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			WE MOVED OUT OF THE JET—SO FAR SO GOOD.
		

		Down the long tunnel where no airport-type personnel were. I knew we weren’t really at an airport, but we’d taxied to a hangar and the ramp had attached to our plane just like at any advanced airport. There should have been someone or something to indicate we weren’t enemies entering this area. But there was nothing and no one. So far so very creepy.

		“Is it always devoid of personnel? Anybody could waltz in here.”

		“No.” Christopher sounded worried. “Normally there are checkpoints.” He had a gun in his pocket and his hand on the gun. His other hand was on his suitcase. “Take my arm,” he said quietly.

		I did. I could feel his muscles, and they were tensed. “Should I be scared?”

		“Do you work better scared?”

		“Sadly, yes.”

		“Then be scared.”

		I didn’t want to think about the fact that Martini was in the lead. Adrenaline wasn’t any good for bullet wounds.

		Martini turned a corner, then the others did, too. Just as Christopher and I reached it, I heard what sounded like a lot of shouting. And then what sounded like an explosion….
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			ALIENS WALK AMONG US.
		

		Six months ago, that line would have totally freaked me out. Now, I’m living with thousands of them and dating one—if you define dating as spending almost every waking hour together and pretty much every sleeping hour together, too, while still maintaining separate living quarters.

		Aliens do walk among us—it helps that they’re here to protect the Earth, and they’re all gorgeous, too. They also run at hyperspeed, have talents humans don’t, and really have the edge in terms of stamina, seeing as they all have two hearts. From my vast but specialized experience, they’re also godlike in bed.

		However, they can’t handle human machinery like cars or planes, and they can’t lie to save their or anyone else’s lives. So humans have nothing to worry about. At least, not from the ones who live here.

		From the others out there in space? Oh, yeah, worry. Worry a lot.

		But then, remind yourself that “our” aliens are watching over you, protecting the Earth and its citizens from danger.

		And if that doesn’t make you feel all secure, this should. I’m watching over you, too.

		
			 


		Huh. I sort of expected more than the “Sounds of Silence.” Tough room.
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			CHAPTER 1
		

		
			
			“ARE YOU SURE SHE CAN DO THIS, Captain Tucker?”
		

		“Absolutely, Commander Martini.” Jerry chuckled. “Like lickin’ butter off a knife.”

		“Jeff, I’ve done it already.”

		“Yeah, don’t remind me.” I could hear him talking to someone in the background. “Christopher says you shouldn’t brag about your first landing.”

		“He should talk. It was like five months ago. I’ve landed plenty of times since then.”

		“With Jerry’s help.” He was worried. It was cute. Annoying, but cute.

		“Jerry’s helping me again.”

		“Jerry’s not in the plane.” Martini sounded really stressed.

		“I’m right next to her, Commander. She’ll be fine.” I looked to my right to see Jerry passing me the “he’s really bugging me” sign. I passed the same right back.

		“Jeff? I love you. Now, shut up. I do need to concentrate.” This was true. I was landing a supersonic jet for the second time by myself. The first time had been a lot more exciting, and I define exciting to mean survival was nowhere close to a given.

		“Kitty, I’ll be right here, but I’m not talking you through anything. You ready?” Jerry didn’t sound worried. But then, that was part of his charm.

		“Yep.” I relaxed and did what Jerry had spent the better part of the last four months teaching me—how to fly and, most importantly, how to land. We were part of the new Airborne Division, created pretty much because of me. Not that I was some sort of great flier—certainly not five months ago—but because I’d managed air support so well during Operation Fugly.

		Well, that’s what I called it. Most everyone else referred to it as The Big Engagement or something equally impressive. I suppose when you take down Public Superbeing Enemy Number One and all his cronies, it does deserve an impressive title. They were just big, fugly monsters to me, but then again, I’m not from Alpha Centauri.

		It had been a shock to discover the Roswell UFO rumors had been based in a lot of truth. But now I was living in the Dulce Science Center, routinely trained out of Home Base, aka Area 51, and most of my friends and co-workers were aliens, or A-Cs, as they called themselves. You could spot them easily—they were the drop-dead gorgeous ones in black and white Armani.

		I was allowed the Armani outfit, too, but I spent most of my time in jeans and whichever concert T-shirt struck my fancy. Today, in honor of the big solo event, I was in my newest Aerosmith shirt. Steven, Joe, and the rest of my boys had never let me down, after all.

		Jerry was a great teacher, and one of the things he’d stressed was making this all seem second nature, like driving a car or killing a newly formed parasitic superbeing. So, while I was nervous, I tried to put myself into a relaxed state.

		Didn’t work.

		“Wow, that was an impressive ‘made you look’ moment,” Martini said as I pulled up to avoid slamming into the dirt. “I think my heartbeats should go back to normal in a few minutes.”

		“I went down too fast.”

		“Baby, I’ve never thought that was a problem of yours.”

		“Jeff!” Of course, he was right. And one to talk.

		“Commander Martini? Could you keep the chatter and romantic innuendos down? I really want Kitty to concentrate.”  I was back up next to Jerry, and he shook his head at me. “Too slow at the start, too fast at the end.”

		“Okay, you all said it was stupid, but I want what I asked for.”

		“It’ll wreck your concentration,” Jerry said flatly.

		“It’ll help it.”

		“Oh, give her what she wants. Girlfriend, gimme the song cue.” Thank God. James Reader—human, former top international male supermodel, coolest guy in the room, and, somehow, the person in my “new life” I was closest to—was finally on the radio. I’d have been in trouble if he weren’t gay, since Martini wasn’t a man open to the idea of sharing.

		“James, we’re going with something a little off the standard path.”

		“Not Tears for Fears. Please.” I heard a lot of groaning.

		“How many of you are on the intercom?”

		“Your entire team, Alpha Team, and HQ. But no pressure,” Reader chuckled. “Now, what song?”

		“Elton John’s ‘Rocket Man.’ ” Lots of groans. “Or we could go for John Mayer’s ‘Bigger Than My Body.’ ”

		“Elton John!” Ah, the chorus of male voices choosing their lesser of two evils.

		“Why not Aerosmith?” Reader asked.

		“Because I need to slow down, not break the sound barrier. Follow it up with his ‘I’ve Seen the Saucers.’ I think it’s going to be a two-song landing.”

		“Sir Elton coming right up.”

		“You’re the best.”

		The music started, and I truly relaxed. I ran through a few loops and maneuvers to clear out the aborted landing attempt. It took most of ‘Rocket Man’ for me to feel ready. Then I started down again, from a bit higher than before. The next song came on, perfect for landing, at least as far as I was concerned. I even touched down to the beat.

		“Great job, Kitty!” Jerry was landing now.

		“She does have a great singing voice.” Tim Crawford, my team’s official driver. We’d sort of bonded over music during Operation Fugly. I still didn’t know what he actually listened to, but he controlled my car iPod now and was getting  really good at picking out what songs to play in tense situations.

		I finished helping Elton on the high notes. “Thanks, Tim, you’re a prince.” Reader was a sweetie and put “Crocodile Rock” on while I taxied and parked my jet.

		“Kitty? You can get out now.” This was Matt Hughes, one of my flyboys.

		“Laaaaaa . . . la la la laaaaaa.” The song wasn’t over. The music stopped, mid-la. “Oh, fine.” Spoilsports.

		“Love your voice, Kitty.” This from Chip Walker, one of my other flyboys. “Just need you out of the jet.”

		“Liar.” I climbed out. Jerry was waiting for me. He, like all our pilots and drivers, was human, so while he was cute, he wasn’t up to A-C standards. Though I’d told him he could grow it out, he still kept his blond hair in a crew cut. All the pilots assigned to me had been at the Top Gun school before joining us during Operation Fugly, and they all maintained their Navy attitudes, even though they were now officially part of Centaurion Division, the American government’s name for what I thought of as the Alien Protection Organization.

		Jerry grinned. “You make it look easy, Commander Katt.” We were back on the ground and so back to formality. In the air, he was in charge. On the ground, I was. More than one person had mentioned that this was truly frightening.

		“It’s a gift, my love. And I have the best teacher around.” Okay, he was back to formality. Me, not so much.

		We headed toward the main headquarters building. As we got nearer, a tall man with broad shoulders, rather wide features over a strong chin, light brown eyes, and dark, wavy hair left the building and came toward us. He was in Armani and, as always, looked beyond drool-worthy. He spotted us and then was next to me before I could blink.

		“Nice to see you, Commander Martini, I’ll just leave you two alone. Enjoy.” Jerry gave Martini a quick salute, shot me a wink where Martini couldn’t see it, and trotted off to the main building.

		Martini grunted at Jerry, then pulled me into his arms  and kissed me. This definitely made it all worthwhile. His lips were soft, like down pillows, and his tongue could do things I’d never imagined before I met him. I wrapped my arms around his back and enjoyed how he pulled me even closer against him. But I could feel his hearts, and they were pounding.

		He ended our kiss. “You know, I thought you were going to die. I don’t know if I can run fast enough to pull you out of an exploding jet.”

		I leaned against his chest. “Jeff, I was okay. I have to be able to do this.”

		“Why?” I didn’t answer. He sighed. “I don’t get kidnapped every week, you know.”

		“Once was enough for me.” I could still see him, on his knees, hands bound behind him, being tortured and almost killed.

		“Baby, don’t dwell on that,” he said softly.

		“I don’t.” Well, not all the time. There were whole days I’d gotten through without that memory surfacing and suggesting I might not be so lucky next time. Because there was always a next time.

		“You may be human and able to lie to me, but not about your emotions.”

		“I know, Mr. Empath. I just . . . ” I sighed. “I just want to be able to do everything I can. Not only for you, but for our missions. If I can’t fly, then I’ve got one less weapon in my arsenal.”

		His turn to sigh. “Okay. You did great the second time. I’m really proud of you.”

		“James tell you to say that?”

		Martini grinned. “Yeah. Did I do it right?”

		“You always do it right.”

		“Nice to know.” He put his arm around my shoulders, I put mine around his waist, and we walked to the main building. “So, are we going to your high school reunion?”

		“Jeff, I don’t know why you want to go.” This wasn’t completely true. As an A-C born on Earth, he’d been schooled within their community. They were a tight-knit group, all related somewhere back there in the generations, so every  day was a reunion of some sort for them. I could understand Martini’s interest in how the other half had done it, but I still didn’t want to attend.

		“They’re supposed to be fun, romantic, exciting.”

		“You are watching way too much Lifetime Channel. And why, may I ask?”

		“Helps me relate to you.”

		“Hardly.”

		“You don’t think I relate to you well?” I could hear a little bit of hurt in his voice.

		
			“No, I think that, as the super empath, you, more than any other man I’ve ever known, relate to me just fine. However, I don’t think you watching Mother, May I Sleep With Danger again will give you more relatability to me.”
		

		“Tori Spelling’s really an underrated actress.”

		
			“So’s Shannen Doherty, you’ve told me. I’m impressed. Join their fan clubs. I miss your Fantasy Island fixation.”
		

		“I’ll stop watching Lifetime if we go to your reunion.”

		“Wow, you can’t even lie if I’m not looking directly at your face.”

		The door opened before we got to the entrance, and Christopher White came out. He looked upset. “Jeff, we have a problem.”
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			CHAPTER 2
		

		
			
			CHRISTOPHER DIDN’T REALLY LOOK LIKE his cousin. Where Martini was well over six feet and extremely muscular in a non-body-builder way, Christopher was a head shorter and more lean and wiry. He was fairer, with green eyes and lighter straight brown hair. They were both gorgeous—I still hadn’t met an A-C who wasn’t—but Christopher resembled his late mother, and I’d been told Martini resembled his father, so you had to know them to realize they were closely related.
		

		Christopher also had glaring down to an art form, and we were being treated to patented Glare #1. “What did I do now?” Martini asked.

		“Why am I the one who has to field every communication from your parents?”

		Oh, this one again. I tried to slip away, but Martini had a firm grasp on me.

		“Because, like everyone else, they like you better.”

		“I like you better, Jeff.”

		“Thanks, baby. You’re about the only one.”

		Christopher rolled his eyes. “If I have to tell Aunt Lucinda one more time that you’re tied up in an important meeting, I’m going to kill you.”

		Martini rubbed his forehead. “What did she want this time?”

		Christopher didn’t answer and looked at me. “Great landing, Kitty.”

		“Your mother wants to know why you haven’t dumped me yet and married a nice A-C girl or boy like you’re supposed to.” A-Cs didn’t have hang-ups about same-sex relationships. They just had them about interspecies and interreligious ones.

		Christopher flushed. Got it in one! “It’s not like that,” he muttered, but he was now looking at his shoes.

		“And you wonder why I’m dodging her calls?” Martini hugged me. “Let’s get inside.”

		“Jeff, it’s not Christopher’s fault.” It was mine, for being human and falling in love with her son, at least, as far as I’d picked up. Or Martini’s, for doing the same with me. The whole “saved his life” thing didn’t seem to factor in for Martini’s parents. “Maybe if I met them—”

		“Not a great idea!” both Christopher and Martini chorused.

		“How bad can they be? I mean, Christopher, your father seems to think I’m okay.” Richard White was the Sovereign Pontifex for the A-Cs, or, as I thought of it, their Pope with Benefits.

		“My father thinks you’re great.”

		“But I’m not his son’s girlfriend.” Both of them winced, because that had been a close call, and the three of us normally did our best not to bring it up. So, my bad, as pretty much always. Maybe Martini was right to keep me away from his parents.

		“Let’s talk about this later.” Martini sounded tired and depressed. Which made me worry. “Don’t stress out, baby.” The positive of being with the strongest empath on Earth was that he was really in tune with how I was feeling. The downside was that I couldn’t hide anything from him emotionally, even when I wanted to.

		Paul Gower joined us in the doorway. He was built like Martini, only black and bald. His father had married an African-American human. I often found myself wondering how happy she was, but I hadn’t asked. Yet.

		“We have a bigger issue than your parents,” Gower shared, looking tense and sounding tenser. “Clustered activity.”

		Martini and Christopher both flipped into what I considered  Commander Mode. “Where?” Martini asked briskly as we all trotted inside.

		“Paraguay.”

		“Paraguay?” Christopher sounded shocked. Martini grimaced.

		“Why not Paraguay?” I’d been all over the world by now, killing forming fuglies and keeping the world safe from becoming superbeing sushi. South America was hit as frequently as everywhere else, though in overall superbeing activity, the U.S.A. was still number one with a bullet.

		“In the Chaco,” Gower added.

		“Of course,” Martini muttered.

		I grabbed my purse from Hughes, told him that he and the rest of my flyboys were off duty but on standby, and then we headed for the nearest bank of gates. The gates were alien technology that allowed us to move freely about the world by leaping from one gate to another. The majority of the gates were located in the restrooms of all the world’s airports. Having visited more men’s rooms than I cared to remember, by now I could attest to their placement being both effective and gross at the same time. But we could go from Nevada to New York in about three seconds.

		“There are airports there,” I reminded them, as I tried to pull up how rainy or dry Paraguay was and failed.

		“True,” Martini acknowledged. “But we’re not going there.”

		“We’re not?” I wasn’t overly disappointed. We had dinner with my parents planned, and superbeing-extermination trips tended to wreck any schedule.

		Reader joined us. “They’re right on the line.” He sounded worried, and the other men looked tense. I felt nothing other than confusion—this was a new one.

		“Excuse me?”

		We reached the gate, and Gower calibrated. As always when any A-C did this, his hand was a blur. and I couldn’t watch. Not that staring at alien technology that still looked more like an airport metal detector than anything else to me was a thrill in the first place. “Going through single. Sorry, Kitty,” he added with an apologetic smile. “We’re in an emergency situation.

		Martini didn’t look happy, but he didn’t argue, either, so I chose to be a big girl and not whine. Gower went through, I took a deep breath, then I followed.

		Going through a gate was like being in a movie where they speed up the film to show the passage of time quickly. Only you were in said movie live, with no Dramamine. The gates had made me sick to my stomach from day one and continued their work unabated. It took no more than a second and a half for the step that moved me from Area 51 to the Dulce Science Center but it was a year in terms of nausea.

		Out just before I barfed, like always. Martini and the others were right behind me. We were on what I call the Bat Cave level of the Science Center—it looked like the most high-tech command-type center ever conceived. I tended to ignore most of the equipment on the grounds that it made me dizzy, and if I ignored it, I could pretend it wasn’t there.

		We trotted to Batman’s Inner Sanctum, or what Martini and Christopher called Field and Imageering Central Command. Well, Reader and I trotted. Martini, Christopher, and Gower all used hyperspeed, meaning to our human eyes they disappeared. Hyperspeed for humans was slightly better than the gates in terms of nausea, but only a little, so I was glad to move at boring old human levels.

		“What did you mean by ‘the line,’ James?”

		“The Tropic of Capricorn crosses through Paraguay, that’s what we mean by the line.”

		“Why is that good, bad, or indifferent?”

		He shook his head. “For whatever reasons, when superbeings form along the Tropics of Cancer or Capricorn, they’re stronger.”

		“Stronger than the ones that were able to control the transfer?”

		“No. Differently stronger.”

		I wanted to share that this wasn’t clearing anything up for me, but we were in the Inner Sanctum, and things were in a very controlled form of chaotic activity. There were actually two rooms that made up this section, one for Field, one for Imageering. By the time Reader and I arrived, Christopher had presumably raced off to his room,  and Martini was settled in front of the huge bank of screens that were the focus of the Field side.

		By settled, I mean he was standing in front of them as images flashed on the screen. There were easily fifty screens on the main wall, and while the peripheral ones had areas I knew weren’t in Paraguay, the majority were showing what I assumed was the Tropic of Capricorn.

		It looked like a flat, marshy part of Paraguay with a lot of superbeings in it. The Paraguay portion of our Must Watch Horrorvision was rather pretty. The superbeings made up for that, though. All twelve of them.
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			CHAPTER 3
		

		
			
			IN THE OLDEN DAYS OF the mid-twentieth century, the parasites that created superbeings when joined with an unsuspecting human host arrived in ones and twos at irregular intervals. After Mephistopheles, the Big Bad of Operation Fugly, had established himself on Earth, they came with a lot of regularity, building up to lots and lots all the time.
		

		However, clustering—where several superbeings manifested at the same time and in one area—had happened in the past only when an in-control superbeing was getting ready to hit the town. Since we’d destroyed all the in-control ones, it was unsettling to have a cluster, especially one of a dozen.

		The parasites were attracted to rage. How they’d found twelve angry people out in what looked like the middle of nowhere was beyond me.

		Every superbeing manifested differently based, as far as we knew, more on the parasite than its human host. These were no exception, though I saw similarities among them. They were all along the Insect of Your Nightmares variety, though insects that weren’t from anywhere around here. Then again, I didn’t know what kinds of bugs Paraguay specialized in. However, I tended to doubt their bugs were between six and ten feet tall and loaded with an amazing array of horrifically shaped, yet seemingly razor-sharp, extremities, mandibles, and so forth.

		I could see a great number of droolingly handsome men in Armani suits dashing about on the screens, meaning we had a lot of A-Cs on the scene. All field teams consisted of an empath and an imageer. Depending on what was going on, they might have a human along to drive or fly, and usually no more than two additional A-Cs. The teams in Paraguay had all that and more. It didn’t look like a normal setup at all.

		Martini was giving orders, and he was doing it at normal speed for an A-C, meaning a lot faster than humans could hear, at least if we were interested in silly things like comprehension. Like so many other aspects of hyperspeed, this made me sick.

		A random A-C handed me a set of wireless headphones, which I put on gratefully. Since I’d joined up and pointed out that having your human teammates barfing when you were trying to save the day was a bad plan, the A-Cs had added their version of translation headsets to the Inner Sanctum supply closet.

		So I could now hear Martini’s orders and not pass out. I was hearing them at least five minutes after he’d said them, but I considered this a huge improvement over fainting. I made sure I didn’t look at his mouth moving—the few times I had, it was like watching a badly dubbed foreign film. Right after barfing or passing out, I’d discovered no one liked me cracking up during Inner Sanctum sessions, Martini least of all.

		“Do we need Airborne involved?” I asked Reader, who was putting his own headset on.

		He shook his head. “Jeff’s handling it.”

		I decided not to argue or whine about this. My division was still very new, and while I had utmost confidence in my team, they were all still at Home Base, and even with a gate transfer, shipping military jets took some time. Hopefully it’d all be over before they could get there, so why send them. Besides, Martini seemed intent, and I didn’t want to throw off his groove.

		I listened for a while, but after a few minutes it became boring and frustrating. Frustrating because I was now used to being in the action, and I wasn’t a fan of sitting around watching others getting to kick butt.

		Martini was sending various A-C teams to different parts of Paraguay, calling in military support from both Brazil and Argentina, and giving a variety of directions to those directly engaged with these particular manifestations. I should have been paying rapt attention, learning how to do this myself.

		But it was all done in extreme military-speak, which got dull fast. I hadn’t yet mastered the lingo and jargon, and situations like this never made learning seem worthwhile. And watching international politics fade in the face of extreme danger had stopped being a thrill months ago. I’d learned that when it came to hanging around kibitzing, I preferred watching the imageers work.

		While Martini brought in tanks and artillery, I slunk over to Christopher’s half of the Sanctum.

		The Imageering side had a similar setup to the Field half—lots of screens, computer terminals, and so forth. There were also a variety of monitors, and every one of them had an A-C in front of it, hands on the screen, expressions in varying stages of concentration.

		Empaths felt emotions but couldn’t manipulate them. They were the ones who spotted superbeing trouble most of the time, because the superbeings were attracted to rage and when they formed, the human host’s brain and emotions went haywire.

		Martini, the most powerful empath on Earth, was able to feel what the other empaths did, almost like shortwave radio, passed from the teams in the Field on back, as needed. He could turn it on and off—apparently they all could—due to drugs and training, but it meant that while he was ordering everyone around, he was also monitoring who was in the most emotional need.

		It was impressive to the extreme and one of the main reasons he was the man in charge of pretty much all A-C operations that weren’t religiously based, but it wasn’t something I was actually able to share or experience myself.

		Imageers, by contrast, couldn’t feel anything unless they were touching an image—any kind of image. Once touched, they knew everything about that person. Christopher said  it was because photos and the like captured a copy of the person’s mind and soul as well as their physical image.

		Imageers could also manipulate images, and that’s what they were all doing—altering what the cameras in Paraguay were catching and changing it into something far less terrifying than the Attack of the Intergalactic Dirty Dozen.

		So the screens on the wall showed what was really going on, and the monitors showed what the A-Cs were changing the various camera feeds into. Christopher had tried to explain it to me, and I’d done better with it than learning all the military blah, blah, blah Martini had shared with me. I wasn’t clear on how it all worked, of course, but the bottom line was that the more cameras, cell phones, video cameras, and satellites that were trained on a superbeing incident, the more imageers needed.

		From the number of bodies in the room, there were a lot more cameras in this part of Paraguay than I’d have thought there would be. The area I was looking at on the big screen didn’t seem overly populated.

		Christopher had the biggest monitor, and he was altering footage while barking orders. Unlike Martini, he was barking them at human speeds. And also unlike Martini’s side of the house, I got to see what those orders translated into.

		“I want all the cell phone feeds altered to blurred images,” Christopher snapped. “Video and film footage altered to show native folk dancing and similar. Go for stock footage.”

		The imageers handling the cell phones had it easy, as far as I could tell. The images on their monitors blurred until they looked like nothing so much as someone with serious palsy taking pictures of the inside of an enthusiastic squirrel.

		I was interested to discover that the term “stock footage” was used by the whole galaxy, at least those parts of it present on Earth. There was a wide variety of choices filtering through—some I recognized from a couple of National Geographic specials, some I didn’t. But they all had the canned look of people performing their native dances  for the cameras—it was clear these shots weren’t Live at the Scene.

		An A-C ran in from the Field side. “Commander White, Commander Martini says the C.I.A. on the scene are creating problems.”

		“Like always,” Christopher growled. “What do they want?”

		The A-C gulped. “They want to control these superbeings, not kill them.”

		“What?” Christopher exploded. “Are they crazy? This is their stated goal?”

		“No, sir. Commander Martini was able to determine this based on their emotional reactions.” The A-C coughed. “The rest of us were able to determine based on their telling our field teams to go away and let them handle it.”

		
			“How Aliens of them.” I shrugged at the confused look Christopher shot me. I always forgot—the A-Cs never went in for science fiction movies of any kind, presumably on the belief they were documentaries they lived every day. “It’s a real common theme in the movies. Governmental bad guys want to control the evil, almost unstoppable monsters, small band of good guys manages to save the day, blah, blah, blah. Want me to talk to them?” I asked brightly.
		

		“No, and I’m sure Jeff doesn’t, either.” Christopher looked at the messenger. “What does Commander Martini want to do?”

		Before anyone could reply, the superbeings on screen all blew up. The images shifted to either the native dances ending, fireworks displays, or the palsied squirrels going dormant, depending.

		Martini walked in. “Now that our friends from Argentina used some stinger missiles and stopped the immediate problem, I want to go to C.I.A. headquarters and deal with the ongoing one.”
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			CHAPTER 4
		

		
			
			“GREAT!” I’d been dying to go to C.I.A. head quarters for quite a while now. Based on the A-Cs’ levels of hierarchy, the only people allowed to interact with the top C.I.A. bigwigs were Martini and Christopher. The Pontifex, Gower, and Reader weren’t even allowed over there. I hadn’t been, either, and this looked like my big chance.
		

		“Not just no, but hell no,” Martini said calmly. I started to pout, and he shook his head. “You don’t need to see what we’re going to do over there, and we don’t need them getting any better idea of what you can and can’t do than they already have.”

		Reader joined us. “Jeff, I just got off with your favorite guy. He insists this wasn’t an official C.I.A. plan and wants you and Christopher over there immediately.”

		Martini growled. “They don’t give us orders.”

		Christopher’s expression said this wasn’t actually true. I thought back to Operation Fugly—the traitorous side had certainly had the C.I.A. on speed dial, and despite what my parents had said about government control of Centaurion Division, I wasn’t fully convinced they were right. In the few months I’d been here, it seemed as though every government agency in the U.S. and at least half of them worldwide felt they had a stake in Centaurion.

		But no amount of whining and complaining changed Martini’s mind. I still wasn’t getting to hang with the C.I.A.  He and Christopher cleaned up, gave some orders, then they and Reader headed for the main launch area. I tagged along, of course, on the off chance I could still weasel an opportunity out of Martini.

		“You’re not going,” he said as we walked along, his arm around my shoulders and mine around his waist. He sounded relaxed but felt tense.

		“Who’re you going to see?”

		“No one you need to worry about.”

		“What’s his name?”

		“None of your business.”

		
			“I’m the head of Airborne. I think it is my business.”
		

		“Nope.” He kissed the top of my head. “See, I’m still in charge, baby. You haven’t been on board long enough to know how to deal with these people, the new head guy in particular.”

		“So, he’s new to the job? Maybe we’d have that in common, a bonding sort of thing.”

		Christopher snorted. “No one’s as new as you, Kitty.” “He’s had the position for about a year and a half,” Martini said. “But he’s been dealing with us for several years. Got promoted due to his ability to ‘understand’ us.” Martini wasn’t snarling, but it was close.

		“Why don’t you like him?”

		“Because I don’t trust him. I don’t trust anyone in the C.I.A.” Martini shrugged. “Your mother excluded.”

		At the same time I’d discovered real live aliens were living on Earth, I’d also discovered that my mother had been living a secret life. She wasn’t a consultant, she was a former Mossad agent who was now the head of antiterrorism for an elite agency that reported directly to the President of the United States.

		“My mother’s not in the C.I.A. She’s the head of the P.T.C.U.”

		“It’s really part of the C.I.A., girlfriend,” Reader explained. “It’s above them, and considered a separate unit, does report directly to the President. But the paychecks come out of Langley.”

		“I hate bureaucracy.”

		“But we’re all so good at it.” Reader grinned. “Stop  sulking. There’ll be plenty of time to harangue Jeff about this later.”

		We reached the gates, and someone calibrated. I ignored it while Martini kissed me good-bye. As always, even though it wasn’t long, it was great. “Behave,” he said with a smile. He looked over to the gate agent. “No one, not even Commander Katt, is to go where we’re going.”

		“Yes, sir.” This particular A-C was one of the Security types. They were all bigger than Martini and had that bored but focused way about them. I wasn’t going anywhere, at least nowhere near the C.I.A.

		We were at a larger gate, and they went through together. We watched them slowly fade away. I controlled myself from tossing cookies or trying to pull them back, and then Reader and I headed back to the Bat Cave level.

		No sooner had we exited than Queen’s “My Best Friend” came on my cell phone. “You haven’t changed that yet?” Reader asked as I dug my phone out of my purse.

		“No reason to, any more than I can’t hang around you. You two are my best guy friends, and he’s my oldest friend, too. Nothing more.”

		Reader shook his head. “Jeff doesn’t like it.”

		“I don’t like not getting to go to visit the C.I.A. It evens out.” I moved away from him as I answered. “Hi, Chuckie, what’s up?”

		“You okay?” He sounded worried. Of course, he’d sounded worried for the last several months, ever since I started being evasive about where I was, what I was doing, and who I was doing it with.

		“On top of the world. Why?”

		“Just curious. You going to the class reunion?”

		“Are you high?”

		He snorted. “No major lifestyle changes over here.”

		“Okay, good. And, of course I’m not going.” I considered. “Were you planning to?” I couldn’t imagine why. Chuckie had been, and still was, the most brilliant guy in any room. High school had been four years of torture for him. I still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t just taken the tests and headed for college when we were both freshmen, but he’d stuck it out.

		Of course, he could win either the Least Likely to Succeed or the Class Hero awards now. Possibly both. He’d gone from short, acne-suffering, thick-glasses-wearing geek to six-foot-plus, clear-skinned, contact-lens-wearing handsome guy by the middle of our freshman year at Arizona State University. He’d also become a multimillionaire twice over. And had somehow remained the same sweet, cool, fun, supportive, and protective person he’d always been.

		“Not really.” He sounded evasive. “Thought I might if you were going, though.”

		“Well, if I change my mind somehow, I’ll let you know.” Or rather, if Martini changed my mind, but the chances were slim and I didn’t want to mention the possibility. Because I hadn’t told Chuckie about Martini yet. I hadn’t even told him I was seriously involved with anyone. Because he’d want to meet my new guy, and there was no way I could lie to Chuckie face-to-face about anything, let alone about aliens really being on the planet. Martini knew this and didn’t care for it. At all. Not that he wanted me to out him to Chuckie, but that Chuckie knew me so well and I was keeping them away from each other bothered Martini in the extreme.

		“Sounds good. So, how’s work?” He sounded like he wasn’t expecting me to be truthful at all.

		“Fine.” Well, this was true. Sure, I wasn’t working as a marketing manager any more, but still, I was being truthful about liking what I did now. “Busy. How’s stock trading going?”

		“Fine. Busy.” He chuckled. “You know how it is.”

		“Not really, but I’ll trust you on it.”

		He was quiet for a moment. “Yeah. I’ll trust you on yours, too. Kitty?”

		“Yes?”

		“Promise me that if you get into something you can’t handle, if you’re in danger you really can’t get out of, trapped in a situation you feel you can’t escape from, or if you’re unhappy for any reason, that you’ll call me right away and let me help you.”

		This was both totally in character and weird at the same  time. Chuckie had always been there for me, since the first day of high school, and I’d been there for him. But this request had come out of nowhere.

		“Dude, you know I don’t go to frat parties and drink from the open tub of Jungle Juice any more.”

		“So you claim. I want your promise, Kitty.” Chuckie’s voice was in his “won’t take no for an answer” tone, meaning he meant business.

		I swallowed hard—I got into trouble on a regular basis these days, sometimes on an hourly basis. Sure, I’d always handled it, or Martini had been there to save me. But still, in the past, I’d called Chuckie when I was in over my head.

		An almost overwhelming desire to tell him what was going on washed over me. He’d been called Conspiracy Chuck by everyone but me when we were in high school and by half of everyone we knew in college. In part because he’d always believed aliens were on the planet. He was my oldest friend, and I wanted so badly to let him know he’d been right all this time.

		But I had a scary-high security clearance for a reason, and that clearance didn’t allow me to tell Chuckie anything about what I did now. I took a deep breath, let it out, and shoved the guilt and desire down and away. “I promise. Same for you, you know. If you need me, let me know and I’ll be there.” Okay, I pushed the desire to tell away. The guilt seemed to enjoy hanging on.

		He sighed. “I hope so.” He cleared his throat. “You be careful.”

		“You, too. Chuckie?”

		“Yeah?”

		“You’ll always be my friend, right?”

		I could hear the smile in his voice. “Right.”

		“Then everything’s right with my world.”

		“Mine too, Kitty,” he said slowly. “Mine too.”
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			CHAPTER 5
		

		
			
			WE HUNG UP, and I felt worried for no good reason. It was close to time to go to my parents’, and I had no idea how long Martini was going to be.
		

		On cue my phone rang. “You’re really stressed,” Martini said, in a low voice. “Why?” I got the impression he wasn’t alone and didn’t want this call broadcast.

		“Oh, just wondering if we’re going to be late for dinner.” I wondered if he could pick up that I was lying from this far away and prayed he couldn’t.

		“Right.” He didn’t sound like he’d bought it. Damn. “Our contact held us up calling his girlfriend,” Martini snarled. “So we’re going to be here longer.”

		“You’re calling your girlfriend,” I pointed out. Not that I had any idea of why I felt defending the nameless C.I.A. bigwig mattered. An interesting thought occurred. “Ooooh. Is he married and do you think he was calling his mistress?”

		
			“This isn’t Desperate Housewives,” Martini snapped. “And no, to my knowledge, he’s not married. Looking to trade up?”
		

		“I’ve got the leader of the A-C pack. No need to make roster changes at this time.” Let alone to some likely old, paunchy, balding guy who probably resembled a mangy ferret. At least, if I took how Martini and Christopher tended to describe anyone and everyone at the C.I.A. as an example.

		“I’m so relieved.” Martini’s sarcasm meter was already at full. I felt bad for Mr. C.I.A. Dude.

		“Jeff, relax. What’s our status for tonight?”

		He sighed. “Go ahead to your parents’ without me, baby.”

		“You sure I shouldn’t wait for you?”

		“I’ll be there as soon as I can, but trust me, it’s going to take either a floater gate or hyperspeed.”

		“Okay! I’ll head right over now. Can I take my car?”

		“Sure. I love you.”

		“I love you, too, Jeff.”

		“Good to know.” He sounded happier as we hung up than when he’d called, which was good.

		I had my purse, and my parents didn’t stand on ceremony, so no need to change. I headed for the top level, where, among other things, the motor pool was stored. The top level at the Science Center was actually the ground floor—the Center went down fifteen stories. The A-Cs had really done wondrous things with simulated lighting—it always seemed like proper daylight when it was supposed to.

		I retrieved my car—a black Lexus IS300, stick shift, leather interior, turned on a dime, zero to sixty in a lot faster than I’d ever admit to a cop or my father. I loved my car. It stood out in the motor pool, too. Almost every vehicle the A-Cs had was a shade of gray. They’d never explained why, and the answer was still low on my long list of things to find out.

		Had to do the slow, horrible gate transfer from Dulce to Caliente Base. I’d long ago stopped trying to be macho about it and closed my eyes the moment it started. I could always tell when it was over—my stomach settled down.

		Caliente Base was smaller than the Science Center, but it was still a typical A-C base, meaning the top floor was ground level and everything else went down from there. Of course, “smaller” was a relative term. I had no clear idea of how huge the Science Center really was, but I’d been there for five months and knew I hadn’t explored every part of every floor yet—and not because I wasn’t interested. Because I always got lost. I had the distinct impression it was the equivalent of fifteen Pentagons, maybe more.

		
			Caliente Base was merely very, very large. It was built on a supposed alien crash site. I tried not to think of Chuckie and failed. We’d hiked around here when we were younger, searching for said site, but hadn’t found the entrance. I assumed it had been cloaked—the A-Cs had alien technology that would have made the Star Trek people sue for copyright infringement if they’d ever found out about it.
		

		Like the Science Center and every other A-C base, the motor pool was on the ground level. I waved merrily and headed out for real daylight. It felt the same as A-C light.

		I enjoyed the drive to my parents’ house. It almost felt alien, to drive myself through the streets of Pueblo Caliente at a normal rate of speed. No gates, no hyperspeed, no limo with someone else acting as driver.

		My phone rang. Happily, one of the many A-C bells and whistles that had been added onto my car was a hands-free system. It resided on automatic answer. “Hello?”

		“Hey, Kit-Kat! How’s things back in the ’burg?” It was Caroline, my sorority roommate. We still used our sorority nicknames because, well, they fit.

		“Yo, Caro Syrup! Sunny and smiling, as always. What’s up?”

		“I got the job!” she squealed.

		I squealed back. Then reality hit. “Um . . . what job?”

		She laughed. “With the senator. I told you about it.” I thought frantically. She had. Caroline was a lot better with the written correspondence than I was. She sent notes to every girl in our pledge class, her sister-line up and down, and anyone else from the sorority she’d liked, which was pretty much everyone, at least once a quarter. Individual notes. Handwritten. And somehow, she found time to work, eat, and sleep.

		“Oh, right. That’s great. When do you start?”

		“This week. Had my orientation and everything.”

		“Make sure no one turns you into the Lurid Intern Story of the Week.”

		She snorted. “Our senator’s not like that. He’s a sweetie and very protective, and his wife’s really involved. She’s awesome. And a sister,” she added a tad reproachfully.

		Sluggish memory reared its head. Our sorority had a lot  of successful alumnae, and one of them had indeed married the senior senator from Arizona. “Great that she helped you land the job.”

		“Oh, your mom and Chuck helped, too. I saw him for lunch, by the way. He’s looking great.”

		
			“The senator?” What was my mother doing helping anyone get a job? She’d never helped me get a job. I assumed Caroline had used Chuckie for a reference. References from rich, brilliant guys were always good to have.
		

		“Wow, are you in the middle of something?”

		“Only driving.”

		“Well, pull over and pay attention. I see the senator every day now. No, I had lunch with Chuck.”

		“Oh.” A thought occurred. “Are you two dating?”

		“No, you have nothing to worry about,” she said with a laugh.

		“Huh?”

		She sighed. “You know what I love most about you?”

		“My musical tastes?”

		“Yes, but no. You never change.”

		“I think I should resent that.”

		“Don’t. I have to go. Give my love to your parents, and tell your mom thanks.”

		“Will do. Keep me posted on stuff.”

		
			“Will do. Chuck looks great,” she added.
		

		“Good to hear. He’s in D.C.?” This was normally the part of the year when Chuckie was in Australia most or all of the time.

		“Yes.” The way she said it, I could hear the “duh.”

		“Well, you could’ve been in Australia.”

		Caroline laughed. “Or in Paraguay.”

		“Hold that thought and don’t hang up!” I pulled over and parked. “What do you mean about Paraguay?”

		“Oh, there was a military action there today. The government’s concerned. It seems to be under control, but it’s the usual ‘do we need to get involved’ stuff. The senator might be sent down there as part of an investigative committee. He says it’s a waste of time, but if he goes, I get to go, too, so I’m sort of hoping it happens.”

		“Keep me in the loop on that, will you?”

		“It’s kind of classified. I probably shouldn’t have told you this much.”

		“I already knew about it.”

		She was quiet for a moment. “News travels fast.” “You have no idea. Just keep me apprised of what you can, okay? As a sort of sister favor?”

		She sighed. “Will do.” Well, it was something. Maybe I finally had a Washington “insider” on my speed dial. “Now I really have to go. Catch you later, Kit-Kat!”

		“Talk to you in a few, Caro Syrup!”

		We hung up. and I sat there for a few minutes. I wasn’t hooked into the governmental stuff like Martini and Christopher were. For all I knew, the U.S. government always “got concerned’ when we had superbeing activity and those in the know did the whole “it’s no biggie” thing. Which would indicate that our senator was in the know. Which begged the “who all is in the know” question.

		Well, I was having dinner with the right people to ask.
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			CHAPTER 6
		

		
			
			I GOT BACK ON THE ROAD and pulled up in front of my parents’ house in a few minutes. I stared at it. I’d grown up here—standard middle-class tract home. Two stories, two-car garage, about twenty-five hundred square feet. Not tiny but not huge, either. Typical desert landscaping out front consisting of river rocks and a variety of cacti.
		

		For most of my life I’d figured I’d end up living in a similar type of house. Maybe a little bigger or smaller, maybe in a different city, even, but similar. Where I lived and what I did was in no way similar. But I liked it.

		My father was playing catch with our four dogs in the backyard. I didn’t have to see it—I could hear it. Our dogs lived to bark, and they had different barks for everything. They were clearly on, “Toy! Toy! Throw the toy!” as opposed to “Dangerous Intruder” or “Kitty is home, time to slobber!” I was grateful. I loved my dogs, but I wasn’t in the mood to shower.

		I found Mom in the kitchen. “Hi, kitten, where’s Jeff?” One of our cats, Sugarfoot, was sitting on the counter helping her, or at least mooching food. He purred as I came in, and I slung him over my shoulder.

		“Held up at C.I.A. headquarters. He’ll be here as soon as he can.” I gave her a peck. “What’s for dinner?”

		“I made a rib roast in honor of your first solo.”

		“Yum.” Our other two cats, Candy and Kane, came in for pets. I so petted and was rewarded with a lot of purring.  One drawback to living in the Science Center was the No Pets Long-Term rule. I missed having the critters around all the time. “Caroline called.”

		“How is she?”

		“Excited. She got the job with the senator, asked me to thank you.”

		Mom smiled. “Good, she’s a very capable girl.”

		“So, you helped her get a job but not me?”

		“You have a job.”

		“You know what I mean. She said Chuckie helped her, too.” Come to think of it, Chuckie had never helped me get a job, either. Apparently my nearest and dearest either thought I was Ms. Capable or didn’t want their reputations sullied by referring me for anything. Sadly, I voted with option number two.

		“I’m sure he did. Charles is very fond of all of your sorority sisters.”

		True. Unlike in high school, most of my college friends had liked him a lot, my sorority sisters in particular. We all did a lot better in school because Chuckie was very willing to tutor anyone at the sorority who needed it, and he was always willing to be available for whoever needed an escort. “Yeah, that was one worry of his that was needless.”

		Mom shrugged. “Your college friends were more . . . perceptive than your high school ones.”

		“I suppose. Amy and Sheila never needed tutoring, of course.”

		“Your sorority sisters liked Charles for more reasons than that.”

		“True enough. Caroline says Chuckie’s looking good.”

		“Good to hear. How was the rest of your day?” It was a legitimate question and Mom sounded casual, but I figured she was asking for a reason.

		“Fine.” Of course, Mom also had that scary-high security clearance and, unlike Chuckie, she knew aliens were on the planet and what they did with their time. “Coincidentally, we had a cluster of forming superbeings. In Paraguay of all places.”

		Mom jerked and looked up from the potatoes she was mashing. “Paraguay?”

		“Yeah. Jeff called in military support from Argentina and Brazil, and the Argentineans blew up the superbeings. But apparently the C.I.A. was on the scene and wanted the superbeings intact.”

		Mom’s eyes narrowed. “Any idea why?”

		I snorted. “To use as supersoldiers would be my guess.” “Is that why Jeff’s in Langley? To verify?”

		“Per what little I got, the head C.I.A. guy over Centaurion said he wasn’t involved and wanted a briefing.”

		Mom looked relieved for a moment, then turned back to the potatoes.

		“Caroline also said she might be going to Paraguay.”

		Mom was prepared, so she didn’t react as much, though the potatoes got a slightly more vicious mashing. “Interesting.”

		Before I could ask her why she cared about this—Paraguay, Caroline possibly going there, and that the head C.I.A. guy over Centaurion was at least pretending not to be involved—Dad and the dogs came in, and I was buried under the tide of canines for a while.

		Dogs appeased, I got a hug and kiss from Dad. “You getting enough to eat? Exercise?”

		“Yes, Dad. Plenty of both.”

		“Sol, I forgot to get the Martinelli’s. Would you get a few bottles?” A-Cs weren’t allowed alcohol, supposedly for religious reasons. We’d discovered, however, that the real reason was that they were deadly allergic to the stuff. I hadn’t had an alcoholic drink for months. This was a celebration, so since champagne was out, we were making do with what the kiddies drink on New Year’s Eve.

		“Sure.” Dad gave Mom a kiss and a knowing look and headed for the garage.

		I considered this. Mom wasn’t given to forgetting anything, let alone that she’d need some nonalcoholic bubbly for tonight. I gave her a long look. “What will I find if I open the pantry or the fridge?”

		Mom grinned. “You’re getting good at this. Yes, I wanted  to speak with you when your father wasn’t here. And when Jeff wasn’t here. Your father and I are going to Washington tomorrow, and this opportunity appeared sooner than I thought it would, so why pass it up?”

		“So, what’s the big deal that requires girls only-ness?”

		Mom shrugged. “You and Jeff are getting closer.” I nodded. This wasn’t exactly news. “I just want you to be sure that you’ve . . . considered all your options.”

		“Mom, for God’s sake, Christopher and I would not work out on any kind of long-term basis.”

		“I don’t mean just Christopher.” Mom gave me a look I was familiar with—her “you’re so dense” look.

		“Then who? I don’t recall a lot of other options I’ve been excited about for anything long term.”

		Mom sighed. “Are you going to your high school reunion?”

		“Did the reunion committee send a desperate plea I missed? Chuckie asked me that today, too. And Jeff’s been whining about going. And, no, even with all that, I’m still not planning on it.”

		“I think you should go.”

		I stared at her, trying to see if she was making a joke. She sure looked serious. “Um, why, exactly? I don’t think Amy or Sheila are planning to go, and Chuckie said he’d only consider it if I was going. High school was fine, but I don’t feel some strong urge to reminisce with people I don’t see or speak to at all anymore.”

		“You might enjoy it.”

		“Or I might not.” I considered all the potential reasons she was suggesting this. “You want me to show Jeff off or something?” That had real possibilities. There was no way in the world anyone else had landed someone that gorgeous, unless they were dating a male model or an A-C.

		“Or something.” Mom sighed again. “What else did you and Charles talk about?”

		“How do you know we talked?”

		Her eyes rolled. “You told me he’d said he’d go to the reunion if you would.” She shook her head. “He’d do anything you wanted, you know that, right?”

		“Yeah.” My turn to sigh. “He sounded worried but okay.”

		“Have you seen him recently?”

		“No.”

		Mom glared. “So, you’ve abandoned the man who’s always been there for you?”

		Where was this coming from? “No. Mom, Chuckie’s still one of my two best guy friends. It’s just . . . I can’t tell him about my life now. And he knows when I lie. I just . . . I don’t want to lie to his face, okay?”

		Mom’s expression softened. “I understand. But maybe you should see him anyway. The reunion would be neutral ground.”

		“Neutral ground? You mean we’d be joined together against the forces trying to kill us, at least if it’s anything like high school was. We haven’t had a fight or anything, it’s not like we need to kiss and make up.”

		I got another shot of the “dense” look. “Kitten, I just want you to be sure you’ve considered all your options.”

		“Mom, I’m in a serious relationship with, last time I checked, a guy you and Dad both like. What’s wrong with Jeff that you don’t want me with him suddenly?”

		
			“Nothing’s wrong with Jeff.”
		

		I considered this. “But . . . ?”

		“But . . . what does his family think of you?”

		Ah. This suddenly made sense. My turn to sigh. “No idea. He won’t let me meet them. And, it doesn’t matter, right? Because there’s no interspecies mating allowed. That’s what this is about, right?”

		“For the most part, yes. Mixing families is hard enough when both sides are enthusiastic about it. When they’re not . . . ”

		“Yeah. Well, I’ve been trying to meet them. I’ll keep on trying.”

		“Keep on thinking about your options, too,” Mom said seriously. “Your father and I both love Jeff, but we want you happy, and disapproving in-laws aren’t a recipe for happiness.”

		“I will, but Jeff can pick it up.” And he didn’t like me  considering other men as romantic options almost as much as he didn’t like that I still talked to Chuckie regularly and hadn’t changed his ringtone. Martini’s jealousy was almost as impressive as his bedroom skills.

		“A little competition now and then is good for him, I’m sure.”

		“As soon as I identify this supposed competition, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

		
			Mom sighed. “You are so dense sometimes.”
		

		“It’s a gift.”
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			CHAPTER 7
		

		
			
			MARTINI ARRIVED JUST AS THE roast was coming out of the oven. He looked pissed. “I hate dealing with the C.I.A.,” he said by way of hello. “Any way we can get rid of them?”
		

		“Not that anyone’s ever discovered,” Mom said dryly as the cats all started purring and sashayed over to Martini for petting. He had one cat on either shoulder and one in his arms in a matter of moments.

		The dogs heard Martini’s voice and shrieked their demands to see him. Our dogs loved us, but they adored Martini. The dogs’ and cats’ love of Martini carried great weight with my parents for some reason. Funny, but true—they took the animals’ opinions as more important than mine.

		As the cats leaped for safety, Dotty, our Dalmatian, reached him first, but Duke, the black lab, and Duchess, our pit bull, were right there, too. Our Great Dane, Dudley, actually took his time, but that was so he could monopolize Martini by putting his paws up onto his shoulders and giving him a face wash.

		Standard animal greetings over, Martini went to clean up, and we got dinner on the table. Routine chitchat ensued, until the subject of my high school reunion somehow surfaced. My parents and Martini all tried to convince me attending was a great idea. To avoid running screaming into the street, I strove for distraction.

		“So, why are you guys going to Washington tomorrow?”

		Mom sighed. “We have some politicians making problems.”

		“What kind of problems?”

		“High-level security problems,” Mom said pointedly.

		“High-Level Security Girl, here. Spill it.”

		Mom glared at me. “No.”

		I looked at Dad. He looked uncomfortable. “Oh. It’s about Centaurion.”

		Martini’s eyes narrowed. “What now?”

		Mom sighed again. “Not about Centaurion all that much. Though the incident in Paraguay is worrisome for a variety of reasons. We have various pressures coming at us from a variety of sources. Several House and Senate subcommittees are dealing with issues that either directly or indirectly affect Centaurion Division.”

		“Wow, that was a lot of confuse-speak.”

		Now I got the mother-glare. “What part of ‘I’m not telling you’ isn’t coming through?”

		“All of it. What part of ‘tell me anyway’ aren’t you catching?”

		She rolled her eyes. “Why me?”

		“Like mother, like daughter,” Martini offered. “I’m interested, too, of course.”

		Mom snorted. “And as you’re the head of all A-C military operations, which means the head of the A-C government, I’m not at liberty to tell you, Jeff.”

		He shook his head. “Richard is the leader of our people.”

		“Religious leader, yes,” Mom agreed. “However, when it comes down to it, who gives the orders to shoot or cease fire, who gives the orders to fight or not, who gives the orders for what scientific research is done or ignored? You do.”

		Martini shrugged. “Christopher does some, too. So does my father, honestly. And Richard does as well.”

		I coughed. “And yet, when it all comes down to it, the person whom those three people have to obey is . . . you.”

		He looked embarrassed. “I suppose.”

		Dad cleared his throat. “It’s not quite that simple.” We all looked at him, and he shrugged. “It’s not. I’ve actually studied the Centaurion agreements with the United States  government. The ranks are set up, yes, but there’s a check and a balance.”

		“Jeff and Christopher are the check and Richard’s the balance?”

		Dad smiled at me. “Pretty much, yes. Scientific research, though, is more of a general bailiwick. However,” he added to my mother’s glare, “if Jeff were to say that a project should or shouldn’t be done, then it would or wouldn’t happen.”

		Martini nodded. “Same with Richard, though. And there are some things Christopher and I have no influence over.” He looked embarrassed and upset suddenly and took a fast interest in his food.

		It didn’t require genius to come up with why. “In all social and religious situations, what the Pontifex says goes, right?”

		Martini sighed. “Yes. And he’s got more than just what he wants to do to consider.”

		This also wasn’t new news. “I know. The older A-C generation isn’t into that whole ‘intermix with humans’ idea.”

		“Some of the younger ones aren’t either,” Dad said quietly.

		“Since when?” All the younger A-Cs I knew certainly were, or weren’t against it.

		“I meet different A-Cs than you do, kitten. And some of them are, oh, call it more orthodox than the others. Not the majority, mind you. Most are hoping things will change and they’ll be allowed to marry humans. Some would be okay with it if said humans converted to the A-C religion. But just like not all the older A-Cs are against interbreeding, not all the younger ones are for it.”

		Well, this topic had somehow gotten more unpleasant than the high school reunion one. I tried for another idea change—either it’d help or I’d achieve the hat trick in terms of bad dinner conversation. “So, Mom, which politicians are you seeing?”

		“The President and his closer advisers,” she said quickly. I got the impression she was all for us getting onto a mutual enemy kind of discussion. “Then some of the more influential senators and representatives.” She made a face. “And, of course, some of the more repugnant ones.”

		“Like who?” I was all over the gossip. I never met these people, so it was like listening to E! D.C. Edition. “Any dirty affairs going on?”

		
			Mom started laughing and almost spit her apple cider out. Martini and Dad were having a good chuckle, too. “Kitty, that’s what Washington is, dirty affairs of one kind or another.”
		

		“Just making a joke,” I muttered. Well, at least everyone else was laughing. “Just thought it’d be interesting to hear about what the politicians you’re dealing with are like. I mean, I know you like the President, but I figured there could be bits of info you could share.” Like who was zooming who, but I let that one stay unasked.

		“Pray you never run into the ones I’m dealing with right now,” Mom said.

		“Like Reid,” Dad agreed. Mom shot him a look and he clamped his mouth shut.

		“Which subcommittees?” Martini asked before I could ask who Reid was and why we wanted to avoid him or her. I got the feeling Martini was trying to avert a domestic dispute, and, realistically, if anyone would know when people were upset, he’d be the one. I let my curiosity pass.

		“House South American Policy, Joint National Security, and House Immigration.”

		Oh, sure, I ask, I get jokes. Martini asks, and she tells him everything. “Why would any of those be something you couldn’t discuss with us?” Okay, I let my curiosity about this Reid person, like what the full name was, pass.

		Everyone gave me the “duh” look. I gave it more thought and reminded myself that Chuckie had spent years teaching me how to be suspicious of anyone and anything. “We just had superbeing action in Paraguay, that’ll be nasty no matter who knows what. Security and superbeings go hand-in-hand.” I looked at Martini. “And I guess we do have a large immigrant population that’d fit right in with the rest of America’s melting pot.”

		Mom nodded. “Yes. It’s nice to see some of the money we spent on your education wasn’t wasted on keggers, comics, CDs, and football games only.”

		“Don’t forget sorority fees. Speaking of which, will Caroline be okay?”

		“Yes, and that’s all we’re discussing. At least right now.” A look of worry flashed across her face, but then she smiled. “Chocolate cake for dessert.” She got up and went into the kitchen.

		I started to get up, but Dad cleared his throat softly. “Let it be, kitten. Trust me.”

		Martini nodded. “I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.”

		I stared at him. He looked a little too casual and didn’t seem upset in the least. “In other words, you’re confident you already know, and one day maybe I’ll get to find out.”

		Martini grinned. “I love smart women.”
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