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Teaser chapter




 “MY FATHER FIGURES THERE’S SOME KIND OF ISSUE WITH SUCCESSION BACK ON THE HOME WORLD.”

“How so?” White asked. “There were plenty of other children and grandchildren.”

“When you left. Maybe not now.” Martini managed a weak grin in my direction. “You wouldn’t like the succession rules.”

“Male lines, male children only, right?”

“Right.”

“Similar to Earth, Jeff.”

“Only, on Earth, if there is no male child, they’ll allow a female to rule.”

“Not so on the old home world?” I asked White.

“Not so far as we know.”

“And since Christopher’s male, there’s a chance he could be involved in the succession issues.” Martini was so upset he could barely talk. “So they’re coming here. But it’s not to attend the wedding, most likely. At least, that’s not the main goal.”

I got a funny feeling. “What are they coming for, then, Jeff?”

He looked straight at me, and I could tell how much he hated what he had to say to me. “To pass judgment on whether or not you’re appropriate royal marriage material.”

 

“This delightful romp has many interesting twists and turns as it glances at racism, politics, and religion en route. It will have fanciers of cinematic sf parodies referencing Men in Black, Ghostbusters, and X-Men.”

—Booklist (starred review)




DAW Books Presents GINI KOCH’s Alien Novels:

 

TOUCHED BY AN ALIEN 
ALIEN TANGO 
ALIEN IN THE FAMILY 
ALIEN PROLIFERATION 
(coming in December 2011)




[image: 001]




Copyright © 2011 by Jeanne Cook.

 

All Rights Reserved.

 


 

DAW Book Collectors No. 1545.

 

DAW Books are distributed by Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 

All characters and events in this book are fictitious.

Any resemblance to persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

 


 

The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal, and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

 

Nearly all the designs and trade names in this book are registered trademarks. All that are still in commercial use are protected by United States and international trademark law.

 

 

 

 

 

 

First Printing, April 2011



eISBN : 978-1-101-51354-5

[image: 002]

DAW TRADEMARK REGISTERED

U.S. PAT. AND TM. OFF. AND FOREIGN COUNTRIES

—MARCA REGISTRADA

HECHO EN U.S.A.

 

S.A.

http://us.penguingroup.com




To Mom & Dad and Mumsy & Daddy, 
for proving there really are people out there 
who mate for life; and to Steve, who made sure 
there are two more of us who do.
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IN SPRINGTIME A YOUNG ALIEN’S THOUGHTS turn to love. And marriage. And, as fast as possible, the baby carriage.

Dating anyone from a different culture can be hard. Try dating one from a different planet. Oh, and working with him, too. Every day. Every single day.

I like being a superbeing exterminator. The hours are kind of random, but the benefits are great, especially the benefit of getting to live and work with the most gorgeous people on Earth. Sure, they have two hearts, can run at hyperspeed, and actually come from Alpha Centauri. But, hey, they’re just regular folks, for the most part.

On the other hand, planning a wedding with one of them is not the easiest fish to fry. Not, realistically, that frying fish is all that hard. Not that I would, personally, know, either, since I avoid active participation in all kitchens except under extreme duress. Okay, fish fry equals bad example.

But mixing wedding planning along with protecting the Earth from all the threats, internal and extremely external, that plague it on a daily freaking basis is not a piece of cake. Particularly when you already come from a religiously mixed family and are mixing in a third one. That you can’t tell your family about. No worries, been lying to them about my career change for almost a year, not like telling the grandparents another whopper will kill them. Right?

I’ll just keep them distracted with lots of doublespeak and focus their attention on things like flowers and seating arrangements.  Before they know it, the wedding will be over, and they’ll all go back to their lives, none the wiser.

 

Yeah, I know. It’s one of my plans. It’ll go all Dog Day Afternoon somewhere along the line. But a girl can dream, can’t she?
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CHAPTER 1

“WHY ARE WE WAITING OUT HERE in the middle of the night?” Martini asked for what, by my count, was the tenth time in less than an hour.

“Because Chuckie said there was something here we needed to see, Jeff. You know, like I’ve said for the past, oh, hours?”

“Why do you insist on calling him Chuckie?” Martini was really in a mood. Possibly because we’d been interrupted in the middle of a very romantic dinner by Chuckie’s phone call. To me, not to Martini.

“Because that’s what I’ve called him since ninth grade, and calling him Mister Reynolds seems sort of stupid, calling him Charles sounds like I think he’s my uncle, and if I’m going to call him Chuck, then I’m going to add on the ‘e.’ ” Of course, I knew the real reason Martini wasn’t happy. But I wasn’t going to bring it up. We’d had the jealousy chat months ago, and he was supposed to be working on dealing with the fact that other men occasionally found me attractive and trying not to be a jerk about it. Tonight he wasn’t doing so well.

“Jeff, you know you could go on back to the Science Center and let me and Kitty handle it.” Reader winked at me where Martini couldn’t see.

“Right, thanks for the offer, James. But just how would the two of you get out of here if there were any problems?”

Martini had a point. We were perched on the top of Animas Peak in New Mexico, staring at pretty much nothing. Reader and I, being human, would have a hard time getting anywhere  fast if Martini or another Alpha Centaurion wasn’t with us. On the other hand, we could drive and fly because our reflexes weren’t so good that they destroyed Earth machinery. So we had that going for us.

On the other hand, we’d gotten to this point via a gate, which was alien technology that let you move hundreds or thousands of miles in seconds and had the added advantage of making you completely nauseated. On the other hand, because we weren’t aliens, neither Reader nor I could actually see the gate that had deposited us here, on top of a really high mountain, in the middle of the night. (Yeah, I know, that’s a lot of hands.) I thought about the drop and sidled a little closer to Martini.

My walkie chirped. “Kitty, you there?”

“Hi, Christopher. How goes it at your location?”

“Dull, dark, and boring. You sure the C.I.A.’s not trying to kill us or freeze us to death?”

“Somewhat positive. We’re supposed to see something. Soon.”

“I’m seeing my bed. It’s nowhere near me, but I can see it.”

“Hilarious. How’s Tim doing?”

“He’s as bored as I am. So’s Paul, should you care to know. ACE, however, seems fascinated.”

“Glad one of you, or at least part of one of you, isn’t sitting around complaining like an old lady.” ACE was a superconsciousness I’d managed to channel into Paul Gower a few months back so it couldn’t accidentally destroy the entire world. ACE usually did its best to hang in the background, but whenever Paul was bored, it tended to show up a little more.

“At least it’s stopped asking about our sex life,” Reader muttered.

“ACE is just interested in things.”

“Girlfriend, I don’t even want to get into how totally unromantic you get when you have to clinically explain kissing, let alone any other sexual act, to an entity that didn’t have a body for most of its existence.”

I thought about it. “Um, ick.”

“In a word, yeah.” Reader had been the top international male supermodel for several years running. Then he’d joined up with the boys from Alpha Centauri, or A-Cs as they called themselves. He’d been an agent longer than I had, but he had somehow become my best friend in my new life. We had a  lot in common, including being in love with an alien. Reader and Gower had been a couple longer than I’d known them, which was going on a year. In that time, they’d fought all of once. I’d been with Martini almost a year, and in that time we’d fought . . . a lot more than once.

I could tell Martini picked up my emotions, because he reached out and pulled me to him. As he was the most powerful empath on Earth, this wasn’t a surprise. He didn’t go insane from all the myriad emotions batting around everywhere and from everyone because of the blocks and other empathic-protection goodies the A-Cs knew how to install in their brains and use. Martini didn’t have blocks up against my emotions. Sometimes I wondered if that was a wise choice on his part.

“Sorry,” he said quietly. “I’m just tired and tired of waiting. And you’re freezing.”

“A little.” Okay, a lot. I just didn’t want to complain. I was in the standard-issue clothing for working female A-Cs—white Oxford button-down, black slim skirt, and a long, black trench coat, all Armani. I was also in Aerosole pumps because the A-Cs believed in looking good while feeling comfortable. But we were on top of a high mountain, and while the guys were in their standard black Armani suits with their white Armani shirts and their long black trench coats, they seemed to shove off the cold better, even the human guys.

Martini opened his coat, pulled me against him, and wrapped it around me. “Better?”

I snuggled up and leaned my head against his chest. “Mmmm, yeah.” He was warm, and I always found his body heat and double heartbeats soothing.

“Baby? Wake up.”

“I was awake.”

“You don’t snore when you’re awake.”

“I wasn’t snoring!”

Reader coughed. “Um, yeah, yeah, you were.”

Martini’s walkie crackled. “Yeah, we could hear you snoring over here.” I could tell Christopher was snickering.

“You played my snoring for them?”

Martini shrugged. “I wanted to make sure they were awake. Not my fault you were sort of loud. You coming down with a cold?”

“No, I am not. Though if we’re here much longer, I might.”

“Blame good ol’ Conspiracy Chuck. I’m not the one who suggested a romantic rendezvous out here.”

“You know I don’t call him that. Only people who weren’t his friends called him that.”

“Which is why I feel great calling him that.”

I let it pass. I mean, I didn’t want to head into one of Martini’s favorite complaints, which was that I was far too willing to take Chuckie’s calls. “Besides, this isn’t a date.”

“I know. I’m really clear that this is not how I planned to end the evening.”

I pulled my walkie out of my purse. “Jerry, you guys okay?”

“Yeah, but why is it we got stuck on the coldest ridge?” Jerry Tucker was one of the Navy Top Gun pilots assigned to Centaurion Division in general and to my Airborne team in specific. He was on Chiricahua Peak in Arizona. Christopher’s team was on Big Hatchet in New Mexico. All high, all cold at this time of year, all lacking a C.I.A. operative.

“The lower-ranking officers get the cruddy locations,” Reader answered into his walkie.

“Thanks. You know, Matt, Chip, and I all outrank you, James.”

“Only in the Navy. Around here, experience and longevity count more.” Reader was trying not to laugh.

“Then how is it Kitty’s in charge of Airborne?” Tim Crawford, also part of my team, was laughing. Like Reader, Tim lived to be a smartass.

“Oh, shut up.”

“It’s worse over here,” Christopher snapped. “We’re on the edge of a knife. The rest of you at least have something to stand on.”

“That’s why it’s two A-Cs to one human over there. Stop whining. Jerry, anything over there? At all?”

“No, but I’m really glad you guys let Michael come with us.” Michael Gower was Paul’s younger brother and was visiting us while on vacation from NASA. He was also an astronaut, but I doubted this was why Jerry was glad he was there. The idea of not having an A-C with you while on a scary high mountain had dawned on me already. “You know, Cochise’s ghost is supposed to haunt these mountains.”

“A ghost would at least be something interesting,” Reader offered.

We waited a few more minutes, then I heard something different.  It sounded as though a very muted sprinkler system had just started up. “Chuckie’s here.”

The sleek, black helicopter set down far enough away from us that we weren’t too windblown. A tall man bundled up in a long overcoat got out and sauntered over to us. I attempted to move out of Martini’s arms, but they were locked around me. I was cold enough I decided not to argue.

“Took you long enough, Reynolds,” Martini snapped as Chuckie got near enough to hear him.

Chuckie shook his head. “Always a pleasure, Martini. Kitty, how’re you doing?”

“Fine. Cold and bored, but fine.”

Chuckie nodded his head toward Reader. “Good to see you.”

“Damn, but you lie well,” Reader said with a smile. No one but me seemed to like Chuckie. Oh, well. He didn’t seem to mind.

“If you two could detach from each other for a moment? It’ll make it easier to show you what’s going on.”

Martini let me go, slowly. I took his hand and gave it a squeeze. He relaxed a bit. “Chuckie, what is going on?”

He looked at his watch. “You’ll see in . . . oh . . . about a minute and a half. Might want to let White and your other boys know it’s almost showtime.”

“Christopher, we’re almost set.”

“Yeah, the C.I.A. graciously joined us just now.”

“Jerry, you have federal company yet?”

“Yes, ma’am, Commander. We are in position.” Jerry and the rest of my flyboys always went into Supreme Military Mode whenever we were dealing with anyone outside Centaurion Division. No one in Centaurion liked having to deal with the C.I.A.’s ET Division. Except me. I didn’t mind if we were dealing with Chuckie, but only if we were dealing with him.

Chuckie reached into his coat pocket and pulled out some goggles. “You might want to put these on.” He handed them to me and tossed a pair each to Martini and Reader.

I put them on, which, of course, required me to let go of Martini’s hand. Chuckie smoothly took the opportunity to take my arm as soon as the goggles were on. “You’ll want to pay close attention, Kitty.”

“Why me? I mean, over everyone else?” I was trying not to  give off any kind of emotion other than professional interest. Being betrothed to the most powerful empath on Earth had a lot of advantages. But Chuckie had become an in-person part of my life again on a much more consistent basis starting when Martini and I had been in a very rough patch. I define “rough patch” to mean he was drugged out of his mind by an alienhating conspiracy, and said conspirators almost murdered me in a truly horrible way. We were supposedly past all that, but since Chuckie had proposed during this time, and I’d considered it, Martini was never happy when Chuckie was around.

Chuckie sighed. “You’ll see.”

Martini was on my other side and took my other hand. I held his hand tightly, but I could feel how angry he was. “Reynolds, you want to loosen your grip on her?”

“No. Though you should hold on tighter as well.” Chuckie reached out, grabbed Reader’s arm, and pulled him over. “Hang on.”

“Um, why?”

No sooner were those words out of my mouth, than we found out why.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SHOCK WAVES HIT, and the sky lit up. Animas, Hatchet, and Chiricahua Peaks formed a very shallow triangle in the southern parts of Arizona and New Mexico. But this area was a hotbed of alien activity—most landings happened here, both intentional and of the crash-landing kind. No one knew why. I just figured aliens were attracted to mountainous desert areas. Martini said they were attracted to me, but I didn’t really believe him.

If the parasitic superbeings the A-Cs had originally been sent to Earth to deal with kept to this area, too, our lives would be a lot simpler. Sadly, they landed all over the world, but they still seemed to prefer the United States in terms of overall percentage of attacks. The U.S. was the immigration country of choice even for alien jellyfish things that turned humans into scary monsters. It made you proud, really.

But what we were seeing didn’t resemble a parasite or a superbeing in any way. The lights were a bizarre pattern, but we were high enough up that we could see them clearly. Geometric shapes, interesting and different, but not Earthly. And yet, they were vaguely familiar.

Walkies were crackling. “Jeff, what do you see?” Christopher was shouting.

“Same as you, I’d bet,” Martini said.

“Is Kitty okay? I can’t raise her!” This from Tim.

“She’s fine. Jeff’s got one hand, Reynolds has the other,” Reader replied.

“Nice,” Jerry said sarcastically. “And thanks to the C.I.A. for the heads-up on this one.”

“You all okay?” Martini asked, his voice crisp, annoyed, and all business. He went into Commander Mode a lot around Chuckie, but always when any of us were in real or perceived danger.

Everyone was confirmed to be still standing on terra firma and seeing a pretty laser light show. “All we need is Pink Floyd playing in the background.”

“You’ve got it on your iPod, I’m sure,” Chuckie said. “You have everything.”

“True.” Chuckie did know me very well. Martini hated that, as well.

“How often is this happening?” Martini asked.

“It’s a pattern. It showed up once last year. We investigated—nothing. Would have pulled Centaurion in, but you were dealing with the Mephistopheles situation.” Or, as I called it, my introduction to my new life, since this was how I’d joined up as a Centaurion agent. I also called it Operation Fugly, which caused universal wincing whenever I said it aloud. No idea why—my names for things were always a lot more realistic than those the various government divisions came up with.

“You could have mentioned it when that was over,” Martini said, sarcasm heading to full.

“We could have, but we had other pressing issues. It manifested again six months later.” He let that one hang while we did the math. Six months later was right about when I was flying a stolen Mazda3 through the desert with a scary sociopath who also happened to be a politician chasing me. Though from what my mother and Chuckie both said, that description was redundant. Operation Drug Addict gave me nightmares only a few times a month now. Martini, who could pick up emotions even when others were sleeping, was possibly happier about that than I was.

“How soon after?” Martini asked, his voice clipped.

“The next night. Then it happened again, three months later. To the day.”

I thought about it. “Um . . . you mean on my birthday?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, I don’t like where this is going,” Reader said.

“Neither do we,” Chuckie continued. “It showed up again six weeks later. Then one month later. Then three weeks later. Then two weeks. Then one.”

“What’s it on today?” My stomach felt as queasy as if I’d just walked through a gate from Arizona to Moscow.

“It’s been daily for the past week.” Chuckie sighed. “Anyone besides me find the light pattern somewhat familiar?”

“In a way,” I admitted. “But I can’t place it.”

“Same here,” Reader said.

Confirmation of familiar but not recognizable came from everyone but Martini. His grip on my hand was tighter, though.

Chuckie looked over at him. “Martini? Surely you recognize it?”

“Why the hell didn’t you bring us in on this sooner?” Martini growled.

“We had to verify where it was coming from.”

“That’s bullshit.” Martini sounded ready to get into a physical fight with Chuckie, and I started to get really worried.

Chuckie sighed. “True. We wanted to be sure it wasn’t something your people were doing intentionally. Point of fact, something you, personally, weren’t doing intentionally.”

“You have some goddamned nerve,” Martini snarled.

“It’s my job. Surprising as that may be to you after working together for the past three years.”

“We don’t work together,” Martini said through gritted teeth.

“Not so much, but we will be. You’ll find the orders when you get back. Until we have determined whether this is benign or a dangerous threat, Centaurion Division, Alpha Team in particular, will be reporting in to me. Oh,” he added, “and don’t try calling in the P.T.C.U. on this. Angela’s as worried about it as the rest of us are, and she already gave the final authorization.”

“Why did you call my mother in for whatever this is?” For some people, this would have been an odd question, all things considered. And a year ago, for me, it would have been. A year ago, I’d thought my mother was a consultant, my father was a history professor at A.S.U., and my best guy friend was merely a brilliant, globe-trotting multimillionaire.

Discovering aliens walked among us had opened up a whole new world at home for me. Turned out my mother was the only non-Israeli, non-Jew ever in the Mossad, albeit retired now, so to speak. In between directing grad students and writing papers, my father moonlighted as an active member of NASA’s ET cryptology division. And Chuckie was seeing the  world because he was not only in the C.I.A. but was the guy in charge of dealing with Centaurion Division. Discovering that my mother had suggested him for the job was merely icing on the liar’s cake my nearest and dearest had been feeding me for my entire life.

My mother was now the head of the Presidential Terrorism Control Unit, a federal agency most regular folks didn’t know existed. Of course, they didn’t know the C.I.A. and NASA both had Extraterrestrial divisions, nor did they know we had a full-on, ninety percent alien-staffed division called Centaurion, either. Most people probably slept better because of this ignorance.

“Because it clearly affects her daughter.” Chuckie sounded angry, just a little, and I didn’t think he was angry with me.

“Jeff? What’s going on?”

Martini didn’t answer. Chuckie sighed. “Kitty? What are you wearing around your neck?”

“The Unity Necklace Jeff gave me. Why?” By Alpha Centauri custom, this meant Martini and I were engaged to be married and both off the market. Which was great in terms of any and all A-Cs. But I didn’t have an engagement ring, so the majority of the humans I knew didn’t believe we were getting married.

“Oh . . . hell.” Reader sounded freaked. “What’s after her now?”

“Why is anything after me?”

“Kitty, look at the lights again. Look at them carefully.” Chuckie sounded amused.

“What’s so funny about this?” I was staring at them. They still seemed really familiar.

“Imagine the pattern as smaller. And hanging around your neck.”

I did. “Oh. Well, you didn’t say tilt it.”

“Right, I realize that makes all the difference.” Chuckie was definitely amused. But that humor left his voice when he spoke to Martini again. “I’d like to know what’s going on, Martini. And I’d like to know now. Or you’ll be explaining this at C.I.A. headquarters. In a private room.”

Martini was still speaking through clenched teeth. “I have no idea.”

I was moving from worried to scared, and I could see terrified waving at me from just around the next bend in the road.  “Guys? Does anyone else realize the peak we’re on corresponds to the jewel in the necklace?”

“Yes,” Chuckie said. “I do. I’m guessing I’m the only one other than your fiancé, but I’m very clear on it.”

“Is that why we’re standing here?”

“Yes. What’s significant about this peak, Martini?”

“I have no idea.”

“Come on, you gave her the necklace.”

“It’s from our home world. It’s been in our family for centuries.”

“So your family has been planning to invade Earth for centuries?”

“We’re all here,” Christopher’s voice snarled from the walkie. “You, of all people, should know that.”

Something tickled in my brain. Maybe it was because I’d been focused the past few weeks on wedding invitations and seating arrangements and all the horrors that go along with a wedding. “Um . . .”

“I’m fully aware of it,” Chuckie said, calmly but with more anger in his tone. “I’m also aware you all brought the parasites with you.”

“Um . . .”

“No they didn’t and you know it,” Reader snarled. “They’re the only people stopping the parasites.”

“Um . . .”

“Which have slowed down since Kitty joined up.” Chuckie’s voice was starting to rise, too.

“Um . . .”

“They haven’t stopped, and they won’t stop, as far as we can tell,” Christopher snarled through the walkie.

“Um . . .”

“True. We’re expecting a whole slew of them now,” Chuckie said with a mirthless laugh.

“Um . . .”

“Look, we are not calling anyone here!” Martini was close to bellowing, but not quite there.

“Um . . .”

The walkie crackled. “ACE would like to mention that Kitty wishes to say something.” It was Gower’s voice, just slightly different, which meant ACE was in charge of their main consciousness.

The men with me all stopped bickering and looked at me.  I could feel everyone else on the walkies listening. “Thanks, ACE.”

“ACE is happy to help.”

“Hold onto that thought.” I took a deep breath. “Jeff, when did you decide you wanted to marry me? I mean for real, not joking around.”

Martini gave an exasperated growl. “Why are you asking me that, when you know the answer? The day we met, okay? Is there a problem?”

“Yeah, but not with that.” I gulped. “Christopher’s actually not quite right.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he snarked at me through the walkie.

“Well, I can’t speak for the other A-Cs, but the two of you actually don’t have all your families here on Earth.”

“Come again?” Martini asked, sounding confused and a little hurt and angry.

“Your dad and Christopher’s mother married into the family, they weren’t part of the original families who were exiled here.” The A-Cs on Earth were religious exiles from their home world, and they didn’t like to talk about it much.

“So?”

“You told me the necklace travels through the male line, right?”

“Right. Again, so? My father gave it to me to give to you.”

“That’s sweet. Who gave it to him?”

“His father.” Martini didn’t say “duh,” but I could feel him thinking it.

“Right. And you have no brothers, only sisters.”

“Right again. And, again, so?”

“Meaning you’re the last male in your family line.”

“Yes. And, again, what does that have to do with anything?”

Reader started to laugh. “Oh, my God. This is going to bring a whole new meaning to the term ‘reception from hell.’”

“What are you talking about?” Martini sounded angry and confused, and I could tell the hurt was still there.

“Are you sure?” Chuckie asked me.

“Pretty darned.”

“WHAT?” Martini bellowed. It was always impressive—no one had his bellowing ability. On the top of a mountain it was massive.

“Oh, hell!” Christopher sounded freaked. “I think Jeff just started an avalanche over here!”

“Get off,” Chuckie said calmly. “You’ve seen enough. Get into the chopper; we’ll meet back at Caliente Base. Same for the boys on Chiricahua.”

“No problem, the echo is still bouncing here. Tucker out.” Jerry signed off, and the walkies went quiet.

“What is going on?” Martini asked quietly.

The light show was fading. Chuckie let go of my arm, and I turned to Martini. “Jeff, baby? I think it’s a message.”

“From whom, to whom, about what?” He pulled me to him, and I could feel he was tense and shaking, and his hearts were pounding.

“From your relatives on Alpha Centauri. I think they’re coming for our wedding.”
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 CHAPTER 3

CALIENTE BASE WAS THE SMALLEST of all the U.S. Centaurion strongholds. Located just outside Pueblo Caliente, Arizona, it was originally supposed to merely provide a safe access for Centaurion personnel into Arizona, which had a lot of activity.

Until about six months prior, when I’d sort of led a second generation A-C uprising, declared the younger A-Cs who were of age to be political refugees, and had the U.S. government annex Caliente Base as the home base for our refugees. My way with people is legendary.

This had worked out better than it sounds, since Christopher’s father, Richard White, the A-C Sovereign Pontifex and therefore reigning religious leader of their large and extended clan, had, it turned out, been looking for a smooth political way to allow interspecies marriages, based on my firmly held belief that it was going to be better for both humans and A-Cs in the short and the long run.

Most of us had lived at the Dulce Science Center prior to this, and Martini and I continued to keep quarters there, in what I called his Human Lair. But we spent at least half the time in Caliente Base as well, since the younger generation were still considered refugees by the American government.

We were in the main conference room in Caliente Base, which was on the tenth floor of the complex. A-C complexes went down, not up, so we were well underground. But A-C technology was quite advanced, and the lighting made you think you were seeing the sun. Well, in the day. In the current  wee hours of the morning, all the lighting did was make you tired.

We had all of Alpha and Airborne teams with us, as well as Kevin Lewis, who was my mom’s right-hand man in the P.T.C.U. and assigned to a permanent position within Centaurion Division. He was a gorgeous black guy who looked as though he’d been a professional athlete. He had a great smile that included incredible teeth, and he was loaded with bags of charisma. He was also happily married, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t allowed to look at him. Sometimes I could do it without drooling, too.

With Kevin’s addition, it meant there were three women and just an entire roomful of hunky men with us. I loved briefings.

“Can’t you people do something about the lighting?” Chuckie asked. We were sitting in the romantic glow I loved when Martini and I were in the midst of an all-night sexathon. Trying to have a meeting like this was, at best, difficult.

“No.” Christopher’s snark was on high. “As we’ve already said, Caliente isn’t as sophisticated a base as Dulce.”

“Define sophisticated,” Chuckie muttered.

“Look, it doesn’t matter.” My necklace was off my neck and sitting in the middle of the conference table, which I knew upset Martini emotionally, even though he understood the need logically. “We can all see it. It’s pretty much an exact match for the light show from earlier tonight.”

“So, you really think this means we have visitors coming?” Kevin didn’t sound as freaked out as everyone else. Maybe it was because he was already married.

“Yeah, I really think so. The timing works out.”

“Very much so,” Chuckie agreed. “We just need to know if they’re friendly or hostile.” I got the distinct impression he didn’t believe Martini had no conscious knowledge of what was going on or how this was being accomplished.

“Well, they’re from Alpha Centauri, and they exiled us here. I’m betting on hostile.” Gower sounded upset, just like everyone else.

“But why?” This question was from Lorraine, one of our only two other female agents. She was a bit younger than me and had gotten involved during my first outing with the A-Cs, aka Operation Fugly. Like all A-C women, whom I thought of as the Dazzlers, she was beyond gorgeous. She was also  beyond nice and one of my two best girlfriends in the A-C community.

“I’m with Lorraine. I don’t see why it’s a negative.” Claudia was my other A-C female operative and friend. She was about my age, winsome and brunette to Lorraine’s buxom blonde, just as nice. They were both also scientifically brilliant and excellent medical technicians. I could sprint and hurdle and do some Kung Fu. Somehow, they reported to me. And didn’t mind.

“Why so?” Kevin asked. He was taking over, subtly, which was okay with everyone in the room except Chuckie. Technically, the C.I.A. reported dotted line into the P.T.C.U., and we all liked the P.T.C.U. a lot better.

Lorraine shrugged. “So they want to come out for Jeff’s wedding. I think it’s nice. About time they acknowledged that we’re all here and alive and doing the work they should be helping us with.”

“They put up the PPB net to keep us from leaving the solar system, hell, to keep us from leaving the inner planets.” Martini sounded as angry as he looked. “These people aren’t our friends, they’re our enemies. It’s about time we accepted that.”

“Paul? What does ACE think? This is really a time when we need his expertise.”

Gower nodded, twitched a bit, and the ACE voice came out of his mouth. “Jeff is right. But Lorraine is right, too.”

Silence. We all looked at each other.

“Um, ACE? That’s it?”

“Yes.” Gower twitched and blinked. “One day, supposedly the palsy will go away. Anyway, I think ACE is confused, Kitty. He can’t imagine anyone not wanting to meet you.”

“Oh, the superconsciousness hero worship,” Christopher said as he rolled his eyes. “Can you get through to him that some people don’t think Kitty walks on water?”

“Not really. ACE, ah, doesn’t like that kind of discussion.” Gower looked uncomfortable.

Reader laughed. “Be happy Kitty uses ACE’s powers for good. Remember, ACE thinks Kitty thinks right.”

There was a lot of good-natured laughing and kidding about this, but I knew it to be true. When ACE had come to Earth, I was the only one who’d understood what was going on. So I tried to think as ACE would and figure out why anyone would be coming out from Alpha Centauri for this wedding.  I came up with nothing other than an idea of who might know.

“Jeff, is it normal morning in Florida?”

Martini sighed. “Yes, baby, it is.” He pulled out his cell phone and dialed. “Hi, Dad, good morning. No, not yet. Yes, glad you liked the invitations, it took us three weeks to choose them. No, no, I didn’t. Because I hate them. No, I’m not joking. I hate, no, make that despise them. You have got to be kidding. Mom has no right to invite anyone to our wedding, let alone them. Argh! Okay, fine! Look, that’s not why I’m calling.”

He looked over at me and covered the phone. “Against all logic and common sense, my mother invited Barbara and her husband to our wedding.”

“Is she high?” Barbara had tried to force Martini to marry her daughter, Doreen. In fact, it was this incident that had caused the younger generation’s revolt and mass exodus to Caliente Base.

“Who knows?” Martini went back to the phone. “Thanks for the update. Glad to know everyone’s healthy, and I could not have lived without the newest babies’ pooping, eating, crawling, and walking reports. Now, can we get to the reason I called, since we’re about to go to a state of national emergency?”

Apparently not. Martini leaned on the conference table, his head on his free hand, without speaking. He grunted occasionally.

“Is every call to them like this?” Chuckie asked me quietly.

“Pretty much.”

“No wonder he’s always in a bad mood.”

Lorraine was on her phone, undoubtedly warning Doreen that her parents were going to be coming to our wedding. She looked at me. “Doreen says she and Irving will be happy to physically prevent her parents from entering.”

I managed a laugh. “Tell her thanks and I’ll keep it in mind.” Irving was a human science geek, meaning he was what every Dazzler under thirty was hoping to bag. Dazzlers really went for brains. If the packaging was decent to look at, that was a bonus, but it wasn’t what mattered. Once we were all relocated to Caliente Base, I’d had to pass a law that they were not allowed to try to meet Stephen Hawking—they would have killed him with love, and I figured we still needed his brain.

Martini was finally getting a word in edgewise. “Great,  Mom. Thanks. Can I please talk to Dad again? National emergency and all that. Yes, I really do think it’s more important than the seating arrangements. Yes, more important than the two families meeting. Trust me, that’s going to seem like nothing shortly.”

We were trying to figure out just how to have our families meet. My parents and my Uncle Mort, the career, high-ranking Marine, all knew the truth about Centaurion Division. And they were the only ones in my entire extended family who did. Since my mother was a former Catholic and my father was Jewish, we were already getting the whole mass versus temple questions coming. I hadn’t figured out how to explain that we were going to end up doing neither. I’d done a ton of research into Earth religions to find the one with the closest ceremony to what our A-Cs performed. So far, not a lot of luck.

It appeared Martini had his father on the phone again. “Dad, cutting to the chase here. Do we still have relatives alive on the home world and would they actually think about coming to my wedding?”

He sat up, then he sat back, then he stood up and stepped away from the table. This was never a good sign. I looked at Christopher. He pulled out his phone and dialed. “Dad? Sorry, but we need you here, right now. Thanks.” He nodded to me. “He’ll be here shortly, just needs to dress and get to a gate.”

Martini was still on the phone, and I could see his whole body was tensed. Chuckie could, too. “Okay,” he said quietly. “I’m willing to buy that Martini had no idea of what giving you that thing would do.”

I felt myself relax a bit. “He wouldn’t do something to put me in danger, let alone the entire world. He’s spent his whole life protecting it.”

Chuckie patted my hand. “I know. But I had to be sure.”

“You don’t think he’s faking it?”

“I see his sarcastic ways are rubbing off on you.” Chuckie leaned next to me and spoke softly in my ear, so no one else could hear. “I know they can’t lie. I’ve seen him angry before, more than you, probably. I’ve also seen him scared. And he’s both.”

I gave him a dirty look and leaned next to his ear. “You make it sound as though Jeff wets himself or something. He’s not scared often, if at all.”

Chuckie laughed, then did the ear thing again. “I love this,  but you’re going to get in trouble when he’s off the phone. And I didn’t mean it as an insult. Like most of us, he gets scared. But he shows it like, well, I show it, or White shows it—by getting angry, going into an authority mode, and so on.” He laughed softly again. “I’m not insinuating your man’s a wimp, Kitty. If he were, I’d be running Centaurion already.”

I was going to ask him what that meant when Richard White entered the room. He’d used hyperspeed to get dressed and over here, which was sort of a relief. He took a look around. “What’s going on?”

Martini looked at me over his shoulder. “Tell him.” Then he went back to his phone call.

I took a deep breath. “We have unexpected company coming.”

White looked at the necklace. “Oh, my God.”
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CHAPTER 4

WHEN THE HEAD OF AN ENTIRE religious organization says that, any calm left in the room goes running to hide under the covers.

White sat down in the only open chair, which happened to be the one Martini had vacated. It didn’t appear to be an issue—Martini was still on the phone with his father, and I got the impression it was going from bad to worse.

“You want to explain this? Keeping in mind we have both the C.I.A. and the P.T.C.U. represented in the room?” White looked shaken enough I felt it necessary to remind him he wasn’t with family only.

He shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”

“Neither can we. Not that we know what ‘it’ is, but we’re willing to bet we won’t believe it, either.”

White looked at Chuckie. “Were there lights somewhere?”

“Funny you should ask.” Chuckie explained the light patterns, both physical and timewise, and where they were located. “What about those mountain ranges is significant?”

“Nothing, they’re just close and in the right formation.” White had his head leaning in one hand. I was prepared for every A-C to do this shortly.

“So that message could have been sent in to any region?” Chuckie was being polite, but I could tell he was getting tired of one-sentence answers.

“No. It went to the nearest formation by the active piece.” White indicated the necklace. “How did you realize what it was?”

Chuckie shrugged. “I’m observant, more than most people.”  This I knew to be true. “I’ve seen that thing around Kitty’s neck any time I’ve seen her for the last six months. It was easy to recognize. Six months ago, the second time I saw it,” he added.

“Why didn’t you bring this to our attention sooner?” White sounded angry.

Chuckie let the knife show, just a bit. “Because we had to make sure this wasn’t some kind of dangerous power play by Centaurion personnel.” He pointedly looked over at Martini.

“Jeffrey has nothing to do with this,” White said, eyes narrowed.

“Bullshit. He has everything to do with it. However, I’m willing to accept that he had no idea what giving that necklace to Kitty was going to trigger.”

“Richard, it’s sort of creepier than that. The first light manifestation appeared during Operation Fugly.” On cue, White winced. “Um, I mean, during the Big Takedown. Or whatever you call it.” I never paid attention to their names for offensives—they were always official and boring.

“When Jeff knew he wanted to marry her,” Christopher added quietly. “As near as Reynolds has told us, pretty much the same night.”

White nodded. “They are tuned to the family, and Jeffrey’s the last in Alfred’s line.” He closed his eyes. “This will happen with you, too, Son.”

“What?” Christopher looked shocked. “I’m not getting married. And I’m part of your male line.”

“Yes, but it’s different for you because of your mother. And I know you’ve not declared for anyone yet, but when you do . . .” White’s voice trailed off and he looked at me. “Oh, dear.”

“This just went to DEFCON Worse, didn’t it?”

“Oh, hell.” Reader had his head in his hands. It was catching.

“What? James, what?”

He looked around. “Oh, well. Not like it’s a secret to anyone in this room.” He sighed. “Kitty, Jeff wasn’t the only one who, ah . . .” His voice trailed off, and he shot an uncomfortable look toward Christopher.

Who went pale. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding! We’re past that!” He shot a look at Martini. “Really, we’re past that.” What we were past was the fact Christopher had also wanted me when we’d first met, and we’d had a brief, wild moment in  an elevator. Martini had had a hard enough time letting the incident go, but Christopher and I had been very careful since then and hadn’t done anything remotely romantic; in fact, we acted like opposing magnets when something potentially romantic loomed.

“Yeah, yeah, doesn’t matter,” Martini shot back. “Reynolds is going to be a bigger problem.”

“Me? Why?” Chuckie sounded confused for the first time.

Martini spun around. “Because you still want to marry her if you can. It’s complex, and it’s not pretty, and I need to get the rest of the details.” He looked at Gower. “We need everyone on high alert. Everyone’s going to have to be briefed, in shifts, key personnel first. But down to the youngest child who’s of age to know why we’re all really here. Oh, and all of my family, and I do mean all, down to the youngest kids who can communicate verbally or mentally.” He went back to his corner.

We all looked at each other. “Richard, you mind telling us what’s going on? I mean, it’s that, or we all just go running off screaming into the streets.”

White took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Alfred and my late wife were cousins, not as close as Christopher and Jeffrey are, but about as close as Jeffrey and Paul and Michael, are.”

Interesting, hadn’t known that. “Okay . . . so, cousins married a brother and sister. Not totally unusual.”

“No, not at all, on either one of our worlds.” White didn’t want to go on, it was obvious.

Michael, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet this entire time, spoke up. “You want me to explain it?” He was a smaller version of his older brother—big, black, bald, and gorgeous. He was also a major womanizer, but I doubted that had relevance here.

“How do you know?” White sounded shocked. Gower looked as shocked as White sounded.

Michael shrugged. “My mother told me about it. She was . . . concerned I would use our Unity Necklace . . . inappropriately.” Oh, wow, so him being a womanizer was relevant. Doubly interesting.

“What did she tell you?” White sounded guarded.

“That we were close enough from a blood standpoint that it could affect us.”

“What could affect you?” I figured the rest of us were getting as impatient as I was.

Michael gave me a wry smile. “Jeff and Christopher are part of the Alpha Centaurion royal family.”

I sat there. This didn’t compute. At all. “Come again?”

“Royal family. You’re marrying into it.” Michael seemed to find this funny.

I looked at White. “He’s kidding, right?”

“No, he’s not.” White looked as though this was a conversation he’d never wanted to engage in. “Alfred and Theresa were the grandchildren of the reigning monarch when we all left.”

“They exiled their own grandkids?” Oh, I did not want to meet this part of Martini’s family at all.

“No. Alfred and Theresa made the choice to come with us to Earth.”

“Hang on. Paul and Michael aren’t that close to this bloodline, from what you all told me. You and Lucinda have another sister, and their father is her husband’s brother. So, what’s the connection?”

“Our other sister also married into the royal family,” White admitted.

“Farther away from the monarchy,” Michael added. “More like a distant cousin of the reigning monarch’s, versus his direct grandchildren.”

“Is your home world a lot less populated than ours?”

“No, more populated, at least it was when we left,” White replied. “Why?”

“It’s a little odd to have this many people married into the monarchy, at least around here.”

“America doesn’t have a monarchy,” Michael reminded me.

“England does,” Chuckie said. “Were you all in someplace smaller like that?”

“I suppose, maybe smaller. Think of it more like living in Washington, D.C. Our families were politically involved, after all.”

I turned to Christopher. He looked as shocked as I felt. “You didn’t know?”

“Not really. My mother never talked about her family. She only spoke about the family here on Earth—she told me and Jeff they were the only A-Cs who mattered.”

“I can understand why.” I looked back to Michael. “So, what else?”

He shrugged. “My mother was worried this sort of thing would happen. When a member of the royal family declares for someone, it’s a huge political deal. It’s never done lightly.”

“Your mother’s an Earth woman. How did she know this?”

Michael laughed. “How to put it? She’s a lot like you. She badgered our dad until he gave her all the history.” I resolved to meet Mrs. Gower sooner as opposed to later.

I thought about the one image of Terry that Christopher had created for me in the air. She was in a tiara. For whatever reason, that hadn’t seemed odd to me at the time, possibly because I was half-dressed and trying to figure out how to hide what had happened from Martini and marveling over Christopher’s imageering talent. Christopher had called me princess, too—I’d never made the connection that his mother had been one.

Christopher hadn’t, either, if his reactions were any clue. “Dad, why didn’t you tell us?”

White sighed. “It just didn’t seem . . . relevant. You boys had so many other pressures. Why tell you that in addition to everything else, you were related by blood to the monarchy? What good would it have done?”

“Did they put the PPB net up to keep humanity in, or to keep Martini and White on Earth?” Chuckie had recovered the quickest, and I could hear the conspiracy theories whirling through his brain.

“Both,” Martini snapped from his corner. “Almost done here.”

“So, I’m just spitballing here, Richard, but I’d have to guess Terry’s family were no more thrilled with you marrying her than your father was.”

“Less, if you can believe it.”

“How excited were they that Alfred married Lucinda?”

“Much less so. They married well before Theresa and I did. Alfred was disowned, it was a huge controversy.” White shook his head. “They did offer to let Alfred and Theresa rejoin the family if they renounced their marriages to us and remained on our home world while the rest of us went to Earth.”

“So, since they both passed on that offer, why would they care about whatever Jeff’s doing now?”

“I have no idea,” White admitted.

Martini slammed his phone closed and turned around. “I do. And it sucks.”
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Once upon a time...

Cinderella, whose real name is Daniclle
Whiteshore, did marry Prince Armand.
And their wedding was a dream come truc

But notlong after the “happily ever after
Danielle is attacked by her stepsister Charlotte,
who suddenly has all sorts of magic (o call upon
And though Talia the martial arts master—
otherwise known as Sleeping Beau
comes (0 the rescue, Charlotte gets away

“That's when Daniclle discovers a number of disturb-
ing facts: Armand has been kidnapped; Daniel
pregnant; and the Queen has her own
that consists of Talia and Snow (White, of cours).
Snow is an expert at mirror magic and heayy-duty
Riting. Can the princesses track down Amand and
rescue him from the cluiches of some of

Fantasyland’s most nefarious v

The Stepsister Scheme
by Jim C. Hines
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“Do we look like we need to be rescued?
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