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Prologue



Lila followed her mother and father up the entry ramp to the transporter. Rila, her twin sister, was leaving today on a mission so vital to their world that only nine women had been deemed intelligent and courageous enough to take part. Her family was there to say good-bye.

Hugging her carryall to her chest, Lila followed demurely. She too had been selected from the first wave of volunteers. The sisters had gone through a period of training, until the group had been whittled to eighteen. Rila the Perfect, as Lila often secretly referred to her twin, had made the final nine.

Lila had not.

Everyone who knew their family assumed Rila would be selected. More humiliating was the fact they all seemed shocked that she, Lila, had gotten so far. Though no one had expressed their misgivings out loud, she knew that even her parents had been surprised to learn she had made the prestigious group of eighteen. She was here today to alter their opinion.

She was younger than Rila by only a few moments, but as theyd reached adulthood the short amount of time had grown until it seemed they were separated by a chasm. Rila had found a place in their world, while Lila was still searching. She was sick to death of coming in second to Rila the Beautiful, Rila the Brilliant, Rila the Perfect.

After today, she would be Lila the Free.

Each of the groups nine participants waited in a private chamber that led directly to a traveling pod, in order to say farewell to their loved ones in private and ready themselves for the journey. At a signal, they would slide down the entry chute to their pod, where they would stay until they reached their destination. On the trip, they would prepare by reviewing Earth history and customs one final time.

Lila was clever; she knew the drill. She could study the data that explained her sisters ideal match and learn the last of the lessons in the review. After her pod hit ground, she would complete enough of the mission to integrate fully into life on a new and exciting planet. She would become her own person, not a shadow of Rila. This quest was the chance to succeed at something, and begin her life anew.

She waited, thinking positive thoughts, while her twin bubbled with enthusiasm as she chatted with their parents. It wasnt Rilas fault she was intelligent and brave. If this mission went as planned, she would get chosen for the next one.

Finally, their parents left and she and Rila were alone.

Wish me luck, little sister? said Rila, her expression glowing.

I love you, Rila, said Lila. I know you never meant to make me feel less worthy. I want you to always remember that.

Less worthy? Oh, Lila, I apologize if I gave that impression. I too hoped you would be chosen. You love children so much, you were made to be a mother. This mission would have been perfect for you. A bell rang, then an announcement blared from the speakers, telling Rila it was time to prepare for launch. She pulled her twin close. Weve shared so much. Im truly sorry you werent chosen.

Too choked to speak, Lila wrapped her arms around Rilas neck and returned the hug. Shed thought for days about her decision. If there were any other way

Moving swiftly, she pulled an injector from her bag and pressed it against her sisters neck. Please, make them understand, this is something I have to do for me.

Catching Rila when she collapsed, Lila propped her in a chair, removed the chips from her sisters ear-lobes and the bracelet at her wrist, and tucked them in her carryall. Struggling with Rilas dead weigh, she tugged off her flight suit and quickly donned the one-piece garment. Then she placed a note for her parents on the table. The second warning bell came with orders for the travelers to climb into the entry chute, which Lila quickly obeyed. Once she was safely in the pod, no one on the mother ship would know shed stowed away.

At the next signal, she closed her eyes. Sliding down the chute, she said farewell to all her yesterdays, and set her sights on tomorrow.







One



Im sorry, Dr. P, but its just not working out. Your boys are too big a handful. Rose Sweeney passed Paul Anderson his twin sons, then took a step back and folded her arms. My Phil needs his sleep, and little Teddy and Rick arent always cooperative when it comes to nap time.

Keeping his smile intact, Paul sighed inwardly. Rose Sweeney was a friend and, until this moment, his babysitter. His waiting room had been full from the first day hed hung his shingle in this tiny eastern shore community, but he was still adjusting to his surroundings. He had patients by the dozens; friends here were as scarce as a cup of Starbucks. He didnt want to lose Rose as either.

If its a question of money

The young woman held up a work-reddened hand. You pay me plenty. Im hurt youd think I want more.

Great, now hed insulted one of the few people in town close to his own age. He was batting triple zero for the day.

Im sorry if I offended you, Rose. I cant tell you how grateful I am that youve kept the twins this long. He hefted a two-year-old in each arm. I just finished with my last patient, so Ill take the boys upstairs and give them their dinner.

Rick stuck a finger in his fathers ear. Dinna! Dinna! Dinna! he yelled at the top of his lungs. Teddy smacked Paul on the side of the head, slapping in time to his brothers chant.

They sure are loud, said Rose, wincing at the racket. About frightened my little Sally to death this afternoon when Rick threw one of his temper tantrums.

Sorry, Im trying to break him of that habit. He set the boys on their feet and, as if on roller skates, they headed for the pile of magazines hed just straightened. Could you do me one favor? Keep them for me until someone answers my ad?

She eyed the twins as if they were puppies let loose on a newly laid carpet. Teddy tossed magazines like chunks of confetti, while Rick continued his call for supper. I dont knowYouve been running that ad for a while now. How much longer before you find the right person?

Paul shrugged as he raised his voice over the racket. I have an ad in the Eastern Shore News and the Beacon. They come out today. Im sure someone will respond by Monday or Tuesday.

So Id only need to have them for two more days?

Tomorrow, Monday, and maybe Tuesday, he agreed, mentally crossing his fingers. Wednesday at the latest.

I play Scrabble at the firehouse on Wednesday mornings, she reminded him. And I have to attend a few of the Founders Day meetings. You still take that day off, remember?

It was Pauls day off unless old man Painters arthritis acted up, or Mary Bartons new baby had another bout of colic, or Pete Starrett fell off a ladder again. But he was sure of one thing. If no one answered the ad this week, he was going to the city council to demand they live up to another of their contractual agreements: help with the care of his sons.

He avoided giving her a direct answer. Ill do my best to have a full-time nanny by Wednesday.

Rose raised a brow and he knew she was thinking that shed heard this song before, as had a host of other women in Prestons Ferry. When hed accepted the citys offer of town physician, theyd promised to supply him with some modern equipment, as well as lend a hand with the boys until he found a full-time nanny. So far, the townsfolk had kept their word about the office supplies and were supposed to order a portable X-ray machine as soon as they completed the Founders Day budget. Theyd tried to elicit help with the twins too, but everyone whod spent more than a few days with his energetic sons had run screaming for the Chesapeake faster than a seagull with its tail on fire.

Okay, drop them off tomorrow morning and Ill explain it to Phil. Rose gave the twins a final once-over, wincing when Teddy shrieked out a laugh. Bye, now, fellas. You be good for your daddy, hear?

Paul locked the door immediately after Rose left, fearful shed change her mind. Then he turned and focused on his boys. Rick sat on a split vinyl chair, the one with the stuffing peeking out, munching happily on the front cover of Readers Digest. Teddy, the deep thinker of the two, methodically tore page after page from the newest Eastern Shore Life and set each sheet neatly beside him in a pile.

Paul loved his children, but times like this he really wanted to hunt down his ex-wife Melanie and kick her to Canada and back. Hed collected a truckload of sympathy when word leaked that shed left him for the electrician whod come to repair their wiring after a power outage. But deep in his heart, he knew shed been right. He had shamelessly neglected her and their sons. He only wished shed clued him in before shed run off, and given him a chance to change. If that had happened, they might still be married and he might still be the most sought-after plastic surgeon in Baltimore.

Dinna! Dinna! Dinna! shouted Rick, beating his fist on what was left of the Readers Digest.

Paul sighed as he studied his shambled office. It wasnt much, just a small waiting area with mismatched tables, a ratty sofa and chairs, and a desk for the receptionist hed yet to hire. The single door alongside the desk led to three tiny examining rooms, a makeshift kitchen that doubled as a lab, a patient bathroom, and a closet-sized office for him.

Hed taken the place sight unseen when hed accepted the position, and now he wished hed had the brains to check it out more carefully. But hed been desperate at the time, trying to balance his hectic profession with his newer parenting duties. When his third housekeeper quit, he realized it was time for a changeand a new schedule that would give him the freedom to raise his sons, as his ex-wife had suggested in her farewell note. Hed gone through their separation in stagesanger, denial, self-pity, and painbut in the end he realized Melanie was right. He had lost touch with the important things in life, including his children. It was too late for him to be a good husband, but he still had time to become a real father. The ad for a doctor to tend the citizens of Prestons Ferry, a small town on Virginias eastern shore, had sounded like the perfect way to make that happen.

Okay, guys, dinner it is. He hoisted Rick in his arms and did the same with Teddy. Ill take care of this mess after the two of you are in bed. He carried them through the door to the back stairs that led to their second-floor apartment. What do you guys feel like eating tonight? Weve got macaroni and cheese or hot dogs and chips. There might even be some chicken nuggets we can nuke. Does any of that sound good?

Teddy kept mum, as usual, while Rick spoke for both of them. Mac and sheez, Da.

Paul hugged both boys tight. Rick had only started saying Da a few days ago, and the single syllable was music to his ears. Teddy often followed his brothers development, but it sometimes took a while. Hed brought them to a speech therapist for an evaluation in the month right after Melanie left, and they had tested normal. The therapist assured him that once they grew comfortable with their father and formed a bond, their speech would improve and theyd be fine.

He couldnt wait until his sons learned to talk in full sentences. Then he could hold a conversation with them instead of the aging population of Prestons Ferry or the smattering of younger couples whod moved in because the chicken processing plant was hiring.

Because it was a sure bet his children were all he was going to have in the world to keep him company as he grew older. He was damn certain he would never get involved with a female again.



Lilas pod hit ground with a bone-jarring thump, knocking her senseless. Lying still, she caught her breath, then staggered to her hands and knees, crawled out of what remained of her craft, and rested on the soggy earth. Shed been warned the touchdown would be rough, but landing the pod was part of the training shed taken. If the tutorial was correct, the pods remains would disappear with the first heavy rain, and the harmless residue would be absorbed into the soil.

She trusted that shed landed somewhere near her target, but since it was the middle of the night, she had little to verify the data. May was supposed to be a beautiful time in this section of Earth, a month when the azure sky was clear, the single sun warm, and the myriad plant life vivid in its awakening.

Arriving under the cover of darkness was part of the master plan, but the surrounding area seemed dangerousnot friendly, much less inviting. Sniffing the damp air, she recoiled at the noxious scent of stale water intermingled with decaying plants and aquatic life. Stifling a gag, she recalled that most of the planets human population consumed animals. Shed never eaten any creature with a heartbeat, but if it was necessary to her survival, she would find a way.

A breeze rustled the vegetation surrounding her and Lila shivered. Shed learned from the training hologram that her sisters match lived somewhere on the Delmarva Peninsula. Shed also learned that the area was sparsely populated and surrounded on three sides by water, which made it a perfect place to carry out her goal. The fewer humans who knew of her existence, the easier it would be to blend into her new world.

Peering into the darkness, she inched away from the pod and found herself up to her knees in cool, sludgelike water. A glance at the surrounding landscape told her she was in a swamp or marshy grassland. She viewed the remains of her vehicle, now scattered on a mound of sodden earth, and trudged doggedly through the mire. Heading toward a stand of trees, she found a spot of drier ground and settled into the natural bed of pine needles.

Opening her carryall, she gazed at what was left of her old life: a favorite childhood toy and a paper image of her family. Her decision to stow away had been made in haste, and now she wished shed prepared better for this trip. Her enthusiasm had often gotten her in trouble back home, causing her to attempt several fields of study, all with disastrous results. Now that she was on Earth, shed run out of options. This was her final chance to rise from under Rilas shadow and succeed at a life that would be hers alone.

She removed the translator and memory chip from the bag and inserted each into an earlobe. She should have no problem using the devices, because her biological makeup was an exact match to her twin sisters. Unfortunately, she needed to carry out Rilas mission for the chips to continue working properly. She had thirty Earth days to become pregnant by her sisters perfect match. When the hormonal changes in her body were made within that time frame, the new language pattern would imprint itself into her brain, thus discontinuing the need for the microchips.

She retrieved the bracelet inset with nine gems and enclosed it about her right wrist. Shed had ample training in its use. The three clear stones were for self-preservation; the three emeralds would aid her in locating her target and the mother ship; the three ruby stones would enhance her mental capabilities.

But the ruby stones had been specially tuned to aid Rila, not her. Rila was a healing empath, someone who could feel anothers pain and take it into herself. Lila was adept at telekinesis, the movement of inanimate objects. She had little hope of using the ruby stones to bolster her own gift, but selling them might come in handy if she failed to earn a living on the planet. The candidates had been warned that the stones were highly valued here, and had to be guarded carefully. It was best, shed been told, for a traveler to never remove the ear chips or the bracelet, and she vowed to follow that rule.

The call of a bird startled her. An owl, she thought, thrilled shed remembered its name. They had similar birds on her planet, just as there were similar plants and animal life. The comparison submerged her in a wave of homesickness. Sighing, she leaned back against a tree trunk. A tear escaped and she brushed it away, but it didnt stop the torrent that followed. Her mother, her father, her sistershe would never see them again. Fighting the loneliness rising in her chest, she recited in her mind her own personal mission. Each traveler had been sent to Earth to become pregnant. She would prove that, had she had been chosen, she would have succeeded. Driven by pride, she swore to complete the task before she set out on her own in this new world.

Her sister had been matched to a man named Paul Anderson. During descent, the pods locator had tracked him to this peninsula. If the instruments had been accurate, shed landed within a few miles of the man. She had to meet Paul Anderson, have sex with him, and become pregnant before she could be free. Once that occurred, she could go about the business of becoming human.



Paul penned his findings in Mary Grays folder, noting his diagnosis. The older woman had arthritis, brought about by age and the type of work shed done for the past forty years. He scribbled his prescription, a standard dose of medication hed read up on that seemed to have good success with the over-seventy crowd, then closed the chart.

Walking down the hall, he set her folder on top of a filing cabinet and proceeded to examining room number two. Hed dropped Bill Halversons file in the plastic pocket holder tacked to the door when hed led the man inside. Hed never seen Bill as a patient before, and thought it wise to prepare for the exam. Especially if the man was still wearing on his head what Paul thought hed been wearing.

Seeing nothing unusual in the chart, he knocked, then opened the door. Bill sat in a paper gown on the edge of the table, bony legs crossed, reading a magazine. Paul tried not to stare.

Mornin. Bill set the journal aside and gave a toothy smile. Saw you around town a time or two. Nice to finally meet you.

Paul nodded and accepted Bills outstretched hand. Doing his best to ignore the aluminum foil contraption on the older mans head, he sat on a stool and rolled it to the table. Hed seen a few of his neighbors wearing identical caps while walking around town the past few days, but every time he thought to ask Rose about them something came up with the boys or his practice and the question flew from his mind.

What seems to be the trouble?

Having a hard time falling asleep at night, said Bill, resting his elbows on his knees. Used to be, my head would hit the pillow and, bam, that was it until six. Now I lie awake for hours before I manage to grab a few winks.

I see. Paul made a notation in the chart. Has anything changed in your personal habits lately? The way you exercise, or what you do to relax?

Im on the Founders Day committee and were counting down to D-day. This year Im still on the setup squad, but Ill be running a booth of my own for ESAW.

The fairs next weekend, right?

Yes, sir, and Im gonna be busier than a mouse in a grain silo. Thats why I need my rest.

Have you noticed any change in eating, urination, bowel movements, or the like?

Nope.

Paul tried not to smile, but he had to ask. How about your sex life?

Lets see. Bill scratched his temple and the aluminum cap shifted to the left. Me and the missus are still doin it regular as clockwork, every Wednesday morning and Saturday night, so Id hafta say no to that one, too.

Impressed, Paul made a note in the seventy-one-year-olds chart. Maybe it was something in the sea air. Then he stood and did a heart and lung check, took Bills blood pressure, and continued the routine exam.

Lie down, please.

The man flattened his hand over the foil cap, presumably to keep it from falling off, and complied while Paul palpated his abdomen. Any aches or pains you havent told me about?

Bill sat up and straightened his gown. Not a one.

When was the last time you had a screening for rectal or colon cancer? Diabetes?

Bill shrugged. A year ago. Right before he retired, Doc Jensen made a bunch of us seniors take the bus over the bridge to Virginia Beach. Went to a clinic where we all got head-to-toe physicals, even Doc. Thats how they discovered my Ellens ovarian cyst, and Albert Fieldings prostate cancer. Far as I know, anyone who had a problem got it ironed out.

Paul gazed up at the man from his stool. The aluminum foil cap sat at a jaunty angle, reminding him of something hed seen in a movie not long ago.

Mind if I ask about the hat?

Bill shifted on the table and pointed to his head. This? he asked, his expression serious.

Uh, yeah.

Put it on a few days ago, and I aint about to take it off.

Paul thought about Bill and his wife doin it while the old gent had his head wrapped in silver, and bit the inside of his cheek. Even when yourein bed?

Especially when Im in bed. Talked Ellen into wearing one too, but shes not as religious about it as I am.

And you wear it for

Protection.

Protection?

Bill stared as if he thought Paul was the one who needed an exam. From the aliens. Eustace figures they wont be able to read our thoughts through the foil.

Paul blinked. Aliens?

Well, sure. Weve been on high alert all week. Havent you heard?

In between seeing patients, doing laundry, cleaning, cooking, and making an attempt at potty-training Teddy and Rick, hed had little time to gossip with the townsfolk. Sorry, no, Paul confessed. Ive been kind of busy with my sons.

Oh, yeah. Ellen met them when Millie Entwhistle took a turn watching them. Said they was cute kids.

I think so. Now, why dont you tell me about this high-alert thing?

Might take a while.

Unless someones come in since we started this exam, I have the time.

Bill gave him a once-over, then raised a brow. You aint gonna laugh, are you, or tell me I need to go see one of them psychiatrist fellas? Cause if you are, Ill leave right now.

No, no. Paul folded the chart and set it on the counter next to the sink. Im interested. Really.

His expression still wary, Bill nodded. I belong to ESAW, thats short for the Eastern Shore Alien Watch. We got us a president and a treasurythe whole nine yards. Im district commander of the Prestons Ferry watch committee.

I see. Paul stood and propped himself against the sink cabinet. And why exactly have you been on high alert?

Eustace Carter, hes the president, lives up in Ex-more, and hes got one of them high-powered telescopes on his roof. Thats the reason we elected him leader, you know.

Because of the telescope?

Thats right. Well, anyway, hes the one who first spotted the lights. He called a meeting and a bunch of us went up there last Saturday and took turns checking them out. Let me tell you, in all the years Ive lived here, I aint never seen a prettier or more compelling sight.

What kind of lights?

Started out tiny, but they got bigger every night, until they seemed to jump right outta the sky. And they twinkled, like that old poem my kids used to reciteyou know the one. Twinkle, twinkle little star, how I wonder, and all that.

Logic, Paul told himself. Maybe the man could be swayed with logic. Did anyone think to call the NASA station out on Wallops Island? I hear they monitor everything in the sky from radio waves to weather balloons.

We did. All they yammered about was a meteor shower.

Paul didnt know much about the stars or aliens, but NASAs version made sense to him. I take it you didnt believe them?

Hell, no. Bill straightened his shoulders. Couple of us have studied up on this stuff. The lights had a definite pattern, and they lasted way too long to be a meteor shower, or shooting star residue, or anything else those stiff-necked scientists suggested.

Did you give them your theory?

Snorting, Bill shook his head. Called em every evening, sometimes two, three times, and told them what we thought. Last few nights, they just hung up on us. Eustace even called an old buddy of his up in Washington, D.C., but the man never returned his message.

I see. Paul raised his brows. So, what else was it about the lights that made you think wed, umbeen visited by aliens?

First off, the lights split up two nights ago, each of em headin off in a different direction. But one of em stayed right on track for the peninsula. Winked out of sight south of here, out near the wildlife refuge, which puts Prestons Ferry smack in the middle of the target area. A couple of us tromped the swamp yesterday, found some trampled grass but not much of anything else. Were on the lookout, though.

You and your buddies all came to the same conclusion?

Sure did. Alien spacecraft is the only answer. The ship coulda taken off after dropping a space-man or sunk into the swamp. But dont worry none. Well find em.

Paul ran a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing. And when did you first start to have trouble falling asleep?

Tugging at his chin, Bill moved his lips as if counting to himself. Awareness dawned and his face flushed pink. About six, seven days ago. He frowned. Shoot me for an idiot, Doc, but I see what youre getting at. My subconscious is flustered about these lights, so my mind cant rest. He set his hands on his spindly thighs. Did I get it right?

Id say yes, said Paul, grinning. And Id bet that as long as you and the rest of your gang are on high alert, youll continue to have trouble. Do you want me to prescribe a mild sleeping pill or suggest something over the counter?

Bill slid off the table and dropped to his feet. Heck, no. Medication would just make it harder for me to wake up for my watch. I got to stay alert. He stepped into his underwear, then his baggy trousers, and removed the paper gown. After slipping an undershirt over his head, he said, Think Im gonna start taking a nap in the afternoon, like Ellen does. That way, Ill be rested up for Founders Day or the big showdown, whichever comes first.

Showdown?

He stuffed his arms in his flannel shirt and did up the buttons, then tucked both shirts into his pants. Once we find them spacemen, were gonna capture em and take em to Washington. Well show them government boys how to defend our country from extraterrestrial attack.

Paul escorted the older man from the examining room into the front office, collected his fee, and did the necessary paperwork. Then he walked to the door. Let me know if the naps work. If not, I can still prescribe something.

Bill shook his hand. Say, ESAW is always looking for folks to join the group. Just say the word and Ill get you a membership form. Its only five bucks to sign up. He tapped a finger on his head, and his cap dipped to the right. Ill even make you one of these. And one for each of your boys.

Thanks, said Paul, determined not to laugh. Ill let you know.

He escorted Bill to the door. Heaving a sigh, he picked up his home delivery copy of the Eastern Shore News. Aliens. Just what he needed to make his day. Hed thought this little town was too good to be true, peaceful yet with enough population to have a post office, bank, restaurants, grocery and drug stores, and a few other shops. If he needed more in the way of civilization, all he had to do was pay a hefty toll and drive the Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel. He could be in Virginia Beach in less than an hour. Too bad the mayor hadnt told him about ESAW before he signed the contract.

Glancing at the wall clock, he noted it was lunchtime. If he was lucky, hed have a light afternoon. He could spend his time catching up on the laundry, then start a decent supper before Rose dropped the boys off. He took the paper to the kitchen, made a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, and ate it while he read over his ad in the employment section.


Housekeeper/Nanny needed for professional man and two toddler sons. Generous compensation, all benefits plus room and board. Days off by arrangement. Apply in person at



The ad finished with his address, no phone number. He didnt believe in wasting time talking to curious people who wouldnt pan out. If someone was truly interested in the position, theyd show up and hed do the first interview face-to-face. Then hed let the boys meet the candidate. If his sons liked the womanhed naturally assumed it would be an older womanand her references checked out, hed hire her on the spot.

He heard the office door open and pushed back from the table, wondering if his next patient would be wearing aluminum foil on his head or sporting a full-body suit of the shiny stuff. If nothing else, another conversation like the one hed had with Bill would make for an interesting afternoon.

Stepping into the waiting room, he stopped in his tracks. A woman, looking rather bedraggled and a bit confused, stood with her back to the door, the very picture of contradiction. Wild, curly red hair and translucent skin gave her an aura of fragility, but her tall, generous form reminded him of an athlete, maybe a tennis player or skier, or a track star. With her long legs and full bust, Paul imagined her magnificent figure would bring a monk to his knees.

She raised her gaze and blinked through large green eyes, and he pointedly ignored the stirring below his belt. She didnt look sick, so he doubted she was here for a checkup. She didnt smile, simply stared as if taking in each and every detail of his person, no matter how insignificant.

His gaze moved from her full lips to her impressive bustline and down to her clenched fingers. When he got a look at the newspaper she held, everything fell into place.

Walking farther into the room, he extended his hand. Hi. Im Paul Anderson. I see youve come about the ad.
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