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Teaser chapter

DAW Books Presents GINI KOCH’s




JEFF GLARED AT CHUCKIE AS HE WALKED IN.

“Why are you still here?”

“Because we have a problem,” Chuckie said. He wasn’t looking at Jeff or me, and he was still pacing.

Jeff somehow reined in the jealousy all on his own. Either he wanted to impress me, or Chuckie’s stress levels were particularly high. I figured on the latter. He shot a worried glance at Chuckie, then looked at me. “With the C.I.A.?”

“In a way. More with what you were doing in Paris.”

Jeff nodded. “Whatever we were fighting, they weren’t superbeings.”

I felt all proud. “See, Chuckie? Someone other than us was monitoring the weird.”

Chuckie heaved a sigh. “And that makes it better how?”

“Pardon me, Mister Glass Half Empty.”

“It doesn’t,” Jeff agreed. “We have nothing left to study.”

“You weren’t able to contain them any other way?” Chuckie asked.

“No. We weren’t the ones who destroyed them.”

 

 

“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, Ghost Busters, and X-Men.”

—Booklist (starred review)
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YOU’D THINK AFTER FIGHTING parasitic jellyfish things from space that turn humans into fugly monsters, fending off some killer alligators while dodging mystery explosives, and warding off an alien invasion, I’d be able to handle anything, right?

Right!

Um, well, let’s define “handle.”

From what I’ve read and every single freaking person on the planet I’ve talked to has told me, pregnancy is a wonderful time in a woman’s life. None of them mentioned the nausea, hypersensitivity, headaches, blurry vision, or exhaustion. Nope, it’s all ducks and bunnies and blue bears and purple dinosaurs.

Of course, the few people whose information actually counts don’t quite agree. There are only a few of them, because there are only a few of us, so far—those who’ve gone where no other women have gone before—interspecies procreation. What can I say? I like to be cutting edge.

When you’re married to an alien from Alpha Four of the Alpha Centauri system, there are benefits. Jeff’s smart, funny, and drop dead gorgeous. He also has two hearts, which gives him hyperspeed, superhuman strength, and amazing regenerative powers that are particularly pleasant in the bedroom. He’s also the strongest empath on Earth and, most likely, the galaxy. Which means I never have to whine for the tummy and foot rubs, and he knows my odd food cravings before I do.

The downside is that human-alien hybrid babies have human genetics dominant for the outside and A-C genetics dominant for the inside. You try being kicked by a hyperspeeding supermule for five months straight and then tell me it’s the most wonderful time of the year.

But no worries! Plenty of women continue in their careers while they’re preggers. Oh, sure, I’m dealing with end of the world as we know it stuff, but hey, I take on megalomaniacs and psychopaths for breakfast! Got an entire extended team who’re all at the top of their respective games. What could they possibly throw at us that we haven’t seen before?

 

I mean, you know, besides what we haven’t seen before? Something tells me I should be worried about this, but pressing duty calls—it’s time for my nap.
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 CHAPTER 1

THE DAY STARTED OUT like all the days had in recent memory—I was confined to my bed while everyone else got to do fun things like fly jets, kill the random parasitic superbeing that might have passed up the Alpha Centaurion system for a vacation out Earth’s way, or just walk around. Interspecies pregnancy, it was a joy.

Jeff came out of our walk-in closet like always, in his perfectly fitted black Armani suit and white shirt, tightening his tie. This meant nothing, other than he was dressed and ready for action. A-Cs love their Armani and formality.

He hypersped our breakfast trays to the living room area of our living quarters—what I called his Human Lair—zoomed back, leaned down, gave me a kiss, and rubbed my tummy. “How’re you feeling, baby?”

“Bored, frustrated, tired, and, oh, did I mention bored?”

I got the standard “good husband chuckle” that I’d gotten really used to these past couple of months. “It won’t be for too much longer.”

The com came to life. “Commander Martini, situation in Paris. Euro Base is requesting you and Commander White, and I quote, immediately if not sooner.”

Jeff went from relaxed to all business immediately. “Got it, Gladys. I’ll meet Commander White at the launch area.” He gave me the hairy eyeball. “And you’ll be staying in bed.”

“Commander Martini, reminder that you have a meeting scheduled in less than an hour,” Gladys shared.

“Cancel it,” Jeff snapped.

“Sorry, Commander Martini, I assumed you were already at the launch site, since Euro Base has an emergency.” Gladys could get a lot of sarcasm into what, in other mouths, would be mere statements of fact. “I’m talking to Commander Mother-to-Be Martini.”

“Huh? Oh, me.” Right. Married name. You’d think I’d be used to it. Still wasn’t, almost nine months in. Barely used to thinking of Jeff as Jeff versus Martini, let alone thinking of myself as Kitty Martini versus Kitty Katt. And Gladys knew it, which was why I knew she enjoyed moments like this. “What are we talking about?”

“You have a meeting.” I couldn’t see her, but I felt sure Gladys was rolling her eyes.

“I do? Oh! Right, I do.”

I got a hairier eyeball from Jeff. “Just whom do you have a meeting with?”

“The C.I.A. Discussing what we’re going to do while I’m out for maternity leave.”

Jeff growled. “You mean Reynolds is going to be here, in our bedroom, with you, while I’m in Paris?” Jeff had disliked Charles Reynolds even before he’d found out that we’d known each other since ninth grade.

“No. I mean my oldest friend, one of my two best guy friends, and someone I’ve known since I was thirteen is going to be here, discussing work.” The growling continued. I heaved a sigh. “The jealousy chat. It’s been working so well with everyone else. Why do you persist in the Chuckie-jealousy?”

“Because I’m an empath, and I can feel exactly how he feels about you.”

“I’m sure he’s past it.”

“I’m sure he’s not.”

“Jeff, really, the jealousy is so hard to take right now.”

“It’s not jealousy. It’s fact. He’s still waiting. Patiently.” The way he said it, I realized he wasn’t kidding.

“Well, I don’t know why. I’m in love with you and have been pretty much since we met.”

“He’s not waiting for you to get tired of me. He’s waiting for me to make another mistake, where it makes more sense for you to leave me and go to him.” His expression made it clear he was reliving old guilt.

“Jeff, you were drugged out of your mind by our enemies. It was well over a year ago. And I was heartbroken, and all I wanted was to have it all have been a bad dream and you still love me. Which is what happened. Now, I’d love to continue to have this fight, again, but apparently Paris is calling you. I, on the other hand, get to have a video conference with people at the C.I.A. because, and this time I quote, your husband isn’t being at all cooperative.”

Jeff ran his hand through his hair. “They want things we can’t and shouldn’t give them.”

“No argument. Chuckie agrees with you. He’s trying to keep us from becoming the War Division. Isn’t it nice that the head of the C.I.A.’s Extraterrestrial Division is on our side?”

“He’s on your side, I’ll give you that.” Great, we were going to have the Chuckie Argument anyway. “He’s always ready to take care of you, isn’t he?”

“It wasn’t my idea to faint at C.I.A. headquarters.” In the middle of a really high-level discussion about Centaurion Division’s future, where I was representing Centaurion’s interests. Right into Chuckie’s arms, as it turned out. And right in front of the people I was supposed to be meeting with today. The fun never stopped.

“Yeah. Reynolds was all over the save on that one.”

“Chuckie caught me just in time, Jeff, and you know it. I’d have cracked my head open if he hadn’t been there.”

“There’s nothing like seeing the man you know still wants to take your wife away from you carrying her unconscious body in his arms to really make you feel good.”

Chuckie had proposed when Jeff and I were in the middle of a bizarre breakup that lasted a few hours but almost caused me to be killed, several times. That event still seemed easier than all the pregnancy stuff I’d been going through in the last few months.

“He was taking me to medical at the Science Center instead of letting a bunch of human doctors get me and take me away to perform horrible tests on me and our baby. Tito said he did the right thing medically, too, bringing me to Dulce.”

Tito Hernandez had been a medical student working three jobs in between cage fights when he’d helped me out in a big way during the fun interplanetary invasion that  Jeff’s proposing to me had accidentally started. He was part of both Alpha and Airborne Teams now and, since he no longer had to work three jobs, had his medical degree. He was functioning as my personal OB/GYN for a variety of reasons.

Jeff grunted, and I was sure we were headed for the next level of the Chuckie Argument, when the com crackled. I was fairly sure Gladys made it do that when she was annoyed. “Commander Martini? Will you ever be joining Commander White, or will he be handling the situation in Paris alone?”

“Fine, fine, be right there,” Jeff snapped. He gave me a good, long kiss. “I love you, baby. You behave.”

“Always. I love you, too. You be careful.”

“Always.”

He disappeared out of the room. Almost two years with Centaurion Division and the hyperspeed was still rather amazing. I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and forced myself to relax.

“Gladys?” Many times I’d found that Gladys hadn’t actually turned the com off.

“Yes, Commander Martini?”

“Could you send the nice A-Cs with the video conferencing equipment down, and please ask someone, anyone, to help me finish getting dressed?” Yeah, I was that pregnant.

“Crew on the way, Doctor Hernandez alerted.”

“Great,” I grumbled. Tito was a wonderful doctor, but he really walked on the strict side of the medical house. “I’d like to know what’s going on in Paris, too, you know.”

“All of Alpha Team, other than yourself, Doctor Hernandez, and Pontifex White, are in Paris, Commander.”

“As mentioned earlier, Charles Reynolds is going to be here shortly, and I can promise you he’s going to want to know what’s going on. I want to know, too. Save me the time and energy and yourself the whining and get someone down here who can share all the details with me before Chuckie gets here.”

“Commanders Martini and White have asked that we not share situations with Sometime Supreme Commander Reynolds unless absolutely necessary.” Chuckie had had to take over Centaurion Division at the start of Operation Invasion, just before my wedding. Gladys loved reminding everyone of that. I wasn’t sure if it was because she secretly liked Chuckie or just liked to have everyone on edge.

“Gladys, have you ever heard the human term, ‘put a cap in yo ass’?”

“You open new avenues for all of Centaurion Division regularly, Commander. Am sending briefing materials down to you now.”

Great. The so-called light reading. There were many times I wondered if Gladys hated me for some reason, though everyone insisted that she just liked having fun with her job. Since she was the Head of Security, you’d think that would entail being helpful to the Head of Airborne, but that seemed to be mood-based, hers and mine.

A knock sounded, and several competent-looking A-Cs whose names I should have known by now but didn’t came in and started setting up the mobile video conferencing equipment I’d become familiar with these past few months. Jeff wouldn’t allow the equipment to remain in our rooms, under the impression that either Chuckie or the C.I.A. would be spying on us. Chuckie wouldn’t do so, but I couldn’t say the same for the rest of the C.I.A., so I didn’t argue.

One of them handed me a nice, thick file. I put it on my nightstand. “You guys going to stay here while we do the conferencing?”

Two of them, who looked related, nodded. “Yes, ma’am, Commander,” the one who looked older replied. He was also the one who’d given me the file I was now ignoring. “Per how Commander Martini and Mister Reynolds prefer it, we’ll have additional equipment set up in your living area. We’ll be there to maintain it, and in case anything goes wrong.” He indicated who I was now pretty sure was his younger brother in the “we.”

The rest of the A-Cs did a sound and video check, then zipped out of the room. This left me with the two brothers. I decided pretending I knew their names would be both stupid and useless, since, if they were staying, it meant one was an imageer and one was an empath, and the empath would undoubtedly pick up my confusion. Jeff said I broadcast my emotions.

The younger one grinned at me. “I’m Wayne, Commander. This is my older brother, William.”

I looked at him. He was a little bigger than his brother, and per Chuckie’s comments based on keen and alert observation, and my sometime awareness, the empaths tended to run larger in body size than the imageers.

Before I could say anything, Wayne winked at me. “Yes, I’m an empath. William’s an imageer.”

“Nice to meet you two. Officially, I mean. I’m sure I’ve met you many times I don’t remember.” I was sure I had. But every A-C I’d ever met, other than a couple of psychotic megalomaniacs, had been drop-dead gorgeous, and these two were no exception. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but after a while, all that beauty tended to look alike.

They both laughed. “It’s okay, Commander,” William said. “We understand and don’t mind.”

Wayne grinned. “Our younger brother works gate security. I know you’ve seen him. Even though I’m sure you wouldn’t remember him.” Seeing as it was me, this was a safe bet.

William snorted. “We know this because he’s always mentioning it at family dinners. ‘I sent the Commanders to New York today, and they said thank you.’” He shook his head. “Kid’s ready to burst with pride every time he spins the dial.”

I found this somewhat endearing. Gladys certainly wasn’t ready to burst with pride any time I asked her for help. It was nice to know someone in Security thought my needs were paramount and appreciated that we were polite. “That’s very sweet.”

Both brothers made gagging noises. I found myself liking them a lot. “Commander White asked us to make sure that we’re recording everything the C.I.A. says in this meeting,” William said. “Are you alright with that, Commander?”

“Let’s see what Mister Reynolds has to say about that.”

“Let’s see if I allow you to have this meeting first.” The tone was almost as annoyed as Jeff managed when speaking about Chuckie, but for a different reason. And it wasn’t coming from my husband. Ah, yes, my Doctor From Hell had arrived.
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CHAPTER 2

TITO JOINED US, looking as annoyed as he’d sounded.

“I’m not happy about this meeting, Kitty.”

“Join Jeff’s club, then. It’s necessary.”

Tito grunted while Wayne and William did a fast fade into the living room side of the Lair. Chickens.

The Lair was the only “human” set of rooms in the entire Dulce Science Center, which in its turn was home to the majority of A-Cs on the planet. The Center went fifteen stories down into the earth, and I still wasn’t sure how wide it was, it was that huge. The fifteenth floor was used for high-threat incarcerations, morgue, and some other niceties, including top-secret meetings, and, these days, our living quarters, since both Jeff and I preferred the Lair to other options.

Two younger, female A-Cs joined us. To myself I called all the female A-Cs Dazzlers, because if the men were gorgeous, the women were more so. And they were all brilliant, too. The ones considered dumb as posts by your average A-C were all Mensa material for humans. It really wasn’t fair.

They were also all, for the most part, extremely nice, which made hating them close to impossible. These two were standard Dazzler beautiful, both obviously up on the medical expertise or Tito wouldn’t have had them with him, and, sadly, just as nice as all the other Dazzlers around. No hating allowed. Always the way.

They fussed over me and thankfully helped me get  dressed while Tito did his horrible array of tests I did my best to ignore. They looked as though they were in their early twenties, but it was hard to tell. As with the other A-Cs, I was fairly sure I’d seen them around before, probably down at the Isolation Level, which was where empaths had to go to regenerate, my personal empath in particular. The less said, or thought, about the isolation chambers the better, at least as far as I was concerned. They’d creeped me out from my first days with Centaurion Division and hadn’t stopped yet.

Medical horrors were still going on as the com sprang to life. “Sometime Supreme Commander Reynolds is headed down to you, Commander Martini.”

“Thanks, Gladys. Com off,” I added, just in case. “Tito, really, could you and the girls stop now?”

“Take your time, Doctor Hernandez,” Chuckie said as he joined us. “I’d rather you approve Kitty for this than cause another issue for her.”

At the sound of Chuckie’s voice, two small bundles of adorable fur made their presence known. The Poofs had been our parting gifts from the Royal Family of Alpha Four—where all our Earth A-Cs were originally from—at the end of Operation Invasion. They looked like fluffy kittens with no ears, no tails, and black button eyes. They could go Jeff-sized at a moment’s notice.

They also had hyperspeed or something like it, and they used it to get to Chuckie. Poofikins was mine and Harlie was Jeff’s, though he didn’t like to admit to the ownership. They were on Chuckie’s shoulders, purring up a storm, in an instant.

Another ball of cuteness appeared out of Chuckie’s pocket and leaped onto my shoulder. Poofs were supposed to be owned by members of the Royal Family only, which, as it so happens, I’d married into. But in the Poofs’ world, if you named it, you owned it, and during Operation Invasion, Chuckie had named his. “Hi, Fluffy. How’s a Poofy-thing doing?” I cooed. I couldn’t help it. I loved the Poofs.

Chuckie petted Harlie and Poofikins, which made all the purring get louder. “Okay,” he said finally. “Kitty and I need to work.” They all mewled at us, and then, Poof greetings over, all three of them headed back to their Poof Condo, which was really an extra-luxurious cat tree with a whole  lot of levels. I wasn’t kidding; I loved the Poofs. They curled up and promptly went to sleep.

Chuckie turned back to Tito. “Is Kitty okayed to have this meeting?”

Tito nodded. “She’s fine, just don’t get her riled up.”

I noted the two Dazzlers eyeing Chuckie, which wasn’t a surprise. Dazzlers preferred brains above all other traits, and the brainier and, therefore, by human standards, geekier and nerdier a guy was, the more they wanted him. Barring him hanging out with Stephen Hawking, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and their ilk, Chuckie was always going to be the smartest guy in any room. That he was tall, had dirty blond hair, blue eyes, was the rangy and muscled type, and was, frankly, quite handsome for a human, should have made him the Dazzler dude of choice. That he was a multimillionaire twice over should have been a mere cherry on top.

And yet, I’d never seen one of them throw herself at him, or even hint around that he might be able to get lucky if he even considered the possibility. It was as if there were some sort of Dazzler Free Zone around Chuckie, which I didn’t understand.

These two looked almost willing to go for it anyway, but then one of them noticed me watching them, nudged the other, and they both busied themselves with repacking Tito’s medical supplies.

I would have questioned this, but Wayne and William had rejoined us and were discussing video setups and recording with Chuckie, so I figured I’d better take an interest. “Should Tito stay for this?”

Chuckie shook his head. “No need.”

Tito shrugged. “You want me to stay anyway, Kitty?”

Part of me did. Most of me didn’t. The part that did knew Jeff would prefer Tito being around. The part that didn’t wanted some time with Chuckie where I could say, think, and feel whatever I wanted. “No, it’s okay. Wayne and William will be here.”

Tito nodded his good-byes to me and Chuckie, then he and his Dazzler assistants left. “I’d like a few minutes in private with the Commander,” Chuckie said to the brothers.

They both shrugged and left the room, closing the door behind them. I raised my eyebrow at Chuckie. “What’s up?”

He took off his overcoat, and I noted that he was dressed  as if he were an A-C—black Armani suit and tie, crisp white shirt. Chuckie was amazingly good at adaptation, which was undoubtedly a reason he was in the position he was in.

He pulled out a wrapped package from the inner coat pocket. “I wanted to give you your Christmas present in private.”

Guilt, always on standby when Chuckie and I were alone, leaped to the forefront of my brain. I had no gift for Chuckie. As I thought of it, I had no gift for anyone. As the daughter of a Jewish father and a former-Catholic and also former-Mossad mother, we didn’t really celebrate the December holidays so much as sort of wave as they went by. But my friends celebrated.

Chuckie had always given me something at Christmas, usually something small and extremely thoughtful. I’d always given him something, too, at least when we were in school. As we’d gotten older, I was more sporadic. He wasn’t.

“I—”

“Don’t have anything for me,” he said with a grin. “I know. You’re very pregnant, and it’s not as if your husband would want to shop for you in this case.” He kissed my forehead. “I don’t care. Please, open it.”

This package was rectangular and felt like a book of some kind. I kicked Guilt away for a while and did as requested. It was a leather photo album, well worn. I opened it up—there were pictures of me in it, pretty much exclusively. From ninth grade up through just a couple of years ago. In fact, right up until I’d met the gang from Alpha Centauri.

“I don’t get it.” My brain and mouth so rarely worked together. One day, I’d do something about that, but pregnancy had, among its other joys, made me an almost complete space cadet, and not the kind with genius-level IQ.

Chuckie sat down on the bed next to me. “I know. I took all of these shots of you over the years.”

“I figured. Still have no clue why you’re giving me this.”

“It’s also a baby present.”

“Um, excuse me? My impression is that you give babies diapers and cute little outfits, not pictures they can’t comprehend.” Dread over impending, as-yet un-registered-for baby showers loomed. I kicked Dread over with Guilt and went back to paying attention to Chuckie.

He sighed. “Your child will want to know what your life was like before you met his or her father. I have pictures your parents and other friends don’t. So, these are my memories of you. I doubt your husband’s going to allow me to share them with your child. But if I give this to you, then I can, even if I’m not doing it personally.”

My throat felt very tight. “Oh.” I looked at the pictures more carefully. Yes, there I was, in all my awkward teenaged and young adult glory. Chuckie had been a great photographer, though he’d rarely allowed his picture to be taken. “You’re not in any of these.”

“Can’t put anything past you.”

“When did you know there were aliens who could read people through their pictures?”

“Not as long as my aversion to being photographed would lead you to believe.” He sighed again. “I wasn’t an attractive kid, Kitty. Why have extra photographic proof?”

“You were better than you want to give yourself credit for. And you were hot from college on.”

Chuckie laughed. “Nice to know. Anyway, this is for you and your child. Martini will, I’m sure, not appreciate this.”

“There’s nothing illicit in here, so I’m sure he’ll be fine with it.” I actually wasn’t, and I knew Chuckie was probably right, but why stress myself out? I leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

He hugged me gently. “You’re welcome. Where is your husband, by the way? I expected to have a fight about getting a minute alone with you.”

“Called to Paris for some sort of emergency. All of Alpha Team is there other than me, Tito, and Richard.”

Chuckie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s interesting.” He looked at the screens. “Good, there are enough. I’ll want to see if we can connect with Euro Base after we talk to my people.”

“Fine and dandy. I get why we’re doing this meeting—I fainted as my introduction to these people last time, and that was the entire agenda. But I don’t understand why you wanted to do this now.”

“These people need a diplomatic touch your husband seems unable or unwilling to muster. I can’t blame him for not wanting to, but we don’t have a lot of choice in who we have to deal with. They want reassurances no one from  Centaurion Division has seen fit to give them. The Agency is about to go to a skeleton crew for the holidays. I want this settled and these people off my back before everyone disappears. And then I want my own questions answered privately.”

“Like what is Alpha Team doing in Paris?” I put the photo album into the nightstand drawer, thought about it, then put the big stack of briefing materials over it. Why upset Jeff if I could avoid it?

“Maybe.” He looked at his watch, then around the room. “I’m actually more concerned about other issues.”

“Like what?”

“Things that have been bothering me. And should have been bothering you, your husband, and the rest of Alpha Team for a good long while.”

I pondered and came up with nothing. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Chuckie sighed, stood up, and wandered the room. “I’d like to know how it is that the traitors in the A-Cs’ midst haven’t been detected. By, say, the strongest empath and the strongest imageer on the planet. Otherwise known as your husband and his cousin.”
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CHAPTER 3

A-CS HAD VARIOUS TALENTS that, to humans, were amazingly impressive. Not every A-C got them, but those who did had to learn how to handle them. Empaths, imageers, and troubadours were normally male, with scientific and medical aptitudes and talents falling to the females in general.

Dream readers, like Paul Gower, who was the Head of Recruitment, aka the Pontifex’s right-hand man, and also Jeff’s cousin, were rare, and could be either sex. The cousin Chuckie was referring to, however, was Christopher White, who was the strongest imageer on the planet, just as Jeff was the strongest empath. While empaths felt emotions, imageers were able to manipulate any image, and also know all about a person by touching the image. Christopher’s explanation for this was that pictures copied the soul and mind as well as the body.

Due to the drugs a fun group of megalomaniacs had given him during what I not so fondly called Operation Drug Addict, Jeff’s empathic talents were greatly expanded. He could feel more emotions from farther away and interpret their meanings more accurately. He could also read my mind. Just mine, so far. That I knew of or he’d told me, anyway. Meaning Chuckie’s question carried even more weight and probably a lot more suspicion on his part.

“I have no idea. I mean, they can’t lie.”

Chuckie shook his head. “No. Most of them can’t lie. Clearly, some of them can. The woman who was working  with the Yates-Mephistopheles in-control superbeing certainly was lying.”

“Good old Beverly. I hit her with a baseball bat.” Ah, memories. Operation Fugly never seemed all that long ago.

“In the head. Yes, your mother told me. My point is that she’d managed to lie to everyone for years. And if she had accomplices, your mother hasn’t found them, and that means they know how to lie to both other A-Cs and humans. Per your husband, he doesn’t think any A-C can lie to him, based on emotional responses. Clearly, he’s wrong.”

I considered this. “Is he? I mean, they’re great at avoiding the question. And, if no one went up to Beverly and said, ‘Hey, are you a traitor?’ then she’d never have had a reason to lie.”

“Maybe. It’s something we need to work on. Something, I might add, your husband is resistant to.”

“You think there are more A-C traitors lurking about?”

“Yes.” The way he said it, I didn’t question. Chuckie’s nickname all through school had been Conspiracy Chuck. I hated it, but it was accurate. I preferred to call him the Conspiracy King. It was not only a more positive spin, but, as my new life among the A-Cs had proved, daily, Chuckie was always on target. Experience showed if Chuckie was positive, Chuckie was right—and he sounded positive. How depressing.

“I was sort of hoping Beverly was an anomaly.”

“I’m sure you were. From now on, I want you looking for the liars, not assuming there aren’t any.”

I heaved a sigh. “No problem. I’m sure I’ll have time once I’m on maternity leave.”

He laughed. “No, you won’t. You’re going to be busy with the baby. But I know you’ll still be able to think and observe. Just be aware—at least one A-C’s fooled both your husband and his cousin, and if one can do it, so can others.”

I got the impression Chuckie wasn’t done, but it didn’t matter because we were interrupted by Wayne. “I’m sorry, but we have incoming transmissions from Langley.”

Chuckie nodded. “Keep some of the screens free and blocked from them, will you?”

Wayne looked at me. “Commander?”

“Do what he says.” Wayne shrugged and went out of the room. “Why do you want some screens free?”

“I want to be able to speak to your husband and White, if necessary.” Chuckie’s jaw was tensed.

“You don’t like whoever’s coming on, do you?”

“They don’t like me, either, so it’s fair.” Chuckie didn’t sit. Of course, there was only the bed, and maybe he didn’t want to give the impression we were having an affair. Then again, maybe he just wanted to feel that he was in a position of strength.

“Are they clear on what we do over here?”

“Yes. They all have top-level security clearances.” Chuckie didn’t sound happy about this. The main screen in the room came to life. There were three men and one woman in the room. I vaguely remembered them—fainting tended to wipe out the little details for me.

“Reynolds,” one of them said. He was sitting—they all were—but he looked as if he’d be about Chuckie’s height, though he was built more like Jeff, on the brawny side. Otherwise he was fairly average in looks, with dark hair and eyes. “Missus Martini.”

“That’s Commander Martini, Cooper,” Chuckie snapped, eyes flashing. I got a little more alert. Chuckie was normally hard to rile and harder to read. That he was betraying this much emotion toward Cooper was proof positive he hated this guy.

Cooper smirked. “My apologies. Commander Martini. When are you due?”

“In a couple of weeks.” Tito hadn’t given me too clear a due date, but he felt the baby wouldn’t come until sometime in January.

“Really? You look ready to pop.” Cooper said this with what I assumed was supposed to be a friendly, joking tone and expression. But our video equipment was top of the line, and his smile didn’t reach his eyes. I decided to show solidarity with Chuckie and hate this guy, too.

“Thanks so much.”

The woman with them rolled her eyes. She was older, dressed severely, with short hair and cat’s-eye glasses. “Men. Commander Martini, congratulations on your upcoming happy event. I didn’t get a chance to congratulate you when we met before.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. And thank you, I’m looking forward to it.” I had no idea who this woman was. I felt well  within my rights to blame my pregnancy for this, even though I proved every day that I didn’t remember names unless I felt I had a real need to. And, with this crew, I clearly hadn’t felt the need.

“This is Missus Madeline Cartwright,” Chuckie said. “She’s a liaison to the Pentagon. This is Esteban Cantu,” he pointed to a rather handsome Latin man. “He’s the head of our Antiterrorism unit.”

“Reporting to my mother?”

“Separate,” Cantu said quickly, but with a charming smile. “Your mother controls a very separate agency.” This was somewhat true. My mother, as I’d found out during my introduction to the A-Cs, aka Operation Fugly, was actually the head of the P.T.C.U. No ever told me anything until they absolutely had to. This news hadn’t reached me until I was twenty-seven. In some ways, I dreaded what my family would share with me when I hit thirty.

“Vincent Armstrong,” the last man said with a little wave. “Head of the Senate’s subcommittee on anti-American activities.” He was older and had the Senior Senator from Wherever look going.

“What state are you from?” I asked.

“Florida,” he replied with a charming smile. I faked a return smile. My last experience with a politician from Florida had resulted in Jeff getting drugged, us breaking up, and me almost getting run over in the middle of the Arizona desert. I didn’t have too many fond memories from most of Operation Drug Addict, and the worst ones were of Leventhal Reid. I managed not to ask if Armstrong knew him, because, of course he would have. Whether he liked him, was an intimate crony, or was one with Reid’s plan to turn the A-Cs into the War Division were probably not the right questions for a pre-Christmas chat.

“Our time’s limited,” Chuckie said, saving me from having to make any comment. “Let’s please get things settled so Commander Martini can rest and prepare for the birth of her child.”

Cooper nodded. “We’d like to know what Centaurion Division is putting in place to cover while you and your husband are on maternity leave, Commander.”

“The rest of Alpha Team will be stepping in. Commander White will be in charge.”

Cartwright looked mildly concerned, but the three men looked pleased, Cooper in particular. Cartwright opened her mouth, but Cooper spoke before she could. “Excellent. I’m sure you’re fine with that, Reynolds?”

“Yes,” Chuckie said slowly. “But I believe Missus Cartwright had a question?”

She nodded. “I’d like to know what the protocols will be in case of an emergency, Commander Martini.”

“Define emergency. We have all sorts that crop up.”

“An emergency that threatens Centaurion Division, such as clustered superbeing activity, like what’s going on in Paris right now.”
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CHAPTER 4

CHUCKIE AND I BOTH managed to control our reactions. I couldn’t speak for him, but it took effort on my part. “How is it you’re aware of that?” My father had always told me that if I didn’t want to answer a question or didn’t know how to reply to one, asking another question in return was a great way to handle the situation.

Everyone other than Cooper looked a little uncomfortable. Cooper’s eyes narrowed, just a bit. “We’re concerned about Centaurion’s ability to handle things while you and your husband are . . . incapacitated.”

“Yes, so you said earlier. But you didn’t answer my question.” I hadn’t answered theirs, either, but that wasn’t important now.

“Yes, I’d like to know that as well,” Chuckie said. “Since nothing in Europe affects any of your main day-to-days.”

“What are their main focuses?” I asked him quietly.

“South America mostly.”

“Paraguay in particular?” I asked, watching them, not Chuckie. All four of them looked as though they were reading my lips, and none of them looked happy with what they saw. It figured. Paraguay had been cropping up in one way or another for the past year and a half. I still had no idea why it was seemingly so important, but I had a feeling I was going to have to find out.

“Not more than any other country,” Chuckie said, but I could tell he was saying this because he, too, realized they  were reading our lips. I knew him better than anyone, and what his tone said was I was right on and he wanted me to shut up about it.

“Okay.” I smiled brightly at everyone on-screen. “So, why is it you’re aware of what’s going on in Europe right now?”

Cartwright shrugged. “Our people keep us apprised. We’re clear that the situation was dire enough that all of Alpha Team was called out. We’re concerned that if something similar happens, your husband, the leader of the A-C military, will be unavailable.”

“If he’s needed, Jeff will be there, baby or no baby.”

Cooper shook his head. “I’m sure Commander White can handle anything while the Commanders Martini are enjoying maternity leave.”

Cartwright glared at the back of his head. “John, you’re the one who wanted this meeting. I’d prefer to get all our questions on the table, both ours and theirs, before we power down for the holidays.”

Cooper shrugged. “They have a plan in place. That’s good enough for me.”

Cantu smiled at me. “I’m sure there are other protocols in place when Centaurion Division feels threatened?”

“The usual. Lockdown, strike teams. You know, what the rest of the government does.” I didn’t know why they were asking this. None of the questions seemed to warrant either a meeting or a diplomatic touch. I wasn’t sharing anything new, and they weren’t asking anything remotely newsworthy. We had a personal paparazzo who asked better questions than these in-the-know people were. “What about my having a baby—which I have to add the majority of women do—is causing such concerns within the C.I.A.?”

“Interspecies birth is quite an event,” Armstrong said. He made it sound like a campaign slogan.

“It’s happened already,” I reminded them. “We have living, healthy hybrids. You’ve met at least one of them, I’m sure.”

“Mister Gower,” Armstrong said with a nod. “Yes. However, at the time of his and his siblings’ births, his parents weren’t among the most influential members of Centaurion Division.”

“We’ve had sitting presidents with little kids. I really don’t see what you think is going to happen, other than a lot of diaper changes and feedings. Both sets of our parents are alive, healthy, and practically banging down our doors to be first in line to take baby duty.”

Chuckie turned around and gave me the “are you crazy, is that your problem?” look. Sure enough, Cantu jumped on it. “So the head of the Presidential Terrorism Control Unit will also be indisposed.”

“Dude, my mother probably wasn’t indisposed when I was born, let alone now.” By now, if someone shared that Mom had taken down a contingent of terrorists in between contractions, it wouldn’t have surprised me. “I’m really not feeling what it is you’re all going for.” An idea dawned. “Do you want Ch-, ah, Mister Reynolds, to take over or something?”

Armstrong shook his head. “We’re . . . aware of your close friendship. I’m sure Mister Reynolds, like the rest of those closely associated with Centaurion Division, will be distracted by your baby’s arrival.”

This was getting ludicrous. Chuckie could multitask better than anyone. And I knew they knew it. They wanted something. But I had no idea what, and I didn’t really get the impression Chuckie did, either.

“Standard protocols will be in place,” he said firmly. “Commander White will be assuming control of all Field and Imageering if necessary. There are plenty of people to step in if, for some reason, the new parents aren’t available. Either tell us what it is you’re hoping to hear, or stop wasting my time.”

Cooper smirked. “Got it. I’m satisfied. Everyone else?” There were general nods and assents. “Then we’ll let you get back to whatever it is you do, Reynolds. Enjoy the holidays.” He made a kill gesture and the screen went blank.

Chuckie went to the door. “Make sure they’re really cut off,” he told Wayne and William. The all clear was given. “Get Commanders Martini and White on-screen as fast as possible, please. Presuming they’re not in the middle of a parasitic attack.”

He turned back to me. “That was interesting. Any guess as to what they were trying for?”

“None. That’s your bailiwick.”

He grimaced. “Yeah. I have no clue. Which makes me very, very nervous.”

William stuck his head in. “Mister Reynolds, have an issue with getting the Commanders on-screen for you.”
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CHAPTER 5

THE SCREENS LIT UP. There were a lot of explosions going on. Half the screens showed some nasty-looking monsters. The other half showed some really impressive fireworks. I didn’t see any humans or A-Cs I could identify. From what I could tell, though, the monsters were being herded into the Seine.

“Left side’s real, right side’s the imageering fake, right?” Hey, I liked to be sure.

“Yes, Commander,” William said. He and Wayne both came into the room, the four of us watching The Creatures That Claimed Paris.

“There’s something wrong with the superbeings.” I said this because I was thinking of them as monsters. They were, but that wasn’t the normal reaction I had to them. I saw a superbeing as something to kill, not something almost familiar.

“I agree,” Chuckie said slowly. “Not sure what, though.”

“They don’t seem as . . . real . . . as the superbeings I’ve seen.” I studied them. “They look a lot alike. Not as alike as the dozen we dealt with in Paraguay, right before Operation Invasion started. Differently alike.”

Chuckie was used to me, so he didn’t comment on this. “Can you get us close-ups on the superbeings?” he asked William.

“May I, Commander?” Wayne asked, while his brother complied with Chuckie’s request.

“May you what?”

He went to the drawer, pulled out the briefing papers,  and handed them to Chuckie. He grinned at my expression. “It was an easy guess where they’d disappeared to.”

Chuckie thumbed through the papers, a lot faster than I would have. I knew he was reading them. Like everything else, he was top of the class in speed-reading. He grunted after a minute or so. “Interesting. Euro Base had no prior warning of the attack. There were no rage indicators . . . no emotional indicators at all.”

“Are they real?”

William put his hands onto the screen. He pulled them away quickly. “Yes. They’re . . . distasteful.” This was the standard imageering reaction to touching a superbeing via their talents.

Wayne handed him a wipe, which was the standard reaction from any A-C standing by an imageer who had to touch the superbeing images. “You’re sure?” he asked, and it was clear he wasn’t being funny.

William looked at him. “Why do you ask?”

“Your reaction time. You were slower than normal.”

Chuckie’s eyes narrowed. “I hate to have to ask this, but can you touch the screens again and give us everything you can on what you get from them?”

“Do the go-team move,” I suggested. I was greeted by blank stares from the brothers and a snort of laughter from Chuckie. “I know Wayne can feel whatever it is through William.” Jeff and Christopher had done this during Operation Fugly.

“Ah,” Wayne said. “Sure. You up for it?” he asked his brother.

William grimaced. “Yes.” He put his hands back on the screen. “They’re repugnant, evil, mindless—”

“No,” Wayne said. “There’s a mind there. It’s not . . . normal.”

“Do we consider superbeing minds to be normal?” Maybe they did. What I knew about the inner superbeing workings could fit onto a fingernail. I was all over how to kill them. I hadn’t found a real need to dig deeper—that’s what the Dazzlers were for.

“I mean not normal for a superbeing.” Wayne looked at us over his shoulder. “There’s absolutely no rage emotion coming from them. There’s no emotion other than the desire to be obedient.”

“Aliens,” I said instantly.

“I don’t think so,” William said slowly.

“No, I mean the movie Aliens. The bad people tried to make supersoldiers out of the horrible alien monsters.”

“You’re sure you’re getting no emotional reading?” Chuckie asked Wayne.

“Positive, sir.”

“Me as well, sir,” William added.

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than there were a series of explosions. The superbeings blew up. From what we could see, there were no traces left.

Chuckie cursed while William and Wayne used their hand wipes. “Now we’ve got nothing to examine.”

“Just like in Paraguay?”

He turned to me. “I have no way of knowing if it was just like in Paraguay. Because there was nothing left to study. Your husband ensured that. And since he was on the scene here, I’m sure he’s ensuring all traces are gone in this instance, too.”

“Well, it’s what we do,” I reminded him.

“And they know that,” he muttered. He rubbed his forehead. “You two are probably the only proof we have that these weren’t normal superbeings. I’m sure no one else was monitoring like we did.”

The brothers nodded. “Unlikely, sir,” William said. “Ah, what do you want us to do?”

“Record your impressions, all of them,” Chuckie said briskly. “Leave nothing out. And then get that information to me as well as to Alpha Team. I want to be sure we have more than one copy of the data.”

“Leave the equipment and take care of that now.” They nodded to me and zipped off. Chuckie started pacing. I knew he was thinking—I could see the conspiracy wheels turning. I could also tell he wasn’t getting anywhere. After five minutes of this, I couldn’t take it any more. “Dude, relax.”

He shook his head. “Can’t. This is bad, and we have nothing to go on.”

“Fine.” I patted the bed. “Sit while the wheels turn. You look seriously stressed.”

I heard a step and a growl. “He sits and he’ll be seriously dead.”
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The Willow Tate Novels
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TROLLS IN THE HAMPTONS
978.07561-0630-1
NIGHT MARES IN
THE HAMPTONS
97BOTSCL06639
FIRE WORKS IN THE
HAMPTONS
978075606882
And don't miss:
LIFE GUARDS INTHE HAMPTONS
(Available May 2012)
To Order Call: 1-800-788-6262
wwiw.dawbooks.com
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