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Behind the 590-mile diameter of Ceres in the main asteroid belt lurks 
a yginc .itgI ,t lies undete.ted and unseenv for it arriped after the Dawn 
sxa.e.raft and before other satellites sent to eTxlore the beltI whe hull 
tOinkles Oith thousands of lichtsI ,nsidev it cloOs Oith the luminaries 
of labsv holdsv and lipinc fa.ilitiesI Eutsidev beams from hundreds of 
shuttles qnd their Oag throuch xortsI wheg brinc xre.ious metals and 
minerals from nearbg asteroids to its store roomsI

,ts mgriad inhabitants hape Oorked for siT months under a xressinc 
deadlineI Wa.h laboratorgv eperg fa.torgv and all rexli.ators are in .ontin-
ual oxeration to qll mission NuotasI jhen its artisans are not xrodu.incv 
theg are beinc trainedI Fothinc .an co amissv and no one .an slix uxI

wOo beincs sit in a se.ure room in the hub of the metroxolisI wheg 
huddle oper instruments and read the dialsI whe .axed one .li.ks on 
a s.reenv and a blue-creen AeOel qlls their pieOI  whe tOo stand in aOe 
Oat.hinc Ohite mists sOirl around itv but the .louds onlg make it more 
desirableI “or a momentv theg sit and admireI ” xre.ious cemv it is readg 
for the takincI

whe .axed one xla.es his seal on the edi.t in front of himI S,t is timevR 
he announ.esI SLend the ordersIR
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whe other rises to .arrg out his missionI ,n se.ondsv the suxxlg shixs and 
shuttles return to brinc their last loads throuch all xortsI  Picnitaries and 
o6.ials cather to board the enpog shixI wheg hape neper failed beforeI wheg 
Oill not fail this timev for failure means cala.ti. lossI





CHAPTE 1	
STRANGE STARS

 
Beakon, Texas. Population 1,464. Preacher James Darden passed the 

sign, then turned his truck oC yountR 2oad 5E1 onto Aast yentral 
vFenue. wrom there he could see straight through to-n past the one 
trabc light to the lone run do-n hotel and gas station on the -est side 
and out to the fat emptiness MeRond.S The t-o inches oH sno- that had 
Hallen during the night soHtened the outlines oH -ind s-ept -ooden 
homes and store Hronts, Mut not enough to diminish the harshness oH 
Rears oH poFertR and isolation.S AFen the old, dried out tinsel oH the 
yhristmas lights at yentral and 'ain reHused to moFe as his truck 
passed MR.

James made a right onto yhurch jtreet and pulled into the sno- coF 
ered parking lot oH the yhurch oH yhrist. ?e had attended there as a child. 
Those -ho -ere his jundaR school teachers -ere no- his elders.S v He- 
oH his classmates had staRed on HamilR Harms and still attended, Mut most 
had gone. ?e, too, had gone a-aR to a preacher training school Hor t-o 
Rears. Then his parents“ health had deteriorated. ?e came Mack ”ust Hor the 
summer, Mut a series oH eFents had thrust him into the pulpit oH his Hather“s 
congregation. ?e -ould take oFer ”ust Hor a He- -eeks until theR could Ind 
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someone. TheR neFer did, Hor -ho -ould -ant to comeNS ThirtR Rears later, 
he -as still here.

v steadR tapping on the truck door roused him.
BuddR. v t-entR Rear old MoR trapped in a man“s ModR, his Mrain dam 

aged in a car accident.
BuddR pulled open the truck door. W'r. James, Rou okaRNO
W’“m Ine. ?o- are Rou todaRNO
W’ ain“t heard Hrom Jim, Rou kno-. Uot Hor a long time. ?e -as mR Mest 

Hriend, and no- he don“t call me or nothing. Lhen is Jim coming homeNO
W?e“s coming home Hor yhristmas.O
WDo Rou think ’ can talk to himNO
W:H course. Tell Rou -hat. ?o- -ould Rou like to haFe dinner -ith us 

jaturdaRNO
v huge smile replaced his Hro-n. WThanks. ’“ll Me seeing Rou.O
James shook his head as BuddR turned and ran up the street. vt the end 

oH the street, he stopped and -aFed MeHore he turned the corner.SJames 
unlocked the church door and -ent into his obce.

Jim -as coming home. ?e“d Meen gone oFer three months, his Irst time 
a-aR Hrom home, and he and Uell had MarelR heard Hrom him.S

TheR had -anted Jim to do his master3s at yhristian Plains qniFersitR 
t-entR miles a-aR. ?e could haFe liFed at home like he did his Irst Hour 
Rears oH college. jome oH Jim“s Hriends Hrom church -ere there. ?e -ould 
haFe chapel and BiMle classes eFerR daR to strengthen his Haith.S But Jim -as 
determined to attend the qniFersitR oH yolorado in Boulder.S James didn“t 
kno- much aMout the church there, Mut he thought that some students at 
Boulder held a RearlR pot HestiFal. vt least that“s -hat he“d heard.

But Jim -anted to ma”or in astrophRsics, and theR oCered the degree he 
needed. yhristian Plains qniFersitR didn“t. SThat settled it, at least to Jim. 
James thought aMout the check he and Uell had -ritten Hrom their saFings 
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to paR Hor Mooks. ?e -ould haFe gladlR giFen it iH Jim -ere attending 
yhristian Plains. ’t -as the onlR thing he and Uell had argued aMout Hor 
*uite a -hile. ?e reluctantlR gaFe in, sure Jim -ould change his mind aHter 
his Irst semester.

The Irst semester -as oFer. Jim hadn“t come home eFen Hor ThanksgiF 
ing, saRing he had to staR and Inish a paper. ?is roommate, Pat, -as also 
staRing, and theR -ould go out to lunch together. ?e and Uell had praRed 
Hor him eFerR night. That“s all theR could do, praR and trust "od to take 
care oH him. yhristmas -ould Me in a He- daRs. Jim -ould haFe some time 
oC, and theR could all Me together.

?e turned on his computer to Inish up next jundaR“s sermon.
W'ornin3, James.O Alder yhris Bro-n rushed through the obce door.S 

W?aFe Rou heard the ne-s aMout yhristian Plains qniFersitRNOWUe-sN 
Lhat ne-sNO

Wyhristine called me and Gee this morning. There“s a huge star in the 
sno- at the track Ield. jtrange thing, in the middle oH the star there“s a 
sparkling Mlue cross. jhe said maRMe a qw: made it.O

James“ eRes traFeled up yhris“ expensiFe co-MoR Moots, ”eans, and dress 
shirt secured -ith a Molero tie.

yhris laughed. Wjounds like some students pulled a prank.O 
WLhe-Y wora minute Rou had me thinking Rou MelieFed in qw:“s.O 
yhris shrugged, his Hace more serious. WDon“t kno-, Mut it“s all oFer the 

ne-s.O
WLho do theR think made itNO
yhris shook his head. WLho kno-sN vnR-aR, need to go. 'eeting in 

Dallas.O ?e stood and -alked out MeHore James could ask more.
:H all the elders, yhris -as the richest. ?e had inFested in TAU'vy, 

the huge oil conglomerate Hormed Hrom diCerent companies in Texas, Ue- 
'exico, vri7ona, and yaliHornia. yhris staRed on top oH things. vnxious 
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to get home to Uell, he made a He- phone calls to check on sick church 
memMers, then turned oC his computer.

Uell met him at the door. WJim ”ust called. ?e Inished his -ork earlR, 
and he“s coming home todaR. TheR“ll Me here in an hour or so.O

WTheRNO
WPat is -ith him. ?is parents fe- to Gos vngeles to see HamilR, and he 

didn“t -ant to go. ?e“s coming here Hor the holidaRs.O jhe touched his 
cheek lightlR, the -aR she al-aRs did -hen she -anted something. W’ hope 
Rou don“t mind.O

W:H course not.O ?e leaned oFer and kissed her. WJust that it“s such short 
notice, honeR. yhristmas is Hour daRs a-aR. This wridaR.O

Uell smiled. WLhen "od said to Me hospitaMle, ?e didn“t saR “Lhen it“s 
conFenient.“O

W’ inFited BuddR to dinner on jaturdaR.O
jhe tucked a -aR-ard strand oH light Mro-n hair Mehind her ear.S W’“ll 

run to the store and MuR a He- giHts to put under our tree Hor Pat.S Just a 
He- little things. ?e should haFe something on yhristmas.O

Wwor nearlR thirtR Rears ’“Fe Meen saRing ’ married the s-eetest, most 
generous girl in the -orld. :h, Uell, -hat -ould ’ do -ithout RouNO ?e 
took her hand and ran his Inger along the raised gold cross inset -ith a 
Mlue sapphire that graced herring.

Wvnd ’ married the tallest, most handsome.O jhe held him at arm“s 
length and looked at his lean Hrame, then ran her hand through his dark 
-aFR hair. ?er hands touched the small diamonds on Moth sides oH the 
cross on his ring. ’t matched hers. Wyome on, let“s haFe some lunch.S Gots 
todo this aHternoon to get readR. Jim and Pat are coming. ’ can“t -ait.O

KKK
Jim stood outside his old green juMaru GegacR :utMack and stared at 

Pat“s Mroad Mack -hile his Hriend dug through his Mags in the Mack seat.
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Wyome on, Pat. ’ didn“t think stopping Hor a Mite to eat -ould take us all 
daR.O

W?old Rour horses.O
WJust get Rour laptop. ?urrR up.O
WThere.O Pat pulled out his laptop and turned. v -ide grin coFered his 

Hreckled Hace. ?e graMMed his ten inch ponRtail and pushed it Mack oFer his 
shoulder.

Jim eased his long legs under the steering -heel, then turned on the 
ignition and Macked out. The car coughed and shook, Mut once he put it in 
Irst, it ran smoothlR.

WDid ’ tell Rou mR sister Darla and her husMand Joe are moFing to 
DenFerNO Pat asked. W?e got a promotion. TheR made him a regional sales 
manager.O

WThat“s great, Pat. 'aRMe -e can go to their house some -eekend Hor a 
Mreak. Did ’ mention mR sister Janell“s husMand 'ason is no- a ma”or in 
the vir worceNO

8Lo-Y ?e“s climMed the ranks prettR Hast.O
W?e“s in the vir worce jpace yommand. TheR haFe him -orking on 

some ne- space Fehicle. ?e can“t talk aMout it, and -e don“t ask.O
W’“d like to meet them.O
W9ou“ll get to. 'om said theR“re coming home Hor yhristmas iH he can 

get some time oC.O
WLhat are Rour parents like, JimN 9ou“Fe told me Rour dad“s a preacher. 

Lhat else do theR doNO
Jim thought Hor a moment.S W'om does church stuC. 9ou kno-, teach 

ing jundaR school and ladies“ class, Fisiting memMers -ith Dad.S "uess the 
main thing ’ can saR is ’ think theR“re oFer protectiFe. TheR didn“t -ant me 
going to school at yq. Dad -anted me to Me a preacher.S ’H he kne- -hat 
Dr. Durand told us...O
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WvMout extra terrestrialsNO Pat smiled. W9eah, to think -e got to hear 
one oH wrance“s leading scientists and qw: researchers. That -as so cool. 
vnd he“s going to Meat yq teaching classes next semester. Lish theR -ere 
graduate classes, not undergraduate.O

W'e too. But -e“re not going to talk aMout it around Dad and 'om. 
2ememMer that. Lhat aMout Rour parentsNO

Pat looked out his side -indo- Hor a minute. WTheR“re not home much. 
Places to go, things to do.O

WjorrR.O
W’t“s okaR. Do Rou think Rour Hriend yhristine -ill Me aroundNO
W’“m sure -e“ll see her and her Hriend 'arcR at church. ’ hope Rou 

Mrought some nicer clothes.O
WyhurchNS Le“re going to churchNO
W:H course. ’ gre- up going to church eFerR time the doors opened.O
SWBut Rou don“t go all the time in Boulder.O
Jim Mlushed. W’ did cut out a couple jundaRs -hen ’ had to get a paper 

done.S 9ou don“t haFe to go -ith us iH Rou don“t -ant, Mut 'om and Dad 
-ould like it iH Rou came.O

Pat looked do-n at his -orn tennis shoes, green camoufage shorts, and 
his long sleeFed red tee shirt -ith a Rello- shirt Muttoned oFer it.S WLhat“s 
-rong -ith mR clothesNS vll mR good clothes are packed.OS ?e motioned to 
a duCel Mag in the Mack seat. W’ hope Rour mom -ill let me use her -ashing 
machine. 2an out oH time.O

Pat  stared at his open laptop. vHter a He- minutes, he looked up. WLo-Y 
vll the colleges and uniFersities haFe sno- stars on them. v hundred Heet 
in diameter -ith Mlue crosses in the middle.OS ?e ran his Inger do-n the 
screen. WTheR“re all oFer the -orld. Lhere there isn“t anR sno-, theR“re 
raised mounds oH dirt in the shape oH stars. TheR saR it“s not dirt, Mut a 
compound like cement.O
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WThat“s odd. Dad thinks crop circles are pranks.O
W?e can“t saR someone on earth made these. TheR haFe diCerent sRmMols 

in them according to the main religion oH each countrR.O
WLe“ll Me home in a He- minutes. Don“t mention them.OSJim leHt the 

main high-aR and tuned onto 5E1. ’n ten minutes, theR pulled in Hront 
oH the house. ?is parents -ere -aiting on the Hront porch as theR got out 
and ran up the Hront steps.

?is mom thre- her arms around him. WLe“Fe missed Rou.O
W’“Fe Meen gone onlR three months, 'om. Lell, maRMe a couple -eeks 

more. But ’ missed Rou, too.O ?e gaFe her a hug, then turned to his dad. 
WThis is Pat. Thanks Hor letting him spend yhristmas -ith us.O

WLe“re so glad Rou“re here, Pat,O James said.
WThanks, 'r. Darden.O Pat shook his hand.
WDinner -on“t Me Hor a little -hile, so Rou haFe time to get Rour things 

in the house and unpack.O
Wyome on, Pat, graM Rour Mags. 9ou“ll Me in Janell“s old room. 'om 

turned it into a se-ing room, Mut ’ think it still has a Med.O
TheR Mrought in their suitcases, and Jim sho-ed Pat around. ’n the 

Mack Rard, theR receiFed a tail thrashing -elcome Hrom his golden retrieFer, 
Iing. ?e  sho-ed Pat his old inner sanctum, a tree house he had Muilt in 
an aged pecan tree. Back inside, he led Pat to a shelH in the HamilR liMrarR 
Illed -ith Mooks aMout the planets, sun, moon, stars, and the 'ilkR LaR 
"alaxR

Wvre these all RoursN ?o- manR are thereNO
WThirtR Hour. ’“Fe Meen collecting and reading them eFer since mR Hresh 

man Rear in high school. jome maR Me a little out oH date, Mut theR“re still 
good Mooks.O

W9ou“re -aR ahead oH me.O
W’ couldn“t help it. This is -hat has al-aRs interested me.O
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WDinnertimeYO Uell said.
vHter saRing grace, James asked, WLhat are Rou studRing, PatNO
WvstrophRsics, ”ust like Jim. 2ight no-, ’“m interested in stars.S :ur sun, 

oH course. But there“s hot stars, cool stars, and other tRpes oH stars. AFerR 
Rear it seems some scientist Inds out something ne- aMout the stars. ’“d 
like to do that somedaR.O

W'e, ’“m interested in interstellar and intergalactic science,O Jim said. 
WThere are millions oH galaxies, Rou kno-, and each one contains millions 
oH stars.O

W’ told BuddR Rou“d Me here, and ’ inFited him to haFe dinner -ith us 
this jaturdaR,O James said, changing the suM”ect. W9ou haFen“t Horgotten 
Rour old Hriend, haFe Rou, JimNO

WBuddRN :h Reah, BuddR.O Gooking do-n at his plate, he tried to Ind 
the right -ords. WDad, ’ kno- BuddR and ’ used to Me Hriends, Mut...O

Wqsed to MeN Do Rou Horsake Rour Hriends ”ust Mecause theR haFe misHor 
tuneN Jim, ’ didn“t rear Rou to Me like that.O

jince BuddR“s accident, he“s a diCerent person. 9ou kno-, haFing the 
Mrain in”urR and all, he ”ust can“t rememMer things.O

WBut he“s still Rour Hriend, and Rou“re still like his older Mrother,O Uell 
said. Wvnd he still needs Rou. ?e asks aMout Rou eFerR time -e see him at 
church.O

W’ kno-.S ’“Fe tried, reallR tried to keep up, Mut latelR, -e haFe nothing in 
common. ’ can“t email him or text him aMout -hat ’“m doing. ’t“s like ’“m 
talking to a six Rear old. vll he can do is ask, “Lhat, JimN Lhat that meanN 
’ don“t understand, Jim.“ ’ can“t communicate -ith him anRmore.O

Wjon, he doesn“t need Rou to explain things to him. vll he needs is Rour 
smile, Rour arm around his shoulder. ?e needs to Heel like Rou still loFe 
him.O

W’ kno-, Dad. ’“ll giFe him some special attention -hile ’“m home.O
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W’ hope so.O
Jim couldn“t get his mind oC the stars at uniFersities. Dad and Mom 

haven't said anything. Have they heard about them?
W’H Rou all -ill excuse me Hor a minute. ’ think ’“ll catch the Irst IFe 

minutes oH the ne-s.O James -alked into the liFing room and sank into his 
chair, and Jim and Pat Hollo-ed him. Picking up the remote, he clicked on 
the local channel.

W"ood eFening, this is Tom Burns oH The Latest News, -here Rou al-aRs 
get the latest ne-s Irst. vuthorities all oFer the -orld are pu77led at the 
large stars appearing on ma”or uniFersitR campuses. TheR are reminiscent 
oH the crop circles Hound all oFer the -orld, Mut theR are made oH materials 
not Hound on this earth. ’n nations -here there is sno-, theR appear to Me 
made oH sno-, Mut preliminarR testing has proFen that this material doesn“t 
melt. ’n the southern hemisphere, theR are made oH a hard, earth colored 
suMstance.S jtranger Ret are the religious sRmMols that appear in the center 
oH each one. The stars at yhristian Plains qniFersitR and other schools in 
Texas and the qnited jtates are inlaid -ith a shining Mlue cross. ’n 'uslim 
countries, a shining Mlue crescent lies in the middle oH each star.O

James turned the teleFision oC.
WLhat do Rou think, DadNO Jim stood Meside his chair, and Pat and Uell 

-ere Mehind him.
W’ don“t kno-. There has to Me a natural explanation. jit do-n, eFerR 

one. Le need to talk.O


