost everything.”

			Lily followed along behind, her thoughts rioting above Birdie’s chatter. She knew that, as soon as possible, she needed to check in with Flynn. Needed to find out what was going on with her daughter.

			“Gonna pop in here,” she said as they passed the door to her office. “Be right behind you.”

			Once inside, she pushed the door mostly closed, then stood next to the crystalline two-foot-tall sculpture on her desk. It was spectacularly beautiful, not like an obelisk, but more feminine-curved and beguiling. And it always drew her in, mesmerizing her. She loved resting her palm in one of the smooth, abstract concavities as she used the device to communicate with Flynn. She did this now, mentally asking the IDB to come to her. Usually, if the coast were clear, it would appear to her in one of its many guises. Today, though she stood there for many moments, Flynn did not appear.

			“Flynn!” she muttered angrily. “This is my daughter we’re talking about.” Her voice fell into an angry hiss. Colors swirled suddenly in the statue, creating a pearlescent beauty that was awe-inspiring. Lily almost let her hand fall away but held on with steadfast determination.

			“Flynn…”

			Then the message came, traveling along her arm and settling comfortably in her brain. It was one word only and Lily knew that there would be no more information today. Obviously, Flynn and the Collective were busy at that moment, but she hoped, believed, that all would be okay. The word that settled in her mind, like the cozy nestling of a duck mother onto her fragile eggs, was Trust.

			Aili’s Journal

			Missing Leon 

			I already miss my tutor. He isn’t the friendliest of people, not an Auntie Tess or Margie by any means, but even though he’s a loner, a mostly solitary desert rat, he loves the bandying of ideas and theories. Some days we’d talk philosophy the entire class time, as we tried to understand fundamental truths about ourselves and the world in which we lived. We discussed and examined the many philosophical theories posited by the great thinkers from the past. Of course, my particular experiences were, by far, very different from his, so I always tried to drag more opinions and even random thoughts from him. I need to know about regular humans and their relationships to the world and to one another.

			Leon Schoolboy Robbins’s mother, Glory, is an Arizona Navajo, so this obliquely colored all our talks. He told me, early on, that she was the one who made sure he continued his education. She pushed and pushed, using every government option or New Mexico offering possible to raise her son’s educational opportunities high above those of his peers. Luckily, he was interested in everything, all things, which stood him well as degree after degree was easily earned, hence his nickname, Schoolboy. 

			Schoolboy is lucky because his father was a well-funded banker in Mexico City and he was never forced to find work in the casinos. He simply wanted to be a lifelong learner, tutoring to round out his simple life and to further that goal. He’s become a good friend to me, beyond being my tutor, accepting my subtle oddness without question, just as Lanny and Saysay do. I have promised myself that I will keep in touch with him.

			Rosemary. What is it about her that draws me so incessantly? I think it’s our common genesis. And the fact that I think she needs me somehow. But then it occurred to me that our meeting had been engineered by the Collective. I know if I asked any of the Collective consciousnesses directly, they would not lie, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. There is something too appealing about thinking that this girl, on her own, wants to meet me as much as I want to meet her. I have decided to chew on this fantasy as long as the taste is sweet, and I eagerly look forward to meeting her.

			I wonder how my earthly family will welcome her into our lives. I sense that what she and I have between us is beyond romance. That emotion is there, certainly, an undercurrent that is inescapable, but at this point in my life, what did that mean?

			I believe a wait and see approach is best. I hope my mothers will accept how much she means to me. Oh, there will be the usual arguments—too young, date more people of both genders to broaden your horizons.

			It’s laughable. Rosemary is my horizon. We are meant to be. 

			




Chapter Three

			Just Alabama

			The evening meal was subdued and all five diners seemed lost in thought. Sage’s eyes rested on the dining room window as though she were keenly interested in the dusk encroaching outside. Her dark eyes were serene, and Lily wondered if she sensed any foreboding about the impending changes. Lily had no idea of what these changes would be but knew that their peaceful ranching world was in for another shakeup. It had been more than four years since the Greys had inexplicably poisoned Earth’s water with a killer virus. They’d been lucky then, but the time was ripe for another attack.

			She sighed and made mountains and mesas out of her mashed potatoes. And now this someone, neither human nor interdimensional being, but maybe both, was beckoning her baby daughter to them. What did that even mean? Were the Greys back and trying to lure Birdie away? Rampant destructive scenarios toward the aliens filled Lily’s thoughts, interlaced with concern for her child.

			“Cletus Borrows wants to buy thirty head,” Lanny said, drawing Lily away from her worried reverie.

			Lily nodded and finally ate a forkful of potato. “Sounds like a plan. Can we cull the western pasture? It’s overfed.”

			Lanny slathered a biscuit with fresh churned butter from Sky Village. “Yes. I noticed.”

			Lily smiled and shook her head. “Of course, I’m sure you did.”

			“So, what does she tell you? Do you know where she is?” Hunter whispered to Birdie.

			Sage glanced at Hunter as Lily gave Hunter a loaded gaze. Hunter fell silent and sat back, her fork picking at a lentil patty. Lily hated the secrecy that shrouded their lives but knew that the less Sage and Lanny knew about the IDBs, the safer their lives would be. In fact, Lily’s work as the IDB Liaison of the federal government carried the burden of need-to-know security.

			“Do you like them, Lanny?” Birdie asked, wisely ignoring Hunter’s question. She leaned across the table so she could more closely study Lanny’s face as he responded.

			“Well, it’s not beef, sure,” he answered slowly, looking down at his plate then up at her.

			“But it’s growing on you?” she added hopefully.

			Lanny smiled fondly at the precocious child who had been gradually turning them all into vegetarians. “It’s growing on me. At one time, we had no meat, only squash and beans, and corn, so this seems like going back to our old ways.”

			“It sure is healthier,” Birdie said, plopping back into her chair and spearing a hefty bite of carrot. “Have I told you about Dan Buettner’s book The Blue Zones?” She eyed Hunter archly.

			Hunter, who enjoyed a good burger better than most, nodded her head slowly. “Yes, Birdie, many, many times.”

			Sage laughed and turned her attention back to her own food. The use of her left hand, damaged years ago by the alien virus, had almost completely returned, and
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