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Chapter 1
 

One would think that saving the world from evil aliens would be enough to exempt me from my senior year of high school. Or even the fact that I was promised to the prince of Calta, home of said evil aliens. A future Caltian princess needed her beauty sleep. But no, I was expected to join the non-alien masses in Advanced Senior English at 8 a.m., which meant I had to be awake enough to get through my school and work day. Only there weren't enough sheep in the world to count my way into sleep. My anger and annoyance kept me wide awake.
A brilliant blue light streamed down from my bedroom ceiling, reflecting off the mirror above my dresser.
“You’re late,” I mumbled, not even lifting my head from the pillow.
The light disappeared and the weight shifted on the left side of my bed. A cold burst of air bore through my covers and I knew that my alien was nearby.
“I’m sorry. There was some sort of Martian threat on the Utah capital and I had to handle it.” Ace’s warm fingers brushed against my cheek. The rest of his body might have been cold, but his hands were always warm and left me with a sensation that I couldn't resist. It felt like rubbing aloe on a sunburn.
“A likely excuse.” I opened my eyes and grabbed my glasses from the nightstand, placing them on my face and sitting up next to him.
“But I brought you something.” He grinned, pulling a box from behind his back with a giant cartoon purple dinosaur on it.
“Feeble Weebles!” I tried not to scream and wake up my family in the middle of the night, but it was freaking Feeble Weebles! The Caltian cereal that was like Lucky Charms but with only marshmallows.
“So does this make up for me being late?” He leaned in closer.
I nearly brushed my lips against his, pulling the cereal from his grasp. “I’ll think about it.”
“Oh, come on, for me?” He lifted his eyebrows and flashed his irresistible smile that could have been on its own cereal box.
I swallowed, setting the box on my nightstand. I tried to think of something to say instead of just staring at the way his temperature control suit molded to body. With his body's normal temperature being half of what a human's was, he always had to wear it when he visited, which was supposed to be around ten o’clock instead of two in the morning.
"I just wanted to come and wish you luck on your first day of school and work." He ran his fingers along where my sleeve met my arm. "Sorry, I couldn’t get here earlier.”
“Is this what it’s always going to be like?” I looked up to meet his eyes. They were endless pools of black, a bit frightening, but intriguing at the same time.
“Always like what?” He lay down next to me, his long body spreading along my twin-sized bed while he propped his spiky-haired head up on his extended arm.
I sighed. “Me waiting up for you, only to have you show up late or busy with some alien duty.”
Ace shook his head, his hair brushing against my headboard. “I hope not. Once you are at Northern Arizona, I can arrange to see you more often. Then we won’t have to worry about sneaking around when your mother isn’t awake, and you can even come see me instead of this beaming thing.”
I lay down next to him, pressing my body to his. His muscles shivered underneath me, and even through the temperature control suit I could feel his icy hot chill. “How about you figure out how to beam me places, and then I can just come see you at work whenever I want?”
Ace pressed his forehead to mine, his eyes dark and close. “Why must you ask me questions that you know are impossible?”
“Impossible things are happening every day.”
Ace let out a silent laugh, the cold air blowing through his nose and tickling my lips. “You stayed up watching musicals while you were waiting for me, didn’t you?”
“I can sing some of them if you would like.”
“I think there is something better that you can do with your mouth than sing.”
He tilted his head and pressed his lips to mine. After waiting all night for him, the electric current his touch sent through my lips and all the way down almost made up for it. Almost.
"Alex?" a woman's voice rang through the door.
Crap, my mom. I broke the kiss and put my finger to my lips. Ace rolled off the side of my bed and crawled underneath it. I pulled the comforter up and over the side to try and hide him the best I could.
The door squeaked open and mom poked her blond mess of hair in. She reached her fingers under her thick glasses, rubbing her eyes. “Is everything alright? I thought I heard something?”
"Oh, no, just woke up and thought I would listen to some Ira Glass podcasts.” I pushed the comforter farther onto the side of my bed, hoping that she wouldn't walk over and see Ace lying between the bed and the window.
"Oh.” She glanced at my IPod in the dock. Hopefully she was too sleepy and wouldn’t realize that nothing was actually on. “Well you should probably get to sleep. I know the first day of school is exciting, but it'll be better if you are awake for it. You need your rest."
"Okay, I will do that.”
She nodded and I thought she would leave the room, but instead she walked over to my nightstand. My heart pounded as I thought about how close she was to finding Ace under my bed. Hopefully he didn’t breathe too loud.
“What is this?” She picked up the box of Feeble Weebles, squinting at the giant purple dinosaur.
“Just some cereal I got the other day. Been hiding it in my room so I wouldn’t have to share with Elijah.” Good excuse, Alex, Good excuse.
Mom shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”
I shrugged. “Yeah it’s new.”
“Huh. Alright, well next time let me know when you get a box and I will try and get some for Elijah as well.”
“Will do.”
Finally she walked to the door and closed it behind her. I waited until I heard the door to her bedroom shut before I pulled up the comforter and leaned over the side of the bed. But Ace wasn't there. Nothing but dust bunnies.
Huh.
I sat back up and felt something cold against my back. I looked up and there was Ace, kneeling behind me.
"Looking for something?" He placed his hands on my shoulders and brushed his lips to my forehead.
If only I had the speed that my alien boyfriend had, then I could just zip through my senior year and forget about distance and mom’s annoyingly great sense of hearing. But when said alien boyfriend was in my bed, I wanted nothing more than the opposite speed. I wanted to freeze time to keep everything just the way it was.


Chapter 2
 

"Alex? ALEX!"
I jolted forward, knocking my elbow out from under me and causing my cereal spoon to slide across the table.
"I swear I thought that military base would have instilled some discipline, but as soon as you come back you're up all night listening to talk radio." Mom grabbed my cereal bowl and placed it in the sink.
Little did she know that the military base I spent my summer at was actually an alien operations center, and I was up late talking to my alien future husband.
"I'm fine, Mom. Remember, you're the one that got me this job at the coffee shop, so a few espresso shots after school and I will be good to go."
I stood up from the kitchen table, slinging my messenger bag over my shoulder and kissing the top of my little brother, Elijah's curly head.
"Fine, fine, it wouldn't be the first time you haven't listened to a word I said." She rolled her eyes and set another piece of banana on Elijah's plate. We both knew he would never eat it and eventually throw it down to one of the cats, but hope sprung eternal.
"Love you, too, Mom." I gave her a quick peck on the cheek, slid on my flip-flops and headed out the front door.
The humidity hit me like a brick wall. As soon as I stepped out of my air-conditioned house I could feel the sweat gathering under my arms. I wiped the steam from my glasses and headed to my car.
I didn't know why mom wouldn't just let me drive her car on days like this. While she sat inside typing away, her glorious air-conditioned sedan sat in the garage. Meanwhile I had to drive around town in my stepfather's grandpa's old car, affectionately called 'The Pox' for all the brown rust spots that covered the powder blue exterior. The vehicle's looks wouldn't bother me so much if there was at least air conditioning. But I wasn't that lucky.
I opened the door and rolled down the window before I even tried to brave the faux leather interior.
Hot. Hot. Hot.
I pulled down my shirt where the seat met with my bare skin. "Some stylish ride for a future princess," I muttered to no one in particular.
The car sputtered to life, and I turned up the radio to try and drown out the sound of the roaring engine. It kind of reminded me of the ship that the queen of Calta gave Ace and me after she kidnapped him, and then released us to go back to Circe. Of course my car wouldn't have Caltian fighter planes after it or reeked of formaldehyde. At least I hoped it wouldn't have anyone chasing after it. I was already late for school as it was.
 

***
 

Winnebago High School looked like a giant cement block that someone just placed in the middle of a cornfield. There were a few windows positioned in perfect squares and a giant orange sign flashing 'Welcome Back Students.'
I screeched down the blacktop path until I got to a parking spot, right outside the gym doors. Just my luck, Gemma Lee and her rugby posse were pulling in at the same time.
"Ugh, Wop, the fumes from your car are going to give me emphysema." Her raspy voice boomed over the sound of my engine before I turned it off. She had been calling me Wop since eighth grade. She said she heard it in an old Clint Eastwood movie, but I think her redneck family probably just instilled the hate in her.
"Nice to see you, too, Gemma." I threw my messenger bag over my shoulder, shutting my car door, and tried to speed walk to the school doors as fast as I could.
It was all a game for Gemma. Ever since I moved to Winnebago in middle school she had been on my case. Whether it was about the fact that I spent more of my time reading than hanging out with anyone or the fact that I was the only kid with olive skin and glasses, it was like her personal mission to torture me as much as possible.
I guess I underestimated how fast Gemma's tree-trunk legs could move. The tapping of her clunky shoes on the linoleum behind me let me know that she was right on my tail.
"Another year at this miserable school, but once we win state for rugby and I get my scholarship to a Big Ten school it will be smooth sailing." Her voice carried over me and boomed against the metal lockers.
"Yeah, but you look so good in your uniform," added one of Gemma's Rugby cronies, Rachel Johnson.
"Rachel, what the hell does looking good in my uniform have to add to the conversation? Sometimes I wonder how you make it through life."
On that note, I sped up the stairs as fast as my flip-flops could carry me and got to my locker. I didn't want her to take her rugby anger out on me instead of Rachel, just because I was nearby.
"Hey, Bianchi, good to see you made it back." Brody Birely smiled over his locker at me. With the alphabetical order of our names, we had been locker neighbors for as long as I could remember, except I didn't remember him being so tall last year or having that stubble of hair on his chin.
"Yep, one more year and I'm out for good." Stop staring. He was your crush last year. Now you have a boyfriend who also happens to be a very powerful alien.
"Don't rush. It is our senior year after all. Best time of our life, right?"
I closed my locker and looked up at him. He had a smile that never left his face and was so contagious that I couldn't help but squeak out a smile in return. "I guess that is what all the movies tell us."
I turned the other way and walked to my first class of the day, Advanced Senior English with Mrs. Huff or the crypt keeper as most of us called her. She sat hunched over her desk, staring blankly at a stack of papers through her thick, granny glasses while students slowly piled in to the rows of desks, praying she wasn't making a seating chart.
I took the seat closest to the window in the corner. If you could call it a window, more like a rectangular hole in the blank, white plaster walls. The usual flock gathered in the front of the room: the overachievers who spent their whole lives sucking up to the teachers and getting high off extra credit. One would think that I would be sitting next to them, as one of the smart kids, but to tell the truth their ass kissing and constant need to make a point annoyed the crap out of me.
I wondered if there was any way Ace could beam into the classroom. At Circe he once came to my window in the middle of the night and we went for a ride on a hover bike. Of course that ended terribly. Maybe it would be different at Northern Arizona, maybe he could enroll as well. Instead of sitting alone in the back of class he would be there next to me. We could pass notes, or whatever people did in classes. Then, whenever the professor wasn't looking, he would lean over and press his lips to my forehead or maybe even my neck, or…
"Long time no see." Brody plopped down in the desk in front of me, knocking me out of my daydream. He always smelled like a pair of new jeans, and it took everything I had not to lean over and just sniff him a little.
"What are you doing in advanced English?" I fumbled through my messenger bag, pulling out my five subject notebook and a mechanical pencil.
"Are you trying to say that I'm not smart, Bianchi?" He turned around, leaning in over my desk.
"I'm not saying that." I thought about what words to use."Just didn't think a guy who wears a Carhart jacket year round would take an advanced class."
"Yeah, normally I wouldn't." He turned back around as we heard the squeaking of the crypt keeper Huff lurching up from her chair."But I need something else to put on my college applications beside Future Farmers of America."
College applications, something I was all too familiar with. At first I thought my internship at Circe would get me into Columbia, but instead I ended up with an alien boyfriend and an acceptance letter to Northern Arizona.
"Okay, everyone, simmer down now," Mrs. Huff croaked, thumbing through the papers in her hands and handing them down the rows of students. "What I have here is your syllabus and list of required reading for the first semester."
I looked down at the sheet of paper once it was passed to me, the usual required senior reading: Greek tragedies, Dickens, some Shakespeare, and of course a play about racial intolerance—same thing every year that was in every single one of my English classes. Romeo and Juliet themes for Freshman year, Oliver Twist and orphan themes for sophomore year, Mythology for junior year, and of course we had to round it out with the rest of the cannon so we could have something to reference when people mentioned an Oedipus Complex.
"After each reading you will be required to write a one-page summary with your thoughts on the reading. These will go out every Friday and be due every Monday."
Awesome. My day was just getting better and better, weekend homework followed by PE. If these were supposed to be the best days of my life, I dreaded the rest of them.


Chapter 3
 

After sitting on the bleachers and listening to the football coach talk about the requirements of appropriate workout gear, I had Spanish and then it was off to my first day of work.
Vrmphhhhhh. Vrmphhhhhh. Vrmphhhhhhh.
My phone vibrated in my pocket as soon as I walked through the door of Senora Smith's class. It was actually a Spanish three class, but since there were only two of us taking Spanish four, they just threw us in with the lower class and gave us an extra paper.
I took my seat toward the back and pulled out my phone, trying to hide it underneath the ancient wooden desk and away from Senora's site.
Hey, how's the first day going?
Ace. Of course he wanted to see how I was. I started to text him back, realizing I had missed at least five other texts from him. Lucky for him, he actually had downtime during the day.
"Senorita Bianchi?" Senora Smith's high voice rang over the classroom. All the underclassmen were staring at me and even the other overachieving senior, Dale Michaels, stared at me like I had the plague.
"Si, Senora?" I locked my phone and quickly slid it into my bag, placing it on the floor next to me.
"Tu telephonica?" Senora held out her long, nimble hand.
The class laughed around me. Crap, I didn't think she would catch me.
"I just had to answer a quick—"
"En Espanol," Senora chimed.
I took a deep breath, blowing it out as quickly as I let it in. "Okay, Senora, lo siento, acabo de comprobar el tiempo."
"El tiempo?" Her way-too-thin eyebrow spiked up. Obviously my excuse of checking the time wasn't a good one.
"Si, el tiempo."
She shook her head, obviously not believing me, but went on with the rest of class introductions. Thank God I was out of there after her class.
"You sneaking out for a smoke Bianchi? Or maybe to call your girlfriend?" I cringed when I heard Gemma's gratey voice. I always thought if I ignored her she would just stop. So I kept walking toward the side door and to my car.
"Hey, Wop, I'm talking to you." Gemma pushed her way through people walking past us until she was standing between me and the doors. Her bleached eyebrows arched like devil horns and a smirk was painted on her chapped lips.
I huffed. "I have work release, Gemma." I dodged to the side of her."And for your information, I'm not a lesbian. I have a boyfriend."
She cackled—yes, she had a genuine witchy cackle— putting her massive moose arms out in front of me so I couldn't go around. "What's his name?"
I rolled my eyes. "His name is Ace. I met him over the summer at my internship."
"What's his last name?"
"Uh..."
She laughed. Some boyfriend! You don't even know his last name. Or maybe he doesn't have one like Rocky or something."
I didn't want to correct her that Rocky actually did have a last name because I was afraid of her bear paws. "Yep, that's Ace."
I ducked under her arm and finally opened the door, welcoming the sweltering heat.
"Great, can't wait to meet your imaginary boyfriend at the Fall Ball!" she yelled as I hurried to my car.
Bring Ace to the Fall Ball? The thought never even crossed my mind. As if a possible intergalactic war and an impending marriage to an alien wasn't enough.
 

***
 

Cuppa Java was right off Business 20 so everyone going past could see the glowing orange sign smashed in between the bank and Cost Cutters. I eased my car into the lot, cut the engine, and stared at myself in the rearview mirror.
"You can do this, Alex. It's just a part-time job. You survived alien attacks for Pete's sake, you can survive making coffee!"
I stared down at my phone again noticing another message from Ace.
Haven't heard from you today. Hope you aren't mad about last night. See you after work?
I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn't see it. I would bet my Feeble Weebles that I wouldn't see him after work. Must be nice to have free time to text, but not be able to spare a few moments at a reasonable hour of the night to visit me.
Yep, see you tonight. Busy day, you understand I responded back, tossing my phone into my bag. "Stupid alien boyfriend. Texting me all day, but can't text me to tell me he'll be late."
I looked around the parking lot. Luckily it was the middle of the day and no one saw me babbling to myself. I put on my black apron and switched from my flip-flops and into a pair of pink boat shoes, since I guess open toes were frowned upon in a place that served coffee.
When I stepped into Cuppa Java a little bell rang over the door, but I couldn't see anyone behind the counter. Lime green and pink polka dots decorated the walls. A fireplace flanked by two plush orange chairs and a few tables sat directly to my right. To the left was a long counter with different steaming machines adorning one end and a glass case with little pastries sitting inside just waiting to be eaten.
My eyes ran over the far wall containing shelves displaying different coffees and coffee-related items for sale. I walked over and stared at the different labels. Who would ever think that something called Arabica would be appetizing to drink?
"Be right out!" a high-pitched voice yelled from beyond a pair of saloon doors behind the counter.
"Okay."
A tussle of fiery red hair came through the door before the rest of her was even out. She looked over at me with dark navy eyes, rimmed like a raccoon, and smiled.
"You must be the new girl." She put down her towel and walked around the corner. "I'm Simone, lead barista."
She oozed coolness. From her high, melodic voice all the way down her skinny frame and into her high heels. I'd give anything to look that good as a barista.
"Alex, barista-in-training." I let out a squeaky laugh. Could I have been any lamer?
"Right, then." She nodded. "Kathy tells me you already had your online barista training, so it's time for the hands-on portion."
"Okay."
I followed her behind the counter, my mouth watering at the brownies and scones in the pastry case and wishing I would have picked up lunch before I came.
"Hungry?" She arched a black painted-on eyebrow.
"Uh, yeah, sure." Great, embarrass myself on the first day.
"How about I show you how to make a Cuppa Java latte and then we can grab some cheesecake out of the back freezer?"
"That sounds awesome." I beamed.
The rest of the afternoon I learned how to make everything from Americanos to Soy Lattes and all things in between. But I really sucked at using the cash register, which didn't help when Gemma walked in with Brody. I almost forgot they were on-again-off-again whatever they were.
"Hey, I didn't know you worked here." Brody smiled, but Gemma just huffed, walking alongside him.
"Yep, just started today."
"Okay, enough chitchatting can we just get our drinks? I have practice." Gemma hipped her way in front of Brody, looking up at the big menu that was posted behind the counter on a chalkboard. "I need something with lots of carbs, protein, and little sugar." She narrowed her big bug eyes. "Do you have anything like that?"
"Uh..."
"You can either do a whole milk peanut butter iced latte or some raw eggs." Simone slid in beside me. "Your call."
Brody snickered until Gemma shot him the stink eye. "Whatever, I'll get that latte thing." She waved her hand, and then pulled her phone out of her pocket and feverishly typed away at the screen.
"I'll start the latte. Alex, why don't you help out this guy and ring them up." I thought I saw Simone wink, but she turned too quickly and had way too much eye makeup on for me to tell.
"Okay, Brody, what can I get for you?"
He smiled and I noticed that his teeth looked whiter, like he'd got them bleached over summer break. "What do you recommend?"
"Uh, about the only thing I'm really good at making is iced coffee."
"Then iced coffee it is."
Simone pushed to my side, placing two plastic cups on the counter. "One juiced up protein drink and an iced coffee." She smirked in Gemma's direction and headed back to the espresso machine to clean up.
Gemma didn't even look up from her phone and took her drink."Get this Brody and I'll meet you in the car."
She turned, still not looking up, and headed out the front door.
Brody frowned. "Sorry about her."
"No, it's fine. It's not your fault that Gemma has been hit in the head with a ball way too many times," I said.
He made a sound that sounded like a snort and then stopped as if he realized that he shouldn't be laughing. We stared at each other until Brody cleared his throat. "Yeah, so, how much?"
"Excuse me?"
"For the coffee..?"
"Oh, right," I stammered. I attempted to press the correct buttons and prayed they were right. "Seven fifty-two."
He handed me a ten dollar bill. Thank God it wasn't a credit card. I still couldn't figure that one out.
"Keep the change." He smiled and walked away, while I stood there looking like an idiot, holding a bill with my mouth open.
"Hey, your first tip, and he seemed to like you better than She-Hulk." Simone looked in my direction while I finished putting the money in the cash drawer and added the remainder to the tip jar.
"No, it's definitely not like that with Brody. He's just a nice guy." I turned toward the espresso machine. "And besides, I have a boyfriend."
"Really? Or are you just saying that so I don't think you are coming onto me?"
"What?" I blinked. I didn't think I was sending out lesbian vibes. Gemma's opinion of my shoes being a dead giveaway that I liked girls aside, I was definitely hetero. I mean I was with Ace and even though he was a different species, and really made me mad sometimes, he was definitely male.
But then why would she think I was? Maybe she was and was coming on to me. I made a mental note not to wear my boat shoes into work anymore.
"Relax." She hit me lightly with a rag before placing it in the sink behind her. "I'm just giving you a hard time."
"Oh." I let out a breath that I didn't know I was holding in. "Right."
"So, if Mr. Soul Patch isn't your guy, then who is he? Anyone from around here?"
I shook my head. "No, he lives in Arizona. I met him over the summer while I did an internship."
"Ah, long distance." She nodded. "I did that once. Didn't work out so well."
"Oh." I didn't know how personal we were getting, so I didn't ask, but she offered anyway.
"Yeah, he up and joined the Army and then I didn't hear from him. I actually heard from his mom that he met another girl where he is stationed at." She kept her eyes down, but I swear I saw something wet slide down her raccoon liner.
"Ugh, that sucks."
"Tell me about it."She looked back up, running a finger along her eye. "Thought I would be with him forever and now I'm living in a one-bedroom apartment and slinging coffee for a living." She looked up. "But, I'm only eighteen, so I guess we've got our whole lives ahead of us, right?"
"Right."
Sure, she had her whole life ahead of her. My life was already planned out for me. College and then marriage to an alien. Some normal life.


Chapter 4
 

Day two of my senior year and I already had homework. Mrs. Huff assigned a reading from one of our worn-out textbooks about Persephone. I had to write a one-page review on top of my already full day of work and school. I even had to quit my blog, the one thing that I had that was constant in my life. In fact it was the reason Ace said he picked me for my job at Circe, because he followed my blog.
But with everything else going on between school, work, and dealing with crazy aliens I had no time for any of it. So by the time that Ace got to my room, the last thing I wanted to do was keep an eye on him so mom or Brian wouldn't notice he was there.
"Why does this creature stare at me?" Ace was crouched down on my bed, glaring at my Siamese cat. She blinked, swinging her tail back and forth while she curled up on my pillow.
I turned away from my computer, hoping I didn't have to jump from my desk to save my cat. "Leave Snickers alone."
Snickers hissed as Ace slowly inched forward. "She would probably make for a divine meal."
I whipped around in my chair so fast that my neck muscles cracked. "You will not eat my cat!"
Ace stopped with one hand clawed in the air above Snickers and his lips lurched back so that his teeth appeared fiercely white.
I quickly picked up Snickers and set her on my lap, then turned back toward my computer.
"I was kidding…"
I heard Ace stand up. My bedsprings squeaked underneath him. The warmth of his hand grazed my shoulder. "I wouldn't eat that thing. It means too much to you."
I blew a strand of hair out of my face, setting Snickers down on my desk and turning back to Ace. "Sorry, I guess I'm just frustrated with work, homework, and trying to spend time with you. You finally get time off work to come see me and now I have work."
"It's fine." He bent down, his hand moving from my shoulder to my cheek before he leaned in and his lips trailed to mine.
A study break couldn't hurt. I pulled him deeper into the kiss while he lifted me off the chair and onto my bed. My mouth was hungry for his and the feeling of his cold skin on mine sent shivers in all the right places.
"Awex?"
Crap.
Elijah knocked at the door. I pried myself away from my Ace and motioned for him to climb off me. "Yeah, El?"
"Can I come in?" he yelled.
"Uh…" I raised my eyebrows as Ace slinked off me and rolled under the bed. Quickly I made my way back to my desk and smoothed out my hair. "Yeah, that's fine."
He jiggled the handle. "It's locked!"
I went over to the door, unlocking it, and saw Elijah staring up with his big blue eyes that were the same color as his footie pajamas. "Why would you lock me out?"
"Sometimes a girl needs privacy, El."
He stomped into my bedroom and threw himself on the bed. I tried not to screech, hoping he didn't squash Ace underneath.
"Why do you want pwivacy from me?" he cried, always the drama queen. He gets it from our romance author mom.
"El..." I carefully sat down next to him, hoping the mattress didn't smother Ace. "Sometimes we all need to have some alone time."
I smoothed the hair out of his tear-stained face. "Your sissy has to get her homework done, so she can be ready for college."
"Okay." He sniffled. "Can I watch you do your homework?"
"Uh, well—"
"Please!" he begged looking up at me with those big puppy dog eyes.
I glanced to the floor, hoping Ace wouldn't be too mad. "Okay, but just for a little bit."
"Yeah!" He hopped on my lap and stayed there while I typed my assignment. The rhythmic tapping of the keyboard put him to sleep.
"Is he out?" Ace whispered, poking his head out from underneath the bed.
I put my finger to my lips and nodded, then slowly stood up and carried Elijah down the hall to tuck him into his bed. I turned on his choo-choo train nightlight and the sound machine, and then closed the door before heading back to my room. When I returned Ace was sprawled across my bed, his hands behind his head, a devious smile on his face.
"What if it wasn't me that came into the room?" I shut the door and curled up in bed next to Ace.
"Then someone would probably wonder why there was an alien with a very stiff back in your bed."
I playfully hit his shoulder. I knew it wouldn't hurt him the second my palm touched his toned biceps, but that was what a girl was supposed to do when a guy made a stupid comment.
"Anyway, sorry about that, he is a bit dramatic. Sometimes I think my mom needs to tone down her writer voice in front of him."
He shrugged. "It happens. Did you complete your assignment?"
I yawned. "Yeah." I looked over at the clock. "Geesh, it's almost midnight. I have to be up in a few hours."
"Oh." Ace's face fell. He came to spend time with me, and I ignored him for my little brother. "Do you want me to stay here tonight?"
"Er, I wouldn't want Elijah to wake up after a nightmare or something and find you in my bed."
Ace nodded and slowly sat up. "I understand." He got off the bed and put his hands to his side, ready to beam back to Circe.
"Wait!" I reached out and grabbed his hand before he could leave.
"What? Change your mind?" He smiled.
I let out a deep breath. "I wish, but there is something else I was going to ask you."
"And what is that? Need help on an American History project? Maybe prove to your science professors that aliens do exist?" He arched an eyebrow.
"No, nothing like that." I stood up from the bed and intertwined both our hands. Someday I would have to share him with the world, and I knew someday I would have to explain how anyone with such dark eyes and such a wicked past could take my breath away. But love didn't need any explanation. Or did it?
"Then what?" He dipped his head down so our foreheads touched.
"Will you, um, go with me to my school's Fall Ball?"
"A dance?"
"Uh, yeah, a dance."
He pulled his head up, furrowing his eyebrows. "You want me to go to a human high school dance?"
"Yeah. It will be fun. You can actually meet mom, Elijah, and even my stepdad. We can pretend to be a normal couple and hang out in front of everyone instead of this sneaking around thing."
"When is it?" he asked.
"The last weekend in September. You can come in for the football game. I'll tell my mom you are visiting from Arizona. I'm sure she'll let you stay here. You can actually come visit me without having to hide under my bed." I was trying not to get too excited, but it was secretly what I'd dreamt about almost all my life. A guy who would want me as his date to a dance. A guy who would meet my family and show the world that I wasn't just some lonely girl.
"Well you do know that September is hurricane season, so we do get an influx of work with all the new ships landing at Circe."
I looked down. "Okay, I know, it's stupid. Forget I even asked."
How could I forget? He had an actual alien life and job that didn't include me. One that would never make our relationship normal.
His fingers crept under my chin, lifting it up until our eyes met. "It's not stupid. And I promise you that I will do everything I can to be there for you."
His lips met mine for a cold second. Then he disappeared in a blue beam of light just before my mom opened the door to check on me.


Chapter 5
 

"Alright, Alex, I think you are finally starting to get the hang of this barista thing." Simone smiled, washing her hands in the tiny metal sink next to the espresso machine. Simone was always washing her hands. I chalked it up to OCD or something.
I shrugged, leaning up against the back of the pastry case. "If you can call only messing up half of people's orders instead of all of them as getting the barista thing, then I guess I am."
"Yeah, but that means you are getting at least half of those orders right." Simone wiped her hands with a lime green dish rag and turned back toward me.
I opened my mouth to say something else when the bell above the door rang. I turned to see a woman walking in, someone I had never seen before. Cuppa Java did have its regulars being that Winnebago was a small town, but since we were off the highway we got a lot of travelers as well.
"Hello, what can I get for you today?" I said in the friendliest voice I could muster. The owner said she'd received a few complaints about the sarcasm in my voice. I tried to explain that my voice was normally sarcastic sounding, but for some reason that didn't go over too well. I decided to just bite the bullet and try to sound friendlier rather than lose my job.
The woman looked out from under a mop of blond curly hair. "Well, hey there!" She smiled and plopped her oversized camouflage print bag on the counter.
I tried to keep smiling, but the lady was definitely interesting. She wore a gray sweater that looked like it had tiny Pac-Mans running around it, even though it was at least eighty degrees outside.
"Anything I can get started for you?"
She squinted her eyes and looked up at the coffee board. "Yes, yes, yes, I will have a caramel latte."
"Two percent or skim?"
"Uh, skim," she breathed.
"Do you want whip cream?"
"What is with all the questions?" She put her hands on her hips and stared back at me, narrowing her deep set brown eyes.
I heard Simone try to stifle a giggle behind me. She started making fewer drinks and hung back to make me do the work. I guess it was better for my training, and she did have the whole weird cleaning thing going on with washing her hands after making every drink.
"Uh, just standard procedure for drink making," I squeaked. I dealt with a lot of crazy aliens over the summer, but crazy humans were a hard one for me to deal with.
"Oh! Okay, then whipped cream! Lots!" She tossed her hands up in the air and laughed.
"Alright, then." I turned my back toward her as Simone inched to my side and pretended to be looking for something under the counter. In reality, she just keeled over laughing.
I poured the milk in the melting pot and placed it on the machine to steam. Then I pumped the espresso, letting it sink into the small metal pitcher. After the milk heated to one-hundred-and-seventy-degrees, I took the heat wand out of it and poured the milk and espresso in a foam cup, followed by two squirts of caramel syrup. After grabbing the whipped cream out of the fridge beneath the espresso machine, I squirted a dollop on top of the drink and placed a lid on top before handing it back to the lady.
"Okay, that will be three-forty-nine." I smiled, pressing the button for latte on the register.
She nodded and reached into her bag. She rummaged through it for awhile before she screeched out, "MEOW!"
I jumped back, almost tripping over Simone until she hopped up.
The lady stood there laughing with a giant cat wallet in her hand. "I just let the cat out of the bag!"
"Oh, heh, funny." I tried my best to smile and placed a hand over my heart. It was beating like crazy.
"Alex, I'm going to head to the back real quick." Simone tapped my shoulder, still trying to cover her laughter, and went behind the saloon doors to where we stocked all of our supplies. I knew she was just going back there so the lady wouldn't see her laughing, but it wasn't fair to leave me with cooky-mcoockyness.
The lady pulled out a five and placed it in my hand, not letting go until I looked at her. "Scared you, didn’t I, Princess?" She winked.
I took the five and put in the register, counting her change. It had to be a coincidence. She couldn't know who Ace or I was.
She leaned in closer, her words a whisper. "The Martians told me you were working here and I didn't believe them, but I guess I was wrong. Hot diggity dog!" She clapped her hands.
I looked back toward the stockroom, hoping Simone didn't hear her. Only a few people knew about me and Ace, and those were mainly classified people from Circe. I didn't want the word to get out that I was dating an alien.
"Don't worry." She took a giant slurp of her latte, which would have probably burned a normal person. This lady was definitely an alien. "I won't tell a soul. Too many people out there that want your title."
My title? Before I could ask the strange lady another question she left. I knew that was something I would have to ask Ace about later, whenever I would see him again, but for the moment I just wanted to go back to pretending to be normal. Pretending being the key word.


Chapter 6
 

Friday couldn't come soon enough. Mrs. Huff's boring lecture had me teetering on the brink of sleep. I constantly found myself almost falling of my chair and then jolting awake to catch myself before I fell. When the bell finally rang I couldn't get up fast enough.
"Miss Bianchi?"
Crap. She spotted me. Now I was going to get reamed for falling asleep in class. I walked toward the rickety podium, other students whispering as they passed me as they left the room.
"Yes, Mrs. Huff?"
She licked her overly dry lips and I tried not to cringe. She looked like a Pomeranian with its tongue hanging out of her tiny wrinkled face. Her thinning hair was even the same color as an old dog.
"The Columbia recruiter visited with you last year, correct?" Her voice was feeble, like each word could be her last.
"Uh, yeah that was me."
Her knees creaked through her polyester pants as she shifted back and forth. "Will you be attending there next fall?"
"Um, no, I actually applied and was accepted to Northern Arizona."
"Oh, that's too bad."
I turned to leave when her clammy hand slapped a piece of paper down on mine.
"You have such a talent for writing. You shouldn't waste it."
In my hand was a bright red A staring back up at me. I didn't look back up at Mrs. Huff as I took the paper and slowly left the room.
 

***
 

Work was pretty slow for a Friday. We closed at seven, and the football game started at six, so we were pretty much dead. I was just happy not to have any more visits from any crazy aliens. I thought about asking Ace about what the lady had said, but it never seemed to be the right time. Besides she never showed up again and I was hoping not to have another encounter with an alien I didn't know again for awhile. I would just ask if I did happen to see another alien. Why waste the precious time we did have together anyway?
And it wasn't like I got to see much of Ace for that matter. Between school, work, and piles of homework it seemed like I was always busy. When I did have free time Ace had his own alien duties. He still hadn't even answered if he would go with me to the Fall Ball, and I gave up hoping that he would come. Maybe keeping my normal human life wasn't that important to him.
"You headed to the game tonight?" Simone asked, peering at me with her big doe eyes over the pastry case.
I shook my head, sweeping the few crumbs that had gathered near the fireplace. "Naw, it's not really my thing."
She nodded, walking out from behind the counter and placing a few bags of coffee on the display shelf. "I could have probably guessed that one."
I snorted. "What gave it away? Is it my wealth of after-school activities or my undying school spirit?"
"I think it was your love of the rugby team."
I looked up to see her smile. She was actually really pretty, despite all the hair and makeup. She had an old Hollywood glamour about her that was hidden by red hair and eyeliner.
"You got me." I laughed.
"Hey, you got plans tonight for after work?"
I arched an eyebrow and looked up at her. "Me?"
She turned her head to each side, and then focused back on me. "I don't see anyone else here."
I shrugged. "Nothing, just going home. Maybe talk to Ace." If he wasn't busy again trying to save the planet from other aliens trying to hack other people's dating profiles. Not like I had much of a life other than waiting around for him lately anyway.
"Oh, well I wouldn't want to interrupt plans with your boyfriend." She turned back toward the display shelf. "But I like to head over to this place downtown, grab a bite to eat and watch their open mic nights on Fridays if you want to come with."
I couldn't remember the last time someone asked me to hang out. Usually I was the geek that was always home on a Friday night. I really had made plans to hang out with Ace, but he had also been the one to cancel them or show up really late. One night of me making him wait couldn't hurt either of us. Neither could me having a normal human night out.
"Sure, I'd love to."


Chapter 7
 

Seven o'clock hit and Simone couldn't get out fast enough. The sun was barely setting and the small parking lot was lit in shades of pink and light orange, like a giant bowl of sherbet.
I still couldn't believe that Simone wanted to hang out with me. This was a girl who had her own apartment, snappy comebacks, and was better at putting on makeup than even Jen. She was like the awesome older sister that I never had and a friend that finally wanted to go out of her way to hang out with me, instead of a boyfriend that was always too busy to make it on time to see me.
"Is it alright if we take my car? I'll bring you back after."
I nodded. Probably the coolest person I'd ever met wanted to hang out with me and there was no way I was going to make her ride in my POS car.
Truth be told, I didn't think my mom would even let me go, but she couldn't be happier. Going on and on about how happy she was that I had a new friend and blah, blah, blah. I didn't bother texting Ace. I wasn't exactly mad at him, but I figured that he would understand. If he could always have something come up, then I could as well.
"Whoa, this is your car?"
Simone stopped at a sleek black Mercedes sedan. I'm pretty sure it was the same kind that British Prime Ministers drove with the tinted windows and glossy frame.
She nodded, opening the door and sliding into the plush, leather interior. "A girl's gotta drive something."
I slid into the other side to be overwhelmed with the scent of leather and spearmint. "Is this your parents' car?"
"Ha." Simone turned on the engine, which purred to life barely making a noise like the pox always did, and pulled out of the parking lot. "I haven't seen my parents in awhile. I don't think they would even think of getting me a car, let alone one like this."
I glanced over at Simone as she turned on her radio to a jazz station. Eighteen and she had her whole life ahead of her. No parents telling her what to do, a nice car, and no boyfriend to worry about, let alone an alien prince with a mother who hated human girls.
"I left home when I turned seventeen and moved out to an apartment in Pecatonica a few months ago. I was just lucky Kathy hired me at Cuppa Java and I had enough money from my grandparents trust to live comfortably."
It was like she read my mind, but I didn't say anything, just nodded. I wondered if she could read my mind. I'd seen enough weirdness to know that it was possible. So, I just started thinking of random disgusting things, like old meat left outside in the summer. But that didn't garnish a reaction and I realized that I was just being stupid. Hanging out with too many aliens can do that to a girl.
"So, what's your story? What makes you tick?" Simone pulled the car onto highway 20 and headed for downtown Rockford.
I blew a big puff of air. "Not much to say really. Just your average small-town girl. You know the whole divorced parents, long distance boyfriend, and longing to get the hell out of dodge story."
"I hear you on that one." She laughed before turning down the radio."I try to get out, but I just can't stay away. Always dreamed of going to New York though, studying at one of those Ivy League schools or something."
"Really?" I couldn't believe that I would have something in common with Simone. A girl so awesome had the same dreams as me.
"Yeah." She smoothed a fallen strand of glossy red hair out of her eyes. "Not like I was ever smart enough to get into one, but it would be cool."
"I always imagined that I would go to Columbia, live in a tiny studio in Brooklyn, and write stories for some tabloid until I hit it big and ended up on CNN." I laughed. "But it's just a stupid fantasy."
"That doesn't sound stupid to me at all." She looked over at me. Her navy eyes looked black when they were lit only by the streetlights outside her window. I always wondered if she wore contacts because they were such an unnaturally dark blue, but I never wanted to ask out loud. "Why don't you do it?"
I shook my head, staring down and picking at the coffee grounds stuck under my finger nails. "I've committed to Northern Arizona. They have a decent Public Relations program and I can probably get a job on my dad's base when I'm out."
"Is that what you really want?"
I thought for a moment. Was it? Ace always did say it would be great if we were in driving distance from each other, but there was no reason he couldn't just beam to New York when he wanted to see me.
"Why even go there in the first place? Just apply to Columbia."
I rolled the coffee grounds I'd picked from my nails back and forth in my fingertips. "It's not that simple. I took the internship last summer to put on my application, but then..."
"Then what?" Simone interrupted. "You met some guy and decide to throw away your Ivy League dreams to be closer to him?"
"No, it's not like that." Okay, maybe it was exactly like that, but I couldn't admit that.
She raised her thin eyebrows. "If you can make it now long distance there is no reason you couldn't make it in college. And if he can't handle that, then he isn't worth your time."
I had no response. The fact was she made sense. Ace did have the beaming technology to see me and I did have Circe to put on my Columbia application. Luckily we pulled in front of the downtown square before Simone could make any more points.
Parts of downtown were still really rundown, but the city square was the mayor's major revival project. A long cobblestone street stood covered in an archway of lights with boutiques, bakeries, and trendy restaurants lining the path.
"I don't get out here too much," I said as we stepped out of Simone's car and into the muggy night air.
Simone tossed our aprons in the backseat, wrapped her hair in a low bun and headed down the cobblestone path. "I try and get out here when I can. I like it. It makes me feel like I'm everywhere and nowhere all at the same time."
"How do you figure?" I adjusted my glasses as we headed toward an electric blue building. Several wrought iron tables sat outside with a few people sitting at them and drinking coffee, even though it had to still be at least eighty degrees out.
"Well." She twirled, her wide-legged jeans skimming against the path while she stood up on her tippy toes. She landed back on her heels, facing me with a large smile on her lips. "We are in the middle of a city, but somehow we can go two blocks one way and hit cornfields, go two blocks the other way and see the projects." She took my wrist, pulling me toward the purple and blue stained glass door of the restaurant.
"Then we get here and experience a blend of cultures that can only be described as everything and nothing."
I smiled. I had no idea what Simone was saying, but somehow I understood every single word and couldn't wait to hear more.


Chapter 8
 

We sat at a small booth in the corner near the windows, so we could people watch as well. The seats were striped teal and orange on either side of a clear table on a granite slab. The walls were painted a deep purple with small brass colored chandeliers above every table and photographs of local Rockford landmarks lining the walls. A small stage sat directly to the left of us where a guy with a blue Mohawk played an old rock song on the guitar and failed at singing along to the music.
"So, this is the kind of music you're into?" I chunked the ice in my glass with my straw. The glasses were actually mason jars filled with the fruitiest sweet tea I'd ever had.
Simone almost spit her tea all over, but covered her mouth. She sucked in the liquid and tried containing her laughter. "Heck no, I just come here for the open mic entertainment."
The Mohawk guy's voice squeaked as he tried to hit the high notes, and Simone and I burst into a fit of laughter. By the time we were able to catch our breath the waitress came by with our food. She rolled her eyes behind her thick-framed glasses, tossed back her rainbow hair, and walked away.
"I hope she didn't spit in our food," I whispered.
"Maybe it will add some extra flavor. Waitress spit has a distinct taste of cigarettes and old bubble gum." Simone laughed before taking a bite of her portabella burger.
"I'm glad you're a connoisseur of waitress gastronomy." I laughed before stuffing a potato wedge in my mouth.
Simone licked her lips and swallowed her bite. "A trained barista knows no bounds of the spit world."
The Mohawk guy ended his set and a girl with long red dreadlocks and an acoustic guitar covered in Barbie stickers took the stage. She strummed a few chords and then started a smoky, whiskey-ridden rendition of a Joni Mitchell song.
"I like this song," I mused and stuck another wedge in my mouth.
"Yeah, I wish my ex could hear this," Simone muttered.
"He really doesn't know what he is missing out on." I smiled.
"You don't know what you've got till it's gone."
I tried not to choke on my potato wedge."You aren't going to go up there and start singing with her are you?"
Simone grinned and threw a piece of lettuce at me. "No, you big goof."
I opened my mouth to respond, but felt my phone vibrating inside my pocket. I slid it out and unlocked the screen.
Where are you? I've been sitting in your room for an hour.
"Boyfriend?" Simone asked.
I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, sorry."
Out with a friend, be back later. I texted him back and slid my phone back into my pocket. If he could get away with always being late and too busy to care about Fall Ball, then I could enjoy some human time.
"Does he always need to know where you are?"
I shrugged. "I usually don't get out too much."
"So you're telling me this is the most excitement that you've had besides phone sex with your boyfriend?" She wiggled her eyebrows.
"Ew!" I laughed. "Not quite like that."
We finished our meals and headed outside. The temperature dropped enough so that a comfortably cool summer breeze caressed the bare skin of my arms. Even with all the streetlights, the stars still shone brightly in the sky.
A group of guys stumbled out of a bar a few doors down, leaning on each other and laughing like they had just heard the funniest thing in the world. There were five of them and each one carried the strongest scent of cologne and alcohol. Simone and I made a point to walk near the art gallery that was across from the bar.
"Hey, Elvira, why you gotta be like that?" One of the guys yelled. He had douche bag hair, the kind that was overly gelled and didn't move, like a Ken doll's.
The rest of his friends let their bloodshot eyes trail in our direction. I tried to walk faster. Not only were their cat calls annoying, but I was afraid of what was on the mind of five drunken guys who saw a couple of teenage girls walking alone.
"Yeah, if you prefer some sparkly vampires, I can put some glitter on my balls for you!" Another guy laughed, swinging his hips, his greasy hair flailing around his head.
"Ugh, boys." I rolled my eyes. "Let's get out of here." I pulled Simone's elbow and tried to edge her toward the car.
But Simone didn't keep walking. She stopped, moved my hand, and did an about-face, walking right up to the greasy haired guy.
His chapped lips parted into a scummy smile. One like the villains always had in cheesy cop shows. "Hey, baby, you gonna take me up on that offer?"
I ran up to try and stop the guy from grabbing Simone, but before I got there she launched her hand out and grasped the front of his jeans. A sound like a dying rabbit came from his mouth as he kneeled down before her.
"Let's get this straight, glitter boy." She looked down at him, not letting go of his pants. "Where I come from we respect women, and nobody, I mean nobody, wants to hear you spew your nasty dribble. Got it?"
He nodded, all the color leaving his face before Simone released her grip and he fell to the street below.
"Come on, Alex, let's get out of here."
Without looking back she turned and looped her arm through mine as we headed toward her car. Suddenly I had a whole new respect for the lead barista and possibly my new best friend.


Chapter 9
 

I hadn't really had any dreams since I left Circe. I used to have nightmares when the queen of Calta was sleep creeping on my dreams. Once those had stopped, so had any form of a dream.
My visions blurred to the streets of New York: images of me walking with a coffee in one hand and a copy of Tolstoy in the other as I strolled near the streets of Columbia's campus. I saw a small studio apartment decorated with posters from Broadway musicals. Articles I'd written for the school newspaper covered the entire fridge. It was a life I had almost forgotten about.
"Alex."
Brody was even in my dream. His voice was soft and cool. He spread his long body next to me on the tiny twin-sized bed while a pair of birds sang outside the window.
"Alex."
His fingers were warm against my cheek. His palm slid down and cupped my chin while his fingertips traced my lip line.
"Alex."
His words breathed onto my lips and smelled of coffee and spearmint gum. I'd always thought Brody was hot, but never really had much of a sensual attraction to him. But in the dream all I wanted to do was reach out and feel his tanned skin against mine.
"Alex."
His lips were right there. Smooth and dusted with trace amounts of Chapstick. I wanted them against mine. It was a dream after all; it didn't count as cheating if my lips just happened to touch his.
"Alex."
I slowly inched forward, parting my lips and waiting for his warm mouth to open into mine.
"Alex, wake up. What are you doing?"
My eyes snapped open and it wasn't Brody in some New York apartment, but Ace in my bed in Winnebago.
"Uh, what?"
I rubbed my eyes and grabbed my glasses from the nightstand.
"I thought you were having a dream that you were eating a hot dog or something. You came at me with your mouth wide open."
I shook my head, getting rid of the lingering thoughts. Brody, New York, and most of all Columbia.
"No, just a silly dream. I've already forgotten all about it."
He sat there on my bed, his back pressed against the wall and those dark eyes staring daggers at me. "Where were you last night?"
"What?" I yawned, stretching my arms over my head.
"I've barely seen you all week and when we plan to spend time together you don't get home until after midnight."
I got off the bed, shaking my head and pulling down my sleep shorts that were riding up to my belly button. "I told you, I went out with a friend from work."
"So, you leave me here to go gallivanting around with someone you just met?"
I rolled my eyes, grabbed a brush from my desk, and started pulling the tangles out of my hair. "Are you saying you don't want me to have friends? It's not like you haven't left me waiting before."
Ace sighed, getting off the bed and standing before me. He was almost a foot taller than me and his body was molded of pure muscle that even he couldn't hide under his temperature control suit. "I'm sorry I guess I'm just not use to this not getting to see you when I want thing."
He leaned over, his fingers running through my hair. The warm grasp from his fingertips automatically sent a buzz from my hair and through my scalp. I could have dreams about Brody all I wanted, but it was always Ace's touch that sent my body into hyper shock. "I guess that will change next year when you are at college."
"Yeah." It was all I could manage. I couldn't dare tell him that ever since I talked to Mrs. Huff I had been thinking about Columbia.
"Why don't you get ready and then we can spend the day together? It is Saturday after all. We could meet somewhere private, no one can find us. Just you and me."
"Oh, uh, well actually I have to work," I said carefully.
"But it's the weekend." He arched an eyebrow, tilting his head ever so slightly.
"Yeah, but not everyone gets the weekends off. Remember my dad didn't qualify as a resident for Arizona, so I've got to figure out a way to help with my out-of-state tuition to Northern Arizona somehow." It came out snarkier than I intended, but I couldn't help it. Anytime I wanted to hang out with him he always had to work and now he was griping at me for doing the same thing.
"Okay." He nodded. "But we still have tonight after you get off work, right?"
I thought for a moment. I knew I didn't have any plans, but I always thought it was better to keep him waiting. "I can probably arrange that."
A large bang followed by the shuffling of feet came down the hallway. Elijah was up and we only had a few minutes before he either burst into my room or ran into the kitchen to grumble for some breakfast.
"I guess I'd better get going, so you can head to work." He looked down at me. I could tell by his deep stare that he didn't want to leave and wanted me to say something more.
"I guess." I breathed and stood on my tiptoes to lightly kiss his lips. "I will text you at work and try to see you tonight."
He nodded, moving his hands to briefly graze mine before he stepped to the other end of my bed. "I will see you tonight. Love you."
"Love you, too."
With that he held his hands together and disappeared in a stream of blue light.
I let out the air that I didn't know I was holding in, set down my brush, and headed out of my room and into the kitchen. Elijah was already up and sitting on the recliner watching cartoons while mom sat at the kitchen table staring blankly at her laptop.
"Do you think someone would actually believe in an alien and human romance?" mom asked, not looking up from the screen.
"Um, what?" I blinked. Did she know something?
"My agent wants me to try to break into the science fiction market and write an alien and human romance."
"Oh, ha." I turned away and grabbed a box of cereal from the cupboard.
"It is simply ridiculous. Who would ever believe that an intelligent life form from another planet would want to date a human?" Mom ran her fingers through her hair and closed her laptop. Even in the morning with her thick glasses and worn-out black sleep shirt she still looked like she just walked off the runway. Somehow I just inherited her bad eyesight instead of her flawless skin and fast metabolism.
I shrugged, staring at my bowl and trying not to give anything away in my face. "If you can create characters in Regency England that fall in love with dukes and commoners alike, then I'm sure you will come up with something."
"Speaking of dukes." She smiled and plopped a big white envelope with Columbia in the return address label on the table in front of me. "This came in the mail yesterday."
I arched an eyebrow. "What does this have to do with dukes?"
"Oh, just open it!"
I picked up the envelope. It was heavier than I expected. Slowly I tore open the top and dumped out the contents. Out plopped the freshman course catalog and a letter with the first word being Congratulations.
"Oh! I didn't know you were still interested in Columbia!" mom squealed and picked up the letter, her eyes scanning over each word.
"I, um, well I'm not." I picked up the course catalog. It smelled like lamination and the embossed letters of the Columbia logo stood out like a desert flower.
"You just got into your dream school and you still want to settle for some school in the middle of the desert?" Mom pushed the catalog down and forced me to look at her.
"Well Northern Arizona does have a great Public Relations program…"
She rolled her eyes. "Oh, come on, don't try and pull the wool over my eyes, Alexandra. I know you just want to go there because of that older boyfriend of yours."
"Mom, that isn't the only reason." I stood up, frustrated with my own thoughts. Was it the only reason I was shying away from my dream school? Of course not. I loved Ace, but there were other reasons. At least I thought I had other reasons before I saw the acceptance letter from Columbia.
"I'm just saying that maybe you should look at your other options. Don't settle."
I nodded, unsure of what else to say. Did she think I was settling with Ace?
"I'm not saying that you can't enjoy your high school years." Mom stood up, pulling down her bunched up pajama bottoms."Just keep your options open."


Chapter 10
 

It was my first Saturday working and it was packed. Several times I gave people the wrong order and dealt with a lot of complaining women who couldn't even bother putting down their cell phones to scream at me.
"It's your first Saturday. Don't worry, you'll get used to it." Simone patted me on the back while I wiped down the espresso machine.
As if this day couldn't get any worse, the bell rang over the front door and in came my mom. "Hello!"
Great, I'd already embarrassed myself enough in front of Simone and now my overly dramatic mother had to be added to the mix.
"Hey, Mom." I mumbled, glancing up from the espresso machine.
"It's good to see that you are hard at work." Mom slid up to the counter, her big black laptop bag slung over her shoulder and her obnoxiously large sunglasses perched on top of her head. This couldn't be good. This meant she was staying for awhile.
"Um, shouldn't you be working or something too?"
Mom scanned the giant menu board behind me. "Alexandra, sometimes I just need a little caffeine and a change of scenery when I'm working on a new book." She looked down at me and smiled. "And what better place to work than a coffee shop?"
I opened my mouth to speak while Simone slid in beside me. "Alex, I'm going to take my break. Do you think you can handle the register by yourself for awhile?"
"Oh! Is this the new friend you were out with last night?" mom gushed like I'd never had a friend before. She should have realized that it was hard to bring anyone around an overly dramatic mother. One time I brought a new friend over in middle school and she asked her if her parents would like free copies of her books. Later that friend told me she wasn't allowed to hang out with me anymore because my mom gave her porn.
Simone turned toward my mom and put on a big smile. "Yes, that would be me. Sorry if I got her in too late."
Mom returned the smile. "Oh, not too late at all! I'm just glad to see Alex get out of the house!"
Simone nodded. "Alright, well since you have this taken care of, I'm heading to Subway. Back in fifteen."
Mom watched Simone saunter out the door and then turned back to me. "Aside from all the makeup, she seems lovely!"
I rolled my eyes, desperate to change the subject off Simone. "Have you picked out what you wanted?"
"Oh! Well I think I'll just have a tall flavored coffee." She handed me her credit card and I swiped it before handing it back to her with a foam cup for the coffee station near the pastry case. At least we called it a coffee station. It was more like just a row of carafes of different coffees and some cream and sugar on the side.
"I'll just be sitting right over here in the corner, writing. You won't even notice me!" She beamed while filling up her cup and then headed to one of the tables by the window.
"Whatever," I muttered. I pretended to be interested in something else, so I wouldn't have to watch my embarrassing mother.
The bell rang over the door. Crap. Simone was gone and I wasn't real good at handling things by myself yet.
"Hey, Alex." Brody's wide grin appeared over the pastry case.
"Hey, Brody." I smiled back and noticed my mom watching us over her laptop. As soon as my eyes met hers, she pretended to be diligently typing away at her laptop. Like that really ever worked. I knew she was staring and she knew I caught her.
"Man, you are always working!" He stretched his arms over his head. I tried not to let my eyes wander down to the treasure trail that lingered below his belly button once his shirt was lifted.
I shook the inappropriate thoughts about Brody's treasure trail out of my head and stared back up at him. "Yeah, I've got to pay my tuition for Northern Arizona somehow."
"Northern Arizona? I thought you were going to some school in New York?"
"Well, my dad and boyfriend live out there and they have a good PR program."
He arched an eyebrow. "You are choosing the desert over NYC because of a guy?"
My mom's ears perked up. I saw her blond head bob over the laptop. This was what she had been assuming ever since I came back from Circe. Little did she know how much more Ace actually was than just some guy I met over the summer or how our relationship almost caused the end of existence on Earth.
I shook my head, smiling. "No, there is a lot more to it than that."
"Okay, I guess I'll let you off the hook for now, but you should do something for me then."
I tilted my head, feeling the heat rise to my face. Surely he wouldn't ask me for a sexual favor in front of my mom? Not that I would oblige or anything. "Uh, I did just say I have a boyfriend, didn't I?"
He laughed. "Get your mind out of the gutter! I was just going to say that I am having a bonfire at my place tonight, so you and that redheaded chick that works here with you should come. I guess Brad Gage wants to bang her or something and wanted me to invite you all."
"Uh, okay." I blinked. "I don't know what Simone's plans are, but I can ask."
"Okay, cool." He nodded and then headed out just as Simone stepped in, sipping a drink from a Subway cup.
Simone shook her head and came in behind the counter. "I swear that guy wants to jump your bones. He could be a little less obvious about it."
"Well he actually came by to invite us to a party."
"Really?" She set down her drink and put her apron back on.
"Yes, and I think you two should both go!" my mom yelled from her table. Of course she heard every word of our conversation.
"Well if your mom thinks we should go..." Simone shot me a wink and I glared at her.
"You can even take my car!" mom added, peering over her laptop.
My mom barely ever offered to let me take her car. What the heck was going on?
"If your mom is giving us the keys we really can't refuse."
I let out a deep breath. I had already ditched Ace once and we were supposed to see each other again tonight. He had texted me earlier and said he had something special planned, but last time he said that he showed up five hours late carrying a box of cereal.
"Come on Alex." Mom stood up and walked over to the counter. "It is your senior year. You can't spend every night cooped up in your room on the phone with your boyfriend."
I looked from my mom's pleading eyes to Simone's attempt at hiding a smile.
"Fine." I huffed. "We will go."
I suddenly wondered what was more dangerous, a high school party or ditching an alien for the second time in a row.


Chapter 11
 

"You owe me big for this," I grumbled.
I glanced over at Simone as she tried to hide her smirk.
As promised, my mom let us take her car after grilling us and eavesdropping on our conversation. She gave me the keys to her car and took mine home from Cuppa Java. When seven o'clock rolled around, Simone tossed off her apron and locked the door to the shop behind us.
"You know you want to go." She winked.
"Whatever." I rolled my eyes and unlocked the doors to my mom's car. I drove around in a POS and she got a brand new car with remote start. Unfair.
Simone and I both slunk into the seats, overwhelmed with the scent of my mom's lavender air freshener.
"Come on, it could be fun."
I started up the car and pulled my seatbelt around me. "Yeah, so could a lobotomy."
Brody's parents' farm was off Cunningham, like just about everything else in Winnebago. The sun hadn't fully set, so streaks of purple and orange dashed across the sky, skimming along the tops of the corn fields. The long gravel driveway continued on for at least half a mile before we reached the white farmhouse with its big wraparound porch and lace curtains in the bay window. Smoke billowed from behind one of the large red barns and wafted in the warm summer night air. I parked behind one of the many cars lining the grass turnabout and sat staring in the rear view mirror.
"If you really don't want to go, we can just turn around and head back." Simone leaned forward.
I pulled my phone out of my pocket. Ace had texted me a few times, but I didn't answer. What was I supposed to say? Sorry I ditched you because my mom is forcing me to hang out with other people?
"Hello? Alex?" Simone waved her hand in front of my face.
"I'm good." I slid my seat belt off and hopped out of the car. Simone followed closely. She looked around the farm, her eyes landing on each barn like she had never seen one before.
"Who the hell invited you?"
Without even walking a full ten feet, Gemma was already barreling at us.
"It is your boyfriend's house, so obviously he did." Simone smirked, looping her arm through mine and walking around Gemma. "Maybe you two should work on your communication skills."
I glanced back and saw Gemma's hands ball into fists before she stomped in front of us and headed toward the rest of the group at the bonfire.
"Hey, you made it!" Brody stood up from his tree stump, ignoring Gemma and walking over to us.
"I couldn't let Alex miss all of this." Simone smiled and waved her hand in a circle. I couldn't tell if she was being serious or just really good at sarcasm.
"Well good, glad you came." He smiled, dusting off his hands on his faded blue jeans before putting one hand out to Simone. "I'm Brody, by the way."
"Simone." She shook his hand limply before releasing it. I do kind of see you every day when you come in to flirt with Alex."
I sucked in a deep breath. She did NOT just say that?
"Ha, yeah I like keeping her on her toes." He didn't miss a beat, grinning from ear to ear. He then clasped his hands together. "Come on and join the party. We were just about to start Never Have I Ever."
Simone and I followed Brody and sat down on one of the fallen logs around the fire. The summer heat was starting to dissolve as the night progressed, but the fire felt like it was lapping right at my legs.
Brody's crowd wasn't exactly the popular crowd, but maybe just one rung below, like the vice presidential populars or something. Gemma and Rachel Johnson sat on the other side of the fire, both of their hands pulled tight around their giant orange Rugby sweatshirts. Brad Gage flanked Rachel's left side, spitting some chew into an empty peanut can.
The group was rounded out with their usual cronies: Carson Jones, Matt Lane, and Ryan Brown. All of them had gone to school together since preschool, all of them played some kind of percussion instrument in the school band, and all of them thought they were better than most people.
"Did we miss anything good?" Ryan's girlfriend, Tiffany, stepped up to the fire with her best friend, Lacey, in tow. They were inseparable and most people had just called the girls Tiffacey since they were practically attached at the hip. Both had short brown hair, bright green eyes, and knew every piece of gossip in school. Ugh, what was I doing? These weren't the people I wanted to hang out with. I scoured my brain for a way out, any way.
"Yeah." Brad smiled as the girls took their seats on one of the logs by the fire. "Alex was just about to start us off with Never Have I ever."
"What?" I snapped my head toward Brad. He had a smug smile that reminded me of an evil cartoon villain, and it took everything that I had not to say something snarky back to him.
Brody handed me and Simone each a red solo cup. I knew the rules about not taking drinks from guys at parties, even though this technically wasn't a party, but more of a kickback. Either way, I wasn't planning on having anything in the red cup.
"Yeah, come on Alex, if you want I'll start us off." Brody smiled, taking a seat right between me and Simone. His smile put me at ease and Simone sitting next to me helped, at least I knew I wasn't alone.
"Never have I ever got caught doing the nasty by my parents."
Everyone laughed, most of them taking a sip from their cup. Getting caught by their parents doing the nasty? It could be way worse, like getting caught sneaking out with your boyfriend and causing an intergalactic war because of it.
"Uh, I'm going to use your bathroom, is that cool?" I shot up and looked at Brody. Finally, an excuse.
"Yeah, that's fine." He pointed his thumb behind him. "In the house, first door off the living room, you can't miss it."
"Thanks." I nodded and headed toward the house before anyone could follow. Not only was it awkward to be sitting around with people who had made fun of me since middle school, but Ace was blowing up my phone with text messages.
I went up the cement steps and opened the screen door, hoping his parents didn't stop to question me. The front room was covered in floral wallpaper and furniture you could tell no one sat in. Beyond that was a high-end, stainless steel kitchen, and I could see a faint glow from a TV on the other side.
Turning to the left I spotted the mint green bathroom and went in, closing and locking the door behind me. I knew the house had been in Brody's family for awhile, but it would have been nice if they could have updated the bathroom since the fifties. I don't think I'd ever actually been in a bathroom with carpet before, or speckled pink wallpaper until that moment.
I set my glasses down on the counter, turning on the faucet and splashing my face with the cool water.
"What am I doing?" I stared at my reflection in the mirror and out of the corner of my eye I made out a trace of a blue light coming from the bathtub.
I put my glasses back on and whipped around to see Ace standing in the mint green bathtub.
"What are you doing here?" I hissed, hoping Brody's parents didn't hear anything.
"I should be asking you the same question." He stepped out of the bathtub and stood before me. His arms were crossed over his chest and his brow furrowed in my direction.
"I'm hanging out with my friends. Is that some sort of crime in the alien world?"
He sighed, putting his arms down to the side. "No, but I wish you could have told me you weren't going to be home. I waited in your room for hours. I was actually planning on telling you that I got clearance to go to Fall Ball."
I widened my eyes. "Really?
He nodded. "Yeah, it was going to be a surprise. But since it seems like all of this high school stuff is such a big deal to you, I couldn't refuse."
High school stuff? So, he didn't really want to go, he was just doing it so I would stop complaining. Ugh, real romantic.
"And anyways, when did you start hanging out at parties? You don't usually like big crowds." He arched an eyebrow.
I shrugged, folding my arms across my chest. "My friend wanted to come and it was just nice to get out after working all day."
"Your friend? You are trying to tell me that a new friend has you constantly ditching your boyfriend?" He stepped closer, the cold radiated from his body and poured on me like a waterfall.
"Yeah, a friend. A girl from work." I looked down, scratching the back of my neck.
"Really, Alex, I'm supposed to believe that some sort of a girlmance is keeping you from me?"
"Girlmance?"
A knock came at the door. Ace stood still and I turned toward the sound.
"Alex, is that you?" Brody yelled from the other side.
"Yeah, be out in a minute."
"A girl? Really? That sure didn't sound like a girl to me." Ace stared at me, his coal black eyes growing darker.
"No, Ace, that would be Brody. The guy whose house we are at," I whispered, hoping Brody didn't hear us.
"Well, Alex, I'm glad you have your priorities straight." He walked toward the bathtub. "I saw the Columbia acceptance letter on your desk, too. Right by where I placed a box of Feeble Weebles, but I guess you don't need me or any alien cereal now."
Crap. I knew where this was going.
"Ace, wait; I can explain."
"Don't worry about it." He put his hands to the side as his body slowly started to melt away in a flash of blue. "I'm sure your new friend is waiting."


Chapter 12
 

The dreams came again. This time they involved a senior year without Ace. Flashes of parties at Brody's farm and me posing in the hallway with Gemma and her friends for pictures during Spirit Week filled my mind.
When I woke up, I knew one part of the dream was definitely real: Ace was gone. After he left Brody's, I went back to the party physically, but mentally all I could think about was Ace.
I tried texting him repeatedly, but there was no answer. When I woke up I felt like I had a sleep hangover and could have stayed in bed all day. Luckily I had the next few days off work because I don't think I could have concentrated on anything and I didn't want another person telling me I screwed up a mocha choca or whatever they ordered.
My laptop beeped, forcing me to get out of bed. I prayed it was Ace calling me for a video chat, but when I opened my laptop I just saw Jen's big blue eyes staring back at me.
"Good Morning!" She beamed.
"Jen, it's Sunday, and I've had a long night..."
She rolled her eyes." I figured. Malcolm told me that Ace was moping around like a kid who lost his balloon, so I figured something had to be going on."
I let out a huff. Jen was finishing her senior year at UCLA, but Malcolm graduated and was working full time at Circe, which also kept Jen in the loop of everything going on there.
"So, what's up?"
I smoothed a piece of hair out of my face. "I made a new friend at work and went with her to a bonfire. He thought I was with another guy and got angry."
"Who could blame the guy for being jealous? You are looking hot! Who did your eye makeup? It still looks perfect after sleeping in it."
I blinked. "Oh, uh, my friend, Simone, didn't feel like making espresso at work, so she showed me how to put on eyeliner."
"Oh, so you do have a girlmance going on?"
I rolled my eyes. "What is with everyone and that girlmance word? Can't I just have a new friend and be happy? Just because I'm promised to Ace doesn't mean that I can't enjoy some human time."
"Alex, there is nothing wrong with a girlmance." She leaned into the screen. "And I'm sure Ace will get over his jealousy. Believe it or not that crazy Caltian does love you."
"I sure hope so."
"Please, Alex." She flicked her curly, blonde hair behind her shoulder. Even early on a Sunday morning she still looked like a super model, a super model who also happened to be a biology genius. "Now that I know you haven't started another intergalactic war I'm going to get breakfast."
"Alright, later, Jen."
"Bye."
I shut my laptop and turned toward my bed. Sitting there with Snickers on his lap was Ace. He looked like he didn't have a good night's sleep either with his ashen skin and disheveled hair.
"I didn't hear you come in..." I bit my lip, turning side to side in my chair.
He scratched Snickers ears and then set her beside him. "I'm sorry for overacting. I was once one of the most powerful princes in the galaxy, and in all my years never have I been left standing and waiting for someone."
"Ace." I stood up and walked over until I was directly in front of him. "I didn't mean to leave you waiting. I should have told you where I was. I just…I don't know. This whole distance thing has been hard and it's even harder trying to balance a normal life and an alien one."
He stood up. His fingers pressed against my chin as he gingerly lifted my face toward his. "I need to learn that I can't control you. I never can and I never will."
"I..."
He put a warm finger to my lips. He smelled clean like fresh laundry and stainless steel. I had to stop myself from kissing each one of his fingers and then letting that kiss carry to the rest of him.
"No, Alex." His eyes met mine. Every feeling swirled through them like a mass of emotions in black brimstone. I couldn't tell if he was sad, angry, or what. "I came here to tell you that maybe it is best for you to be able to live your life. I love you and I don't want you to regret our courtship."
I tried to fight back the tears that were begging to break through my eyes, but a tiny one escaped rolling down my cheek. "What are you saying Ace?"
He sighed, looking down. "I don't want to keep you from having friends or going to New York or whatever other human things that you want to do."
"Ace." I grabbed his hands and tipped my head up to his, forcing him to look at me. "I chose to be with you. You didn't force me to do anything and you aren't keeping me from my life."
"Are you sure this is what you want? To have your alien boyfriend dragging you down?"
I rolled my eyes and threw my arms around him. "First off, you aren't dragging me down. You are quite possibly the best thing that ever happened to me." I pecked his cheek before gazing right back into his face. "And second, don't you think we are past that whole boyfriend and girlfriend thing?"
A small smile crept across his lips as he let his hands trail around my waist and to my back. "Would you rather I go back to calling you princess?"
"Ugh, I don't think that is one that I'll ever get used to. Did I tell you that some lady came into the coffee shop the other day and knew about me?"
Ace pulled back, his palms on my waist, but just so he could look me in the eyes. "What did you just say?"
I shrugged, trying to inch closer to him. "Just that some lady came into Cuppa Java and said the Martians told her I was working there."
Ace stood up, causing me to fall forward, but luckily I caught my knees before I came tumbling down on the bed.
"Alex, do you know what this means?" He paced back and forth in the small space between my dresser and my bed.
"That I have crazy alien fans that want an invite to the wedding?"
He stopped pacing, shook his head, and sat back down on the bed next to me. "No, it means that aliens know where you are. It means that if someone were to come after you, you wouldn't be protected. Maybe I should work on getting some Circe guards stationed near you."
"Whoa, whoa!" I put my palms toward him. "It was just one crazy lady. I'm telling you, I'm fine. You don't need to worry about me."
He sighed. "I'm sorry. I'm just not used to all of this. Not just a human and alien relationship, but a relationship period. Forgive me, it will be easier next year when you are closer and I won't worry so much." He looked up, his dark eyes peering into me. "Unless you've changed your mind about Northern Arizona?"
I let out a deep breath. "I've already committed to Northern Arizona and I'm committed to you. Maybe we just both need to get used to this whole long distance relationship thing."
He lifted his hand, letting it graze my cheek. "As long as you'll still have me and wish to take your alien boyfriend to the Fall Ball."
I tried not to smile too widely; I thought he would never still want to go. "For real?"
"Alex, everything with you is always real."


Chapter 13
 

Monday I dreaded going to school. Gemma gave me the stink eye all night, and I was afraid what would happen once she found me alone. Sure I could stand up to one of the most powerful queens in the universe, but the mean girl at school was a different story.
"Move out of the way, Wop."
I cringed, hearing Gemma's raspy voice, but there was something else I heard. Like horse hooves. I turned to see that she was limping on crutches, her left leg in a giant pink cast.
"If you don't move your ass, I'm going to take you out with one of these crutches," she spat.
I turned and hurried up the stairs. I didn't want to be happy for Gemma's pain, but it actually was nice to see her taken down a level.
"Hey, what happened to your girlfriend?" I asked Brody as I plopped down in my desk behind him. Mrs. Huff was still sitting at her desk and I wasn't even sure if she would hear the bell ring.
Brody turned toward me. "What girlfriend?"
I rolled me eyes. Was this his pathetic attempt at flirting?
"I'm guessing that you are talking about Gemma?" He leaned in, resting his elbow on my desk.
"Is there another girlfriend?"
"No. Gemma and I broke up, but that isn't how she broke her leg." He shifted, tugging on his Carhart jacket. "She was sleepwalking and ended up falling down the stairs."
"Seriously?"
Brody nodded and turned back toward the front of the room as Mrs. Huff crept toward her podium. "Guess it happened Saturday night," he whispered over his shoulder.
I didn't even know they were fighting. All I knew was that I was embarrassed as hell when I walked out of the bathroom and explained to Brody that I was just talking to Ace on speaker phone.
"You still fighting with your guy?" He glanced behind me while Mrs. Huff situated herself behind the podium. We had plenty of time to talk since it usually took her a good five minutes before she actually started her lecture.
This had to be flirting. Good thing I wasn't that good at flirting back, or that I even would want to. "No, Ace and I are all good. Just a misunderstanding."
His eyes flashed downward and I could catch a hint of disappointment before he looked back at me. "Well that's good. You all should come with our group to Fall Ball. Pictures at Brad's house at four and then dinner at Maria's."
"Uh, yeah, that sounds great. I'll let Ace know."
"Awesome." He smiled and turned back toward the front as Mrs. Huff began her lecture.
But I couldn't concentrate on any of the dribble that was coming out of Mrs. Huff's Pekinese mouth. All I could think about was actually bringing Ace to the dance. If I couldn't help but laugh at the alien who came into Cuppa Java, then was that how people saw Ace? Would I just be another laughing stock? The real questions were, how would Ace take being laughed at or would he even still want to go with me?
 

***
 

I managed to get through the rest of my day, even though it seemed like every time I turned a corner Gemma was there with her big pink cast watching me. But that wasn't my concern. I had the day off work, my mom was at a coffee shop, writing, Elijah was in preschool, and my stepdad was working. That meant I had the house to myself.
Ace beamed in just as I opened the door to my house. He stood in the front foyer, grinning from to ear.
"What if it wasn't me that opened the door?"
"Well." He stepped closer and lifted me completely off the ground, cradling me in his arms like a baby. "Someone else would have received a very good view of me."
"Is this really necessary?" I held onto his neck, afraid he would drop me. Not that he wasn't made of pure alien muscle, but because I wasn't exactly tiny.
"Of course it is." He walked with me in his arms, down the hall and into my bedroom, setting me down on the bed. "It seems like it's been forever since I've had you to myself."
I inched closer to Ace, pushing myself up on my knees and wrapping my arms around him. "It hasn't been that long. I just saw you yesterday"
"Well, it seems like it. And that doesn't count. That was an apology meeting, not a real one."
He kissed me deeply. His breathe was hot on my lips while he pressed his body to mine and eased me down onto the bed. The rest of Ace's body was cold as ice, but his hands and lips pulsated heat and the combination of the two feelings on my skin was enough to send my senses into overload.
His lips trailed down to my neck while his fingertips traced my sides, like he wanted to remember every curve. He stopped and put his face to mine. I wanted all of him. It had been a long time since I'd really seen him and I ached to be near him.
Vrmphhhhhh. Vrmmmphhhh.
My phone vibrated on my desk. Crap. I reached over to grab it
Ace grabbed my wrist, nuzzling his face against my neck. "Don't answer that."
"I have to. It could be my mom coming home early or something." I snapped my head up and grabbed my phone off the desk. Ace groaned and sat up at the end of the bed.
"Hey," Simone's sultry voice came over the receiver. I didn't even look at my phone to see who was calling.
"Oh, hey."
I looked at Ace and mouthed sorry.
"So, I saw you weren't on the schedule tonight. What are you up to?"
"Oh, nothing just uh, hanging with the boyfriend?"
Crap.
"I thought your boyfriend lived in Arizona or something?"
"Uh, yeah," I stumbled. "I meant like hanging out doing a video chat and stuff."
"Oh, that's cool. You're busy I get it." Her voice lowered. Now I felt like the bad guy.
"But I should be free when you get off, or tomorrow after work."
I looked up at Ace's narrowed eyes and quickly turned away from him.
"Oh, cool! Alright I will call or text you later then!" Her voice perked up.
"Kay, bye."
"Bye." I hung up and looked back over to Ace. His head was down and he slowly stood up.
"I guess I should be going if you have plans."
"Ace, wait!" I reached out and grabbed his hand. How could Simone have this effect on me? One minute I was ready to jump Ace's bones and as soon as I get the call from Simone the feeling went away. Like it was killing me not to hang out with her.
"The moments gone, Alex. Even you can't deny that one."
I stood up and let out a sigh. "I'm sorry. I should have listened and not answered."
"What is going on with you anyways? It feels like you don't want me around half the time." He stared down at me.
I shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe senioritis is a real disease and I'm just trying to enjoy my last year as a high school student."
"Before you are stuck with me for all eternity?"
"That's not what I meant!"
He shook his head. "I don't know what is going on with you right now."
"Maybe I just want to actually enjoy my life instead of having it chosen for me."
I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. It was like a verbal slap to Ace and he scrunched his face as if I'd really hit him.
"If that is what you want, then so be it." He clenched his hands together.
"Wait!" I reached out and grabbed his fists. No longer were they warm, but as cold as the rest of his body.
"What? What more could you have to say?" he spat.
"I...I..." I could feel the tears that were begging to escape. "I love you, but I just need some time. Figure out what is going on."
He swallowed, not looking at me and not saying a word.
"Just give me some time, okay? The Fall Ball is coming up and I still want you to go with me. I just need to wrap my head around things."
He pulled his hands from mine and stepped back. "Take all the time you need. I will be waiting."
With that he disappeared in a beam of light, and I could finally let the tears flow freely.


Chapter 14
 

"You need to get out of this funk. It's wearing me down." Simone wiped down the tables, pushing a strand of hair out of her face.
I cleaned off the last of the espresso cups and looked over at Simone. It had been days since I'd seen Ace and my heart ached. I missed him, but yet I couldn't let go of wanting all the things I never had: friends and a chance at popularity.
"Sorry, just boy troubles."
She shook her head and walked up to the counter. "Brody hasn't declared his undying love for you yet?"
"What?" I stepped back. "I'm talking about Ace, my boyfriend. Brody is just a friend."
Simone rolled her eyes and climbed over the counter until she was right in front of me. She always smelled like coffee beans and Christmas trees. I wanted to just bottle her scent and savor it.
"Yeah, he may be just a friend to you, but the way he is always showing up here like a little lost puppy says differently."
"Whatever." I put the espresso cups back in their cupboard and looked over at the closing sheet to see what I had to do next.
"Oh, come on, like you haven't thought about him taking you in those big farmer tanned arms and tickling your thighs with that soul patch thing of his." She leaned over the sink, putting her face right in front of mine and tickling my chin with her long, nimble fingers.
I could feel every bit of blood run through my body and rush to my face. Truth was, I had been having dreams about Brody, maybe not graphic ones, but just little things. I dreamt of us walking arm in arm as Fall Ball King and Queen and Gemma gawking as he held my hand in the hallway.
It all didn't make sense. I'd never had those kinds of feelings for Brody before, and he never so much as looked at me outside of school until this year. Maybe having a boyfriend just automatically made a girl more attractive?
"Well, if you are still going to keep leading this boy on, we should go shopping for your Fall Ball dress, so he at least has something good to look at while you are with your Arizona man candy." She removed her hand from my face and leaned her back against the counter.
"You know, you can still go with us. Brad said he would be more than happy to take you." I scurried to the backroom, grabbing the broom, and started sweeping, desperate to keep my mind and the conversation on something other than Brody.
"Ugh, the little one with the man boobs? No, thanks. I'd rather be working than have to deal with that one."
I giggled. "Fine, fine."
"So back to the topic at hand, shopping." She grabbed the dustpan and gathered the crumbs and coffee grounds I had swept into a pile.
"Well I kind of promised my mom I would go with her on Saturday since it is my first time going to a dance."
"Oh." Her voice fell flat. The same way it did when she called that day I last saw Ace.
"But I'm sure you could come with!"
Where the hell did that come from?
"Seriously?" Her eyes lit up as she jumped up in front of me, her shoes barely making a sound as they hit the tile underneath.
It was as if my head couldn't control what I was saying, and my mouth just wanted to say whatever would make Simone happy.
"Sure." I shrugged. "I'm sure the more girls I have around me to help, the better."
"Oh, awesome! I don't remember the last time I went dress shopping!" She jumped, clicking the soles of her black combat boots together. "This is going to be epic!"
I smiled. Somehow when Simone was happy it just washed away all the sadness that I had bottled up from missing Ace. Maybe a little girl time would do me some good.


Chapter 15
 

"Thanks for letting me come with, Mrs. Bianchi," Simone practically purred from the backseat. My mom loved her. It seemed like Simone could say or do no wrong, even when she called her by the wrong name.
"Oh, Simone, it is no problem." Mom looked back at Simone in her rearview mirror. "And please call me Wendy. Bianchi is my ex-husband's name."
"Alright, Wendy."
The mall was packed, as usual, when there was only one mall within a thirty-mile radius. My mom found a spot way in the back by one of the major department stores and we were off.
"So, Alex what did you have in mind for a dress? Long? Short? Color? Heels?" Mom started jabbering as soon as we walked into the department store.
"Whoa now, let's back this up a bit. I haven't thought about the details. Just going for whatever looks good in my size."
Simone looped her arm through mine as we headed up the escalator. "Then let's find what looks good."
As soon as we set foot on the second floor we were overwhelmed by sparkles and tulle. Rack after rack of dresses were packed into a corner; moms and their daughters herded like cattle, roaming through each rack.
"Do any of these catch your eye?" Mom raised her eyebrows.
I scanned over the assortment: dresses that weren't much bigger than the t-shirt I was wearing and most of them probably in a size that wouldn't even fit one of my thighs. Ugh, clothes shopping was never fun if you were above a size two, let alone teetering on a size ten.
"Oh, look at this one!" Mom ran over to a mannequin wearing a cheetah print tube dress with a long red train. "This sort of looks different. Kind of your style."
Simone and I looked at each other, and I could see by the way she smiled that she was trying just as hard as I was not to burst out laughing.
"I guess I can try it on." I grabbed my size from the back of the rack. "Just make sure to get a picture of me in all of the dresses I try on so I can send them to Jen."
"Who is Jen?" Simone's high voice dropped as she followed me to another rack.
"Jen is one of my friends that I met at my internship last summer."
"Oh." Simone's voice dropped and she turned her eyes toward the floor.
"But not that good a friend. You know, more of a co-worker," I blurted. I didn't know where that came from. Jen was one of my best friends, but for some reason I just couldn't bring myself to let Simone know I had someone that was a better friend to me than her.
"Does she know this Ace guy, then?" Simone skimmed one of the racks, not really looking at any of the dresses.
"Yeah, she wasn't exactly for us dating at first, but now she is probably one of our biggest fans." I picked up a long pink dress with a sweetheart neckline and tossed it over the other dress on my arm.
"Why would she not be a fan of his?"
I had to choose my words carefully. I didn't want to lie to Simone, but I couldn't just blurt out that Ace was an alien, and human and alien relationships were usually forbidden. My relationship with Ace was frowned upon, an intergalactic war almost broke out, and we had to sign a peace treaty between Calta and Earth with the conditions being that I would someday marry Ace.
I shrugged. "The whole age thing, I guess."
Simone nodded. Good, I didn't want to have to explain any more.
"Alright, are you ready to try some of these on?" Mom came around the corner with another mound of multi-colored taffeta in her arms.
"I guess it's now or never." I took the mound of dresses and headed to the dressing room with Simone and mom following close behind.
Luckily I was able to find an open dressing room. There were about eight other girls filling the narrow space, stepping out of each room and staring and taking turns walking down to the three-way mirror. I opened the last door on the left and hung my dresses up on a rack that was already filled with someone else's castoffs that they didn't put back.
"Come out when you get the first one on!" mom yelled.
I peeled off my shirt and jeans and slid the first cheetah print dress off the hanger. I picked a horrible day to wear a hot pink bra and boy short panties. As I slid the dress down over my waist, the panties bunched up, creating a giant tubular set of wrinkles right along my middle. The pink bra didn't help my cause with two shiny straps poking out of the top of the dress. I couldn't get it zippered on my own and I was not sure that it would have zippered anyway, so I just settled for leaving it open.
I stepped out of the room, careful not to step on the giant red train. "How do I look?"
Simone covered up her mouth. "I think if we just added in those boat shoes you always wear, you could probably be hot mess Barbie."
I tried to bend and shimmy, but I was afraid to rip the thing, so I just kind of bent and swayed. "So, this one is a no?"
"A definite no," mom said and handed me another taffeta mess from the rack behind her.
After going through at least a dozen other choices, I was ready to give up and just go in a pair of jeans.
"Can you try one more on? My choice?" Simone asked, holding up a white dress.
"White? Really? Isn't that reserved for brides and first communions?"
Simone rolled her eyes and hung the dress on the back of the dressing room door. "Just try it."
Reluctantly I closed the door and tried on the dress. When I stepped back out both my mom and Simone just stared at me?
"That bad?"
I looked down at the dress. It reminded me of Marilyn Monroe's signature dress with its sleeveless v top that fitted my curves and the circle skirt that flowed out my knees. It made me want to recreate the scene from Seven Year Itch where Marilyn stood above a manhole and steam sprayed her dress up.
"It's beautiful, honey. You look amazing!" mom gushed.
"It really does look good on you." Simone stared down at the dress, running her hands along the fabric of the skirt.
"Do you think it is too old fashion?" I stared in the three-way mirror. The dress hugged me in all the right places and the white against my olive complexion actually made the dress look more cocktail party than wedding party.
"I'd say vintage. I'm sure your boyfriend will appreciate vintage." Simone looked at my reflection in the mirror, but it was almost as if she wasn't really looking at me, but through me.
I nodded. "You're right. I'll take it."


Chapter 16
 

I couldn't even remember the last time I had someone spend the night at my mom's house. Well, I guess someone that they knew about spending the night. Ace didn't count. By the way my mom and stepdad Brian gushed over the whole situation; one would think I never had a friend over.
"Look at that. On the job less than a month and you already have a new friend!" As Brian spoke bits of pizza sprayed out of his gigantic mouth.
I had no idea what my mom saw in Brian. Not only was he unattractive with his shaved head and furry everything else, but he had the personality of a squirrel. Chatting, chatting, chat, chat, chatting about nothing.
"Yep." I tried to ignore him and wished that I would have warned Simone about my family before we got back to the house.
It seemed only natural to invite her over after shopping and since Ace hadn't been around n awhile, I assumed I wouldn't have to worry about him beaming in.
"Simone found a great dress for Alex to wear to the dance next weekend." Mom joined in the conversation.
"Oh, yeah, we finally get to meet that boyfriend you've been talking about." Brian smiled, holding a piece of pizza in one hand and a greasy napkin in the other.
"I've already met him." Elijah piped up from the end of the table.
I turned my head toward him so fast I almost got whiplash. What was my little brother talking about?
"And how did you meet Alex's boyfriend?" Mom smiled sweetly at Elijah.
Elijah rolled his eyes and went back to stabbing his piece of pizza with a plastic fork. "Duh, he comes into Alex's room every night and they spoon."
A piece of pepperoni slid down my throat, causing me to cough as the whole piece stuck like a plug.
"Wow, that's pretty cool, Elijah." Simone looked at him, grinning from ear to ear.
"Yeah." Elijah looked up at Simone, still stabbing his pizza. "I don't actually see him, since sissy locks her door, but I hear them talking all the time."
Mom laughed. "Oh, honey, that doesn't mean he is in the room with her! That is the video chat Alex uses to talk to him. He lives in Arizona so there is no way he would be in her room every night."
I let out the deep breath I didn't know I was holding. Good thing my mom just assumed that it was the video chat Ace I was talking to and not the alien that beamed into my room at night.
 

***
 

After dinner Simone and I were able to escape down to my basement. Even though I found Brian extremely annoying, he was pretty handy and finished the basement into a mock theater a few years ago.
Three rows of giant, plush red chairs pointed toward a giant projection screen. Behind the chairs stood a mini bar, complete with a giant popcorn machine and soft drink dispenser.
"Whoa, this is pretty cool." Simone stopped in front of one of the many movie posters that decorated the dark paneled walls. Brian rejected my choice of movie posters. He wasn't that big of a Dustin Hoffman fan and said he would not put my Tootsie poster up. I wished he would have at least taken down some of the science fiction posters. The old ones from the 1950s were kind of funny, but the modern Star Trek ones were kind of embarrassing to have around. Especially since Brian made sure to have each of them highlighted with special lighting they used in museums.
"Yeah, it's why I haven't offed Brian yet. He is pretty good at this creative carpentry." I stepped behind the bar and dug out a container for popcorn. "Sorry about my family by the way. They are a little dysfunctional to say the least."
Simone shook her head. "They aren't bad. At least they care."
I walked back over to Simone and set the popcorn tin on one of the chairs. "Alright if we are going to do this girly slumber party thing right, we need a scary movie."
"And then do we paint each other's toenails and talk about boys?"
I laughed. "How did you know all of my favorite things?"
We picked out a cheesy horror movie that was one of my mom's favorites from high school. It was something with aliens and dinosaurs attacking a big city. I tried not to laugh too hard at how much the movie aliens actually looked nothing like the real aliens I'd met. Most aliens were definitely not green, but sometimes they did attack for no reason…like if someone gives the thumbs up sign.
Just as we got to a part in which the humans tried to join forces with the dinosaurs against the aliens, my phone vibrated.
I looked down to see Ace's face staring back at me from the small screen with a simple message, Can we talk?
"Shhhh, no cell phones in the theater." Simone giggled, thrusting another handful of popcorn in her mouth.
"It's just Ace sending me a text."
Simone rolled her eyes. "Can't you tell him you are with a friend? He seems kind of needy if you ask me."
It had been awhile since I talked to Ace, but I was torn. I didn't want to upset Simone and have her never talk to me again and I didn't want Ace upset either.
I have a friend over, can we talk later? I texted him back.
K.
I hate one word texts. Always so cryptic and you never knew what the other person actually meant.
"Alright, now that the boy is out of the picture, let's get back to girl time." Simone smiled and pulled a bottle of deep red nail polish, the same color as her hair, from her purse.
"Oh, me first!" I wiped my hands of popcorn grease and set my phone down. I would just have to worry about Ace and his feelings later.
 

***
 

That night I dreamt again. My dreams had become so vivid that I swore they were real. I was in my Fall Ball dress standing in my living room, but when I opened the door for Ace it was Brody standing there instead.
He placed a yellow corsage around my wrist and whispered, "You look beautiful." My mom took pictures and even Simone was there to comment on how we were the perfect couple. Before I could leave, Simone's slender fingers grazed my forehead. Then she started flicking it like Chinese water torture.
Ow.
Then I realized the flicking wasn't in my dream. I snapped my eyes open to see Ace's coal black eyes staring right down at me. Quickly, I grabbed my glasses off the nightstand.
I looked behind me to see that Simone was still sound asleep, with the covers completely over her head.
"What are you doing here?" I whispered.
"We need to talk." His voice was so low, yet I understood every word.
I nodded. I took his hand and slowly led him downstairs to the basement bathroom. No one would be able to hear us there.
"Did you really need to come here in the middle of the night when you knew I had a friend over?" I crossed my arms across my chest. Not that I cared that Ace would see me in my pajamas without a bra on, but I needed something to do so I could prove that I was not happy about him coming.
"Alex, what has gotten into you? You haven't been acting like yourself at all," he answered back with another question. Typical Ace fashion.
"How am I not acting like myself? Because I'm not letting my whole life revolve around you?" I tried my hardest not to shout and my voice came out in a scratchy whisper.
Ace shook his head. The downstairs bathroom was rather tiny and we practically stood toe to toe between the shower and sink, but he stepped as close as he could to bridge the space between us.
"I never said I wanted you to revolve everything around me. I want you to be your own person." His fingers trailed down until he placed my hands in his. They weren't warm at all, but cold, almost too cold. It felt like I just stuck my bare hand in a pile of snow. I pulled my hand back quickly and rubbed my palms up and down my arms to gather some heat back into my fingers.
"Alex?" He waited until I looked up at him. The black of his eyes were glazed over. It might have stung to hold his hand, but I thought letting go hurt him even more.
I let out a sigh. "I don't know what I want anymore. It just seems like my whole life changed in an instant and now I'm trying to wrap my head around all these changes."
"I really don't understand where this is all coming from. One day we are fine, then you start school and suddenly you want me out of your life."
"I never said that!" I snapped, maybe a little too harshly, because Ace took a step back, widening his eyes.
"Then what do you want, Alex? What do you want from me?"
I looked at his face. I remembered the first time I saw his face was the day he saved my life and now my life had become anything but ordinary.
"I don't know what I want." I sat on the toilet seat, putting my head in my hands. "It's like my brain and my heart are playing ping pong. One part of me wants a normal senior year with new friends and to go off to Columbia."
Ace kneeled down before me, gently taking my hands in his. They still stung, but I couldn't let him know. If they were warm I would have known that he was happy to see me, but their cold chill told me that he may have been just as worried as I was.
"There is no reason why you can't have any of that. If you want to go to Columbia, I'll still stay with you. If you want to spend more time with your friends, we can work it out."
A single tear paraded down my cheek and I quickly wiped it away. "After everything we've been through, I'm not sure anything we do together will be normal."


Chapter 17
 

I was a zombie. I couldn't get back to sleep after Ace left, and the whole next day at work I ended up doing espresso shots just to keep from napping on the counter. By Monday morning I wanted nothing more than to just escape reality.
"Whoa, rough weekend, Bianchi?" Brody asked as I plopped in my usual seat behind him in English.
"Huh?"
He looked right at the dark circles that lingered under my eyes. "You look tired and you are wearing two different shoes."
Crap. I looked down and noticed he was right. On one foot I had my boat shoe and the other was a slip on checkered shoe.
"Maybe you'll start a new trend or something."
"Yeah, sure," I mumbled, just as Mrs. Huff passed back our homework assignments from the week before. By the time Brody got his paper, I realized he didn't have mine.
"While most of you just gave me a brief summary of our reading that was remarkably similar to the synopsis I found online and some bland one sentence opinion, one student actually took it a step further."
Crap. Mrs. Huff hobbled over to her podium with MY paper in her hand.
"Miss Alexandra Bianchi has done a fine job of summarizing the story in her own words and done beautiful work as to explaining her view of the story."
I hated to stand out. I knew I was smart. Everyone knew I was smart. But I didn't want my paper shoved in everyone's faces so they would resent me for it.
"From now on, I expect more of your work to compare to Miss Bianchi's." She shot a wink in my direction and I'm pretty sure everyone else was glaring.
I hopped out of my desk as soon as the bell rang I couldn't get out of my seat fast enough. I pushed through the sluggish students and tried to get to my locker as fast as I could, but someone stopped me.
"Hey, Wop, move your big ass."
Before Gemma's crutch could reach my shin I whipped around, throwing her crutch to the ground and pinning her against a nearby locker. Pressing my forearm against her jugular I saw actual terror bug out of her big blue eyes when she realized how serious I was.
"Listen, you racist hillbilly," I started. As soon as the words left my mouth it grew silent around us. The usual hallway chatter had stopped and I knew people were gawking and looking for a show. "I'm tired of your abuse and your derogatory remarks."
She tried to speak and wiggle out of my grasp, but I pressed my legs against hers and applied enough pressure to her jugular so she would stay conscious, but wouldn't be able to talk.
"You need to stop with these Italian slurs and homophobic nicknames. They aren't doing anything but adding to your redneck reputation and pissing me off. Are we clear?"
She barely got off a nod before I released my elbow and legs, letting her body fall to the floor like a limp rag. I pretended to dust some dirt off my shoulder and walked through the crowd.
"Miss Bianchi?"
Crap, I'd recognize that nasally whine anywhere. I turned to see Principal Murphy standing next to the limping rugby redneck herself.
Crap.
***
 

"Miss Murphy, I assure you this won't happen again. I'm not sure what got into Alex." Mom had on her usual good stay-at-home mom voice. She always used it with teachers and people of authority. It was only when she really wanted something and usually from the opposite sex when she would use her romance writer voice.
Miss Murphy shook her head looking through a manila folder. Her office was as plain as the way she dressed. White walls, basic blue carpet and the only decorations were her college diplomas and a cactus. "This really is a shame. Alex has always been one of our best and brightest students."
Her gray bun was pulled so tight at the back of her head that I swore it looked like she had Botox. Her face didn't even move when she looked from the folder and back up at us.
I flinched. I was ready for it, suspension, washing whiteboards after school, or whatever. I figured my permanent record really didn't matter anymore. Northern Arizona had already accepted me and I didn't think they could take it back.
"But." Miss Murphy smacked her big, cracked lips together. "You are lucky that this is your first offense and no one actually saw you attack Miss James. It's more of a word versus word in this situation."
My mom's eyes practically bugged out of her head and I'm sure mine were doing the same thing. Word versus word? Where the heck did she come up with that one? That defense wouldn't even stand up in one of those TV court shows.
"Besides." Miss Murphy stood up, smiling. "We wouldn't want our first student going to Columbia to end up with a blemish on her permanent record."
 

***
 

Mom and I were both surprised when we walked out of Miss Murphy's office. Her, because I got excused from fighting, and me, because Brody was waiting for me outside the office door.
"Well hello, Brody." There was mom's romance writer voice.
"Hi, Mrs. Smith." He waved with one hand and tugged at the sleeves of his Carhart jacket with the other.
"Alright, Alex, I will see you tonight after work." Mom gave me a small smile and then turned to head out the front doors.
"So, sorry about all that crap with Gemma."
I looked back at Brody. He was shuffling his feet back and forth and scratching at the back of his neck. What the heck was this?
"Uh, yeah, it's cool." I looked up at the fluorescent lights of the ceiling and back down. Talk about awkward.
"She just has pent up rage or something since she can't play rugby and lost her scholarship."
"Oh." I really didn't care what his excuse was for her. I was just ready to get out of there.
"But I want to make it up to you anyway. Can we grab a slice of pizza tonight at Anna's?"
Huh?
"Uh, well, I work until seven," I stammered, searching for an excuse. Was he hitting on me? Was this how a guy asked a girl on a date? I'd never been on a real date before, unless you counted girl dates or the time one of my middle school boyfriends sat next to me during a school field trip to the zoo.
"Great, well we can meet there at around seven thirty and then maybe you could help me with our English homework?" He smiled
I nodded. "Okay, cool. Yeah, I can do that.
Dodged a bullet on that one. How could I be so stupid to think that Brody was trying to ask me out? At least I knew he was using me for my mind...I think.


Chapter 18
 

"Since you are ditching me all weekend for the dance, you want to go see a movie or something after work tonight?" Simone stood over the sink, cleaning out one of the milk heating containers and placing it back on the counter.
I shook my head. "I actually have plans to meet Brody at Anna's Pizza after work."
"WHAT?"
I almost spilled cocoa powder all over the counter, instead of in its container. "It's just to talk about English homework." I slid the few flakes back into the canister and placed it back in its spot next to the syrups.
"Something is telling me you aren't sharing the whole truth," Simone teased, waving her finger in my face.
"Simone, he is just a friend. I'm still with Ace, even if we are fighting." Crap. I knew as soon as the words left my mouth I shouldn't have said them.
"So, you get in a fight with your boyfriend and let the sexy farmer take you out for dinner?" She wiggled her eyebrows.
"What?" I swatted Simone playfully on the arm with a towel. "No, not like that at all. I got in a little bit of a tussle with Brody's ex at school and he wanted to make it up to me while getting some homework help."
"Whoa." Simone held her hands up. "Back it up here. So, you beat up on little miss rugby queen and then he offers you pizza? Sounds like he wants help somewhere that isn't homework."
Simone opened her eyes wide and held her arms out in front of her, thrusting the air with her pelvis.
"Gross!"
"Oh come on!" She stopped the air hump and leaned in. "You said it yourself, you are fighting with your boyfriend and that soul patch thing on Brody's chin is pretty hot."
I shook my head. I would never cheat on Ace. Not just because I really did love him, despite all the fighting, but I feared what would happen to the universe if we ever broke up. I wouldn't even begin to know how to break up with an alien.
 

***
 

At seven fifteen on the dot I rolled my car downtown. Actually you couldn't even really call it much of a downtown. About one block worth of buildings was flanked on one side with a park that was usually filled with stoners on the merry-go-round instead of little kids, and filled with old brick buildings. There were three different pizza places, four hair dressers, and a dentist. Big downtown living.
Anna's Pizza was one of the first buildings, directly next to Ciminos pizza and across from the video rental store. I pulled into a spot in front and could already see Brody sitting in the front window.
The air was finally cooling down and I actually didn't sweat my hair off by the time I walked from my car and into Anna's. It wasn't a huge place with only a few booths, Pepsi machine, and a small counter with the pizza staff behind it. I made my way over to the booth by the window and squeezed in across from Brody.
"You made it." He smiled way too happily, like I'd just told him the cure for cancer or something.
"Yeah, I said I would." I slung my messenger bag off and pulled out my English notebook. Winnebago was small and a lot of people from our high school worked at Anna's. I didn't want anyone to think this was a date. "You had questions on our English assignment, right?"
Before he could answer our waitress came over with two cans of Pepsi. I recognized her from school. Lynn, I think her name was. She always wore her hair in a side pony and smacked her gum really loudly.
"Two cans of Pepsi, anything else?" She sounded bored and didn't even look at us when she talked.
"Yeah, can we get a medium pizza with...what did you want on it, Alex?" Brody reached his hand across the table and I quickly moved mine under the booth.
"Pineapple and jalapeños," I answered, looking right at Lynn.
"Alright, the lady wants pineapple and jalapeños, so we'll go with that," Brody said way too enthusiastic. Who the heck even says lady?
Lynn muttered something while she scribbled on her notepad and walked back to the kitchen.
"Okay, so our assignment."
Brody ignored me. "Man, I'm really sorry about the way Gemma has been treating you. I'm hoping that I can make up for it."
"Don't worry about that. It's all taken care of. No one got in trouble and everything is just peachy." I opened my Pepsi can and took a big swig.
"It just sucks, you know? I mean I've been with Gemma as long as I can remember and all of a sudden it's like I'm seeing the real Gemma." He took a gulp of his drink, wiping his mouth with the back of his jacket sleeve before setting it back down on the table. "And let me tell you the real Gemma is a bitch."
I covered my mouth to keep the Pepsi from spewing out of my mouth and all over the table. "Did you just say what I think you did?"
"What? That Gemma is a bitch?" He leaned back against the vinyl seat. "Yeah I think she took one too many B vitamins and I just really started to notice."
"So does that mean you two aren't getting back together?" I asked, more out of curiosity than anything.
He ran his fingers through his hair. He didn't have much. It always reminded me of baby chick fuzz. I wondered if it actually felt like a baby chick, too. "I don't know. I sure hope not. All those mean things she said to you and to everyone else is just plain evil."
"Tell me about it."
"You know, it's really weird. Up until this year I just went along with everything Gemma wanted, like I was riding on her coattails, and now I kind of just want to be my own person and not just be known as the rugby star's boyfriend."
I nodded. I knew exactly what he meant. He wanted his own identity. I'd suffered for years being labeled by people like Gemma. Now, for the first time, it was as if I was getting my own identity. Yet I couldn't help the lingering feeling in the back of my mind that if I stayed with Ace I could lose my own identity and would just be Ace's human wife forever.
"But I'm probably boring you to death. You would probably rather talk about books or something. I'm guessing your boyfriend is some Ivy Leaguer who wears a beret and speaks French or something."
This time I actually did spit my pop out into my hand. Quickly I wiped it on my jeans before Brody could see it. "You think Ace wears a beret?"
"Yeah, aren't you into those types, like that guy you dated our sophomore year?" he asked.
I rolled my eyes. "Oh yeah, Brett Salinger."
"Yeah, that guy. He thought he was God's gift to Starbucks or something."
I laughed. "Yeah, that was a long time ago. Definitely not my type anymore."
"Are you still bringing this Ace guy to Fall Ball on Saturday?"
I shrugged, playing with the pop top on my can. "I hope he is still coming. We haven't exactly been getting along that great lately."
"What's going on with that?" His voice seemed genuinely concerned as he propped his elbows up on the table and leaned in.
I finally let myself go and relaxed, sinking into my seat. "Just stupid stuff. Like that I'm always spending time with my friend Simone, and ignoring him and stuff."
"Does he think you are going to run off with a girl or something?"
I raised an eyebrow. "You do know I'm really not a lesbian, right?"
"Oh, I know."
"Here is your pizza, guys." Lynn slapped the pizza and a few plates on the table and took off back to the kitchen before we could even say thanks.
"Isn't she friendly?" I grabbed a slice of pizza and placed it on my plate. I loved Anna's pizza because it had thick crust, little sauce, and tons of cheese piled on each little square.
"Somehow I'm always surrounded by her type," Brody mumbled.
"Yeah…" I nodded, taking a big bite of pizza.
"So, do you still keep up with that blog you used to always talk about in trigonometry last year?" Brody piped up, obviously trying to change the subject.
I almost choked on my pizza, but swallowed the last bit of cheese. "You know about my blog?"
"Yeah, doesn't everyone? I only read it a few times, but from what I read it was pretty good. Especially that time you wrote a post on how gym class is just another form of the Roman gladiator games."
I snorted. I didn't know anyone else that actually read my blog besides people from the internet. "Yeah, I haven't been able to keep up with that too much lately."
"Oh, that sucks. I was hoping for some more witty Bianchi humor. I guess I can just settle for the real thing instead of reading it online." He flashed a genuine smile and I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks. A boy that liked me for my writing was always intriguing.
 

***
 

After we ate, Brody walked me out to my car, his hands in the front pockets of his faded Levi's as he sauntered over to my rust bucket.
"Well, thanks for the pizza." I fumbled through my messenger bag, trying to find my keys.
"Alex?"
I looked up and gasped. Brody was almost on top of me with his toes pressed to mine. I fumbled backward and leaned against my car door.
"Oh, sorry didn't mean to scare you." He placed his hands on my forearms. They were rough and warm like an old baseball glove. Nothing like Ace's smooth touch.
"Oh, it's fine...guess I'd better get going."I turned toward my door.
"Wait!" As soon as I turned back toward Brody he cupped my face in his hands and pulled my lips into his. His kiss was different than Ace's. His lips were warm against mine and his tongue just danced at the edge. It wasn't a bad kiss, but it wasn't from my boyfriend and when the taste of Brody's chew got to my mouth I definitely needed to get rid of him. Smoking grossed me out, but chewing tobacco was way worse.
I pushed him away as fast as I could, still trying to compose myself. "What the hell do you think you're doing? I have a boyfriend!" I kept my hand out to keep the distance between us.
"I don't know, Alex. I just can't stop thinking about you. I've been having all these dreams about us together and it's all been getting to me."
"Whoa, back up!" I held my finger up. "Did you say dreams?"
"Yeah, you know like when you sleep at night and a movie plays in your head?"
I shook my head. "I know what a dream is."
And I bet I knew the species that was behind both of our dreams.


Chapter 19
 

After I was finally able to get away from Brody, I dialed Ace.
"Hello?"
"Ace, we need to meet now."
"I thought you didn't want to talk to me?"
I headed down Cunningham and off toward Westfield. The farther I got into the country the more the houses started to disappear and I was surrounded by cornfields and the absence of any sort of streetlights.
"Look, this is really important and we need to talk in person."
"Okay, is your mom asleep? Do you want me to come to your house?"
"No." I turned on my brights, at least those still worked, and lit up the entire street. "I'm already passed my neighborhood. This needs to be private. Meet me at the corner of Kennedy Hill and Westfield in five minutes."
"Will do."
I hung up the phone and threw it in the seat next to me. Kennedy Hill was rumored to be haunted by a girl who was hit by a car on prom night while she was waiting for her date to pick her up. It was one of the darkest roads and usually wasn't too busy unless was Halloween.
I pulled over on the corner and waited for Ace to beam in.
Tap. Tap tap.
I jumped up and sat back down once I saw Ace framed in my window and unlocked the door.
"What was that about? You look like you've seen a ghost."
He slid his long body into my car with ease, shutting the door and closing us in.
"This is way scarier than a ghost."
"Scary like this car?" He reached his hand up to the fallen ceiling and pushed in the thumbtack I had holding up the cloth protecting me from the inside metal.
"Leave my car out of this. I'm serious!" I pulled his hand down and he just stared at me. His eyes were endless pools of darkness and for the first time I saw how empty they'd become.
"I've missed hearing you yell at me with your wit and sarcasm." His voice was barely above a whisper.
His hands stayed locked onto mine and I felt his warmth pulsate through my hands and up through my arms. I couldn't help it. I suddenly needed him more than I had in weeks. I pushed our intertwined hands down and pulled him to me until I crushed my lips against his.
At first he just stayed still, and then he fully reciprocated. His mouth hungry against mine and a muffled moan escaped my lips.
But after a few seconds he pulled away, staring at me, his eyes intense and only lit by the small light of the moon. "Have you been smoking? You taste like an ashtray."
"What? No, oh wait..." I shook the thoughts of pouncing Ace out of my head and thought back to the subject at hand.
"I'm waiting," Ace added.
"Brody kissed me."
"What?" Ace let go of my hand so quickly I thought I got heat rash. "You brought me here in the middle of the cornfields to tell me that you are cheating on me?"
"No, no, that's not it at all." I leaned closer, but Ace just backed farther against the door. "He told me he kissed me because he has been having dreams about me."
"And?" He clenched his hands into tight fists. "You want me to kill him in his sleep, so that no one will notice?"
"Don't you see? Brody is not a guy that would be influenced by having dreams about me. There is definitely Caltian sleep creeping behind this."
Ace straightened up. "Do you really think so?" His hands were still clenched at his side and I wasn't sure if he really thought that was the case, but it was the only thing that made sense to me.
I nodded. "I'm almost positive. I've been having dreams too and I hadn't had any since your mom sleep creeped on me at Circe."
"What kind of dreams?"
I didn't want to tell him, but it was now or never. "Dreams about Columbia and a senior year with Brody's group of friends."
Ace nodded. "That explains why you've been acting the way you are, but it could just be your own feelings as well."
I shook my head. "I think it is definitely sleep creep. But the question is, how do we stop it?"
He shrugged. "I don't know." He leaned back over, running his fingers along my sides until they reached my cheeks. "But I hope this is someone sleep creeping and not the way you really feel about me."
"Well, when the queen sleep creeped, it gave me nightmares that I would die and the only way they stopped was when I was close to you."
"So, you think that whoever is doing this is trying to keep us apart by planting different dreams in your sleep so you will stay away?"
I shrugged. "It makes sense. Someone doesn't want us to be together."
"Now who would want that?" I said it out loud, but I was pretty sure I knew the answer. Ace's mother. The queen.


Chapter 20
 

The next day I spent most of my time thinking about how I could figure out who was behind the sleep creeping and what I needed to do to stop her. I didn't want to call my dad and explain the whole thing, so I called another confidante at Circe.
"Hey, bright eyes."
"Hey, Malcolm." I probably shouldn't have been talking on my phone while pulling out of the school parking lot, but I only had so much time between school and work.
"What's going on?"
"Well, I need you to help me with something. Something alien."
He laughed. "I could have guessed that's why you were calling. For a girl who loves aliens so much you are kind of clueless."
"Har, Har, Malcolm."
He stopped laughing and let out a deep breath. "Alright, I'm sorry. What do you need to know?"
"I think a Caltian is using sleep creep on me and some other people in my school to get me to break up with Ace."
"Now why would someone want to do that?"
I took the long way to work, which really there was only one way to get from school to Cuppa Java. So, I basically just backtracked and cut through neighborhoods.
"Well, it's not like everyone was real happy with a human and alien relationship, especially not the queen of Calta."
"So you think the queen is behind this?" he asked.
"Who else would do it?"
"Here is the thing," Malcolm started. "You do know a lot of humans and aliens still aren't comfortable with your relationship, and female Caltians are usually ten times more powerful than the males."
"What does that mean?"
"It means that every female Caltian is not only stronger and smarter than her male counterparts but every female can sleep creep. Not just the queen."
I was trying to wrap my head around the situation and getting a headache from the implosion of alien knowledge. "So you think another Caltian female is sleep creeping? Why would they do that?"
"Didn't Nerses make that pact that the queen can't touch you?"
"Yeah, so?"
"Well." Malcolm smacked his lips. "Then someone else might be doing her dirty work."
 

***
 

When I walked into work Simone was all too eager to see me.
"So how did the date go with Brody?" She ran over to me once I got behind the counter.
"I told you it wasn't a date, and it was really awkward."
"Why, what happened?" She stared at me.
"He kissed me."
Simone gasped, covering her mouth. "Shut up! No he did not!"
"Yeah and then told me that he was having dreams about me and all this other weird stuff." I tied my apron on and pulled my hair up into a ponytail.
"So, what are you going to do about it?"
"What?" I put my hands down and stuffed them into the front pockets of my apron, pulling out a straw wrapper and throwing it in the garbage to my left."I'm going to do nothing. I already talked to Ace about how weird it was and now I'm just going to hope Brody gets over whatever puppy love has gotten a hold of him." Or whatever Caltian lady was influencing him.
"So, that's it? The guy has been nothing but nice to you, tells you he likes you, and you go back to your long distance boyfriend?" She stepped in front of me.
I tried to dodge around her, but couldn't move. For being so tiny, Simone was stealthy and could always block me. She was like a tiny linebacker. "Yeah, I told you, I talked to Ace and things are good now."
"But didn't you say he was jealous of our friendship? How can you be with a guy that is jealous of who you hang out with?"
My headache came back with a full vengeance. Why did Simone always have to ask me questions that made me think too hard?
"Look." She sighed, just as we saw a lady getting out of her car and walking toward the door. "I'm not telling you what to do, but I'm just saying to maybe think about things. That's all."
Simone had me thinking. Maybe it really wasn't sleep creeping; maybe it was just another sign pointing out that I needed to break up with Ace. Without him I wouldn't have to worry about sleep creeping aliens or when I wanted to hang out with my friends. But if someone was trying to keep us apart, then that might even be a bigger problem. And now I had a whole new list of reasons to add to my pounding headache.


Chapter 21
 

A full day of working around coffee did not help my headache, but what made it worse was the lingering feeling of the unknown nagged at me. I didn't know if it was a Caltian woman I should be fearing or my own commitment to Ace.
"You know, I can get in a lot of trouble for this?" Malcolm said.
I called him as soon as I got home and knew he had what I needed.
"Come on, I really want to learn more about Caltian culture," I begged. I had my phone up to my ear and a talk radio podcast on my IPod, so hopefully no one would hear our conversation. My mom was pretty wrapped up in her new novel, so I was sure she wasn't listening, and I was hoping I could just pull it off as research for English class.
"Caltian culture my ass." Malcolm laughed. "If all you wanted was more information on Calta you would have asked Ace."
"Pllllleeeeassse, just help me out this one time."
"Don't you think I've helped you out enough these past few months?"
I sighed. Malcolm was right. He was the one that helped me when I needed to find Ace and even helped me pilot a ship. That was why I knew he would still help me; he was always a sucker for helping the underdog.
"But you are still going to help me now, right?"
He groaned. "Alright, you got me. I'll email you a couple PDFs, but I warn you, these are Circe files, so read them quick because they will disappear from your computer within an hour of opening them."
"Why would they do that?"
"Do you really think we want classified alien info out there for the world to see? Come on Alex, you had to do something in alien security."
"Well..."
"Wait." He laughed. "You were working with Ace in security, so I don't even want to know what you were doing instead of working."
"A lady never tells."
"Okay. Whatever you say. I'll get these files sent over now. Happy reading."
I hung up the phone. Just as I set it down Malcolm's email popped up in my inbox. There wasn't a subject and the PDF was just titled One. I opened the file and a big warning came up.
This file is property of the United States government. Any unlawful use or possession of this property will result in serious consequences.
Figured I'd take my chances. I had nothing else to lose.
A green Circe logo popped up on the screen and a message scrolled underneath it, reading, This message will self destruct in one hour. The logo then minimized to the top of the screen where a countdown clock ticked. I scanned through the PDF. No way I'd be able to read 100 pages in an hour; hopefully I'd be able to scan through it and find something, anything to help me figure out if someone was using sleep creep against me and my friends.
I clicked the Ctrl and F keys. A search box came up and I typed in sleep creep. The document scrolled up and down repeatedly until a highlighted passage came up and another string of highlighted passages showed up minimized along the side of the document.
I clicked on the first one and quickly read through it.
Blah, blah, powerful Caltian women, blah, blah manipulating dreams. Then after a few pages I finally found the answer I had been looking for.
The ability to sleep creep is usually only reserved for female members of royal families as bestowed upon them by their royal blood. Through the years it has expanded to every member of the female Caltian race and passed down through the generations. But the royals are the only ones who can control more than one being at a time.
Bingo, I knew the queen had to be behind this. Now I just somehow had to prove it.
 

***
 

"Did you get along with your ex's mom?"
The lady ordering her grande, nonfat, iced, caramel latte was too busy on her cellphone to even notice Simone and me talking.
"Yeah, I guess so. Why do you ask?"
I poured ice into a plastic cup and poured espresso over the mixture before adding milk and syrup. Simone hated working with any espresso drinks. She did it in a pinch, but she said she preferred to stay away from anything with steam. Something about it messing with her sinuses. I wasn't exactly sure. She went on about it one day for like an hour and I kind of zoned out.
"Because Ace's mom hates me."
I handed the lady her drink. She just kept chattering away and ignored me while I took her payment and probably messed up her total. She didn't seem to notice and I had a whole five cent tip to place in the jar.
"That's crazy. I'm sure she doesn't hate you." Simone walked from the pastry case to stand beside me while I cleaned the espresso machine.
I wanted to tell Simone the truth, how Ace's mom was actually an evil alien queen who tried to have me killed and invaded my dreams. But I couldn't reveal that secret and Simone would probably think I was crazy talking about aliens.
"Well, she definitely doesn't want me and Ace together. She doesn't think I'm good enough for him or something."
Simone rolled her eyes and leaned on the counter next to the sink. "Okay, you are totally dating Ace and not his mom, but it can't be that bad, can it?"
"You have no idea."
"So, if it's that bad with his mom, then is it worth it to stay with him?" She tapped her feet on the linoleum floor.
"What do you mean? You just said I'm dating him and not his mom."
She shook her head. "I'm just saying; it seems like you are looking for any excuse you can to break up with him. Instead of blaming everything else around you, why not just look at what's really bothering you?"
I hated to admit it, but she was right. Sleep creep or no sleep creep that wasn't the only thing affecting Ace's and my relationship. Between his late nights working, constant fear of other alien attacks, and the promise of Columbia, it seemed like maybe this wasn't about sleep creeping at all. Maybe it was about my own fears of staying with an alien.
Then an even scarier thought crossed my mind. If I broke up with Ace and broke the treaty, would it not only be the end of our relationship, but the end of existence?


Chapter 22
 

After work, I came right home. Ace was meeting my mom and Brian for the first time that weekend and they wanted me to help clean. They said they wanted our house to make a good impression. Little did they know he had already been to the house quite a few times.
"Hey, Alex, can you come here a minute?" mom yelled.
I was down the hall running a dust mop over the hardwood floors, but I would take any excuse to get away.
"Yeah?"
Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, her reading glasses perched on her nose and dozens of papers strewn over the table. She looked at me over her laptop. "There you are."
"I got nowhere else to go!" I did my best impression of Richard Gere in Officer and a Gentleman.
Mom rolled her eyes. "Always with the old movie quotes."
"It's just part of my charm."
"Anyway," she started, as I took the chair across from her. "I'm trying to work on the whole alien and human novel and I need your help since you have experience with this sort of thing."
Gulp, how did mom know that Ace was an alien? Had she known all along?
"I, uh, what do you mean?"
"You know, the long distance, older boy thing? It has been so long since my last long distance relationship, and you know more about today's lingo and technology than me."
"Oh, yeah, right. That makes sense."
"And you still plan on going to Northern Arizona next year even with this acceptance to Columbia."
I didn't want to go over this again. It was getting to be like a broken record.
"Mooom," I whined.
"Hey, I'm just asking to make sense of it all and maybe it will even help with the book."
I sighed. "I know I've dreamed of getting out of Winnebago and walking the streets of New York for as long as I can remember, but now it just doesn't feel the same."
"What is that supposed to mean?" Mom raised her eyebrows.
I shrugged."I don't know. I guess I never felt like I fit in anywhere and thought New York would be the best place for me to fit in."
She nodded. "And now?"
"Well, after my internship, I finally learned a lot about myself and what I actually wanted in life. It was the first time I felt like I could really be myself and being near Ace and dad just added to that."
"So, this is about Ace?"
I poked my tongue with my cheek, pushing it out and then pulled it back. "Sort of. It's more about my comfort zone. I just feel more comfortable being around him and people like him." At least that sounded better than me being more comfortable around aliens than humans.
"Are you not comfortable here? You seem to be happy with your new friend, Simone."
I shuffled in my seat, putting my left leg up and underneath my other leg. "Yeah, Simone is cool and I will miss her when I go off to school, but it should be about what I want, not what everyone else wants, right?"
Mom nodded. "And what do you want?"
I couldn't remember the last time someone actually genuinely asked what I wanted, and I didn't remember the last time I didn't have some witty answer to go along with it.
I shrugged. "To be the best that I can be?"
Mom closed her laptop and tipped down her glasses. "Have you been reading those sappy posters in the guidance counselor's office again?"
"Sometimes they are the best reading material."
Mom rolled her eyes. "Okay, we can stop talking about you and go back to the question at hand, my book."
"You mean this wasn't your hidden agenda so you could convince me to go to Columbia?"
"Alex." She laid her hands on the table. "Where you choose to go to college is up to you. You know I would love for you to go to Columbia, but if that isn't what you want, just say the word."
I let my shoulders fall. "I still have some time to decide."
"Are we still talking about Columbia or about my book now?"
"Moooom."
She laughed. "I'm kidding!"
"Alright, I'm going to finish dusting."
I got up and walked back down the hallway. Mom was right. This was about what I wanted and not what everyone else wanted. When I said I was most comfortable with Ace and other aliens, I meant it. Even spending the past few weeks with Simone and Brody weren't the same as I felt at Circe.
My mind and my heart continued to play ping pong with each other. Columbia or Northern Arizona? Ace or no Ace? Sleep creeping aliens or just my own insecurities?


Chapter 23
 

I knew Ace would be coming by even before I saw the blue light. I pulled the covers down just as the light disappeared and he stood at the foot of the bed.
"Expecting someone?" He arched an eyebrow and cocked his head ever so slightly to the left.
"Unless you know anyone else that beams into my room in the middle of the night." I sat up and crawled to the end of my bed until I was crouched in front of him.
He leaned over until his face was right in front of mine. His breath smelled minty, like he had just got back from the dentist's office, even though I wasn't sure if an alien actually needed to see a dentist.
"I hope there isn't anyone else." He breathed into my lips.
That was all that I could take before I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him down into the bed with me. His lips were intoxicating. Every touch of them to my mouth and neck sent an electric current through my face and straight down to my toes. I wanted, needed all of him. After all the confusion of everything that was going on, I didn't want to think, just give myself.
"Wait." Ace pulled away, his face still inches from mine. The glow of the moonlight from the widow spread over us and created a dreamy haze. If it was a dream, it was probably not influenced by sleep creep.
"Are you doing this because you want the dreams to go away or because you really want to?"
I let out a breath, my lips trailing back up to his neck. "Does it really matter?"
Ace snapped his head back. "It does matter. We can't keep doing this whole love and hate thing. I don't want this to be something that you just do because you think someone is invading your dreams."
I shook my head and sat up. "What do you mean because I think someone is? Do you not think a Caltian is sleep creeping?"
Ace leaned back and sat at my feet. "I'm not ruling it out, but I really don't think the queen would sabotage the treaty with Circe."
"How could you even say that?" I tried not to yell, so my voice came out as a loud whisper.
"What do you mean?"
"Uh, hello, did you completely forget about last summer? She did invade my dreams and she tried to have me and the rest of the world killed. And that was just for dating you."
Ace couldn't even look at me. His eyes stayed focused on the floor below us. "Yeah, but she is over that. She knows we are together and she signed that agreement with Nerses."
I blinked. "So you are saying you now don't think this is sleep creep? You think I was just making it all up?"
He groaned, leaning back with his head against the window. "I don't know, Alex. It just seems like the queen would have better things to do than focus her attention on breaking us up."
"Obviously she didn't have anything better to do when she tried to have me killed either."
"Alex." Ace rolled over toward me, his face focused intently on mine. "I'm just not convinced this is all sleep creep. I've talked to some people back on Calta and they haven't heard anything about the queen intending to control you or anyone else in this town."
I twirled a loose thread from my comforter around my ring finger repeatedly to avoid looking at Ace.
"Maybe." He placed his hand on mine. "Everyone else is just starting to realize what I knew the moment that I first laid eyes on you."
"And what is that?"
A small smile touched his lips until it spread along his whole face. He moved up until his body was next to mine. He propped his elbow on my pillow and laid his head on his palm. "That you are the most wonderful being in the entire universe."
I rolled my eyes. "That was totally cheesy."
"Yeah, but you liked it."
I let out a deep breath. I still wasn't convinced that someone wasn't sleep creeping and I knew that by having Ace closer it would be harder for a Caltian to have influence over me. "Are you going to stay with me tonight?"
He shook his head and slowly stood up until he was back at the foot of my bed. "It is probably best that I go. Only another couple of days and I will be here again and this time we won't have to whisper."
Friday. Just two more days and he would be staying with me for the whole weekend. The dance, the football game, and meeting my mom and Brian. If this wasn't sleep creep then I needed to really figure out if my feelings were real before Friday.


Chapter 24
 

I was happy to wake up to a dreamless night, but when I really didn't get much sleep, it was hard to dream. Was Ace right? Was the sleep creeping all just in my head? A wave of nausea rolled over me, and it took everything I had to swallow the bile taste and get out of bed.
I looked over at my desk. My phone had the blinking red light in the corner, indicating I had a text. I slid my phone open and prayed the text was from Ace.
Free after work tonight?
No such luck, it was Simone. But maybe it would be good to have some girl time.
Yep, I typed back. Shall we hang out?
Sounds good. she responded.
I put my phone down and lurched down the hall to the bathroom.
"Whoa, rough night, kiddo?"
Ugh, the last person I wanted to see in the morning was Brian. Jen may be an uber perky morning person, but Brian was just plain annoying.
"Yeah, sure," I mumbled, trying to dip past him and get to the bathroom.
Fail. Not only could I not get passed him, but he grabbed my shoulders with his furry hands. How a man could have so much hair everywhere but his head was beyond me.
"You know, kiddo, I may not be your biological father, but I still care about you and I'm always here for you."
I tried to avoid his big puppy dog eyes. "Yeah, I know." I'd say anything just to get away.
"And if this Ace boy is giving you problems, you just tell me and we can just arrange something else for this weekend."
I let out a deep breath. If only he knew what was really going on and how I wished I could just rearrange my brain so that it would give me the answer I wanted.
I let out the best attempt at a smile I could. "No worries, everything is fine. Just worried about a Spanish test."
He nodded and let go of my shoulders so I could slink past him and get into the bathroom. Safe from Brian, but far from safe from my lingering thoughts.
 

***
 

I finally had enough experience to work by myself at Cuppa Java. The only problem with working by alone was that when it was slow, it was incredibly boring and gave a girl way too much time to think.
Both Columbia and Northern Arizona had sent information for freshman orientation and both schools needed me to send in my information by the end of the month. Now it was crunch time to choose.
On the one hand, Northern Arizona really did have a great public relations program. I knew if I went there, not only would I be close to my dad and Ace, but I really would get some great experience and be guaranteed a job at Circe after graduation.
Then there was Columbia, my dream school. Everything about New York and the journalism program was like a dream come true. But then I would be farther from Ace, more susceptible to alien sleep creeps, random aliens walking in on me at work, and maybe even grow further apart from Ace than we already had started to.
"Looks like you are working real hard."
I looked up to see Brody leaning over the counter. He must have just gotten out of school and came right over since it was barely three.
"Yeah, been a little slow." I shut my binder of college info and slid it under the counter, next to my messenger bag.
It was a little awkward to see Brody. Sure I had seen him in classes and by our lockers, but no real serious conversation.
He drummed his fingers against the countertop. "Yeah, I see that."
"So, did you want to order something?" The awkwardness was so thick, it probably couldn't even be sliced with one of those massive knives from infomercials.
"Look." He picked his hand up from the counter and ran his fingers through his bit of chicken fuzz of hair. "About the other night..."
I held up my hand. "Don't worry about it. We don't need to talk about it."
"Heh." He licked his lips. "Yeah, that would be easier, but then we would just keep doing this weird little nodding and tension thing and I don't want it to be like that for dinner this weekend."
I raised an eyebrow. "Dinner?"
"Yeah, you and your date are still coming with our group for pictures and dinner before the dance, right?"
I honestly had put the whole thing to the back of my mind. I was so worried about Ace and sleep creeping that I had completely forgotten that Brody invited us to go with his group to the dance.
"Are you sure Gemma is ok with that?" I adjusted my glasses to have something to do with my hands.
He shrugged. "Does it matter?" But it looked like it did matter. Every time Brody got really nervous or really excited he always put his hands in his pockets and then pulled them back out, over and over. And he was doing it so quickly I swore he could have started a fire with the friction.
"Well aren't you two still going together?"
There was a long pause before he finally answered."Yeah, not by choice, though."
"Oh, okay…" Weird. I would never want to go with an ex to a dance. It was hard enough going to a dance when I was fighting with Ace.
"But, hey, we are all going together so it should be a good time." He took his hands out of his pocket and wiped them on his jeans.
"Right." I nodded. "Good times."
"So we are cool, now?" He finally looked up to my face, his hands firmly at his side. His eyebrows were raised so high I was afraid that if I said the wrong thing they would spring off his head.
"Yeah, we're cool." I smiled.
Cool as in the fact that I still had absolutely no idea what was going on. If only everything that I said out loud was true in real life.


Chapter 25
 

Simone had an obsession with people watching, so after work we went to one of the big grocery stores in Rockford to sit on a bench and watch people walk in and out of the store.
"Check out that lady. I bet she is either a crazed couponer or she just really loves energy drinks." Simone took a big hunk off her gummy shark with her teeth before nodding in the direction of the lady in question.
The woman had to only be about five-foot tall and was struggling to push a cart overflowing with energy drinks to her mini-van.
"Maybe that is how I can save money for college, just start coupon hoarding and sell energy drinks out of my dorm room during finals week."
I took a gummy shark out of the bag and gnawed off the tail. Another perk of people watching at the grocery store was that we could always load up on gummy sharks.
"Speaking of college." Simone swallowed the last bit of blue goo. "Did you decide between the city and the desert yet?"
I gulped the last bit of my shark down. "I wish."
"Doesn't seem like it would be that hard to choose between a school in the heart of New York or one in the middle of the desert."
I brushed the bits of gooeyness off on my jeans. Simone hated when I did that. She was like Ace in that respect, both neat freaks. I always thought they would probably get along if they ever met. They were similar in so many respects. The tidiness, their love of eclectic music, and their obsession with their cell phones.
"Yeah, when you put it that way it sounds simple." I snorted.
"Then why isn't it?" Simone's eyebrows raised into two perfect arches. She must have had plucked them every single morning because they were always really thin and I never saw a stray hair.
"Because." I grabbed another shark from the bag. "There is a lot more to it than just picking between the city and the desert."
"If you ask me, I don't think one guy should have this big of a hold over where you spend the next four years of your life."
I slid the shark through my fingers, letting the blue jelly glide back and forth from its head to its tale. "It isn't just about Ace. My dad is there, too. And my friends from my internship. They also really do have a great public relations program."
"Yeah, but do you want to do public relations or be a real journalist like you always talk about? Getting down in the field AC360 style."
I laughed. "I could never compare to the silver foxness of Anderson Cooper."
"How will you know if you don't try?"
"And what about you?" I asked. "Are you just going to stay here, sitting in front of the supermarket and eating gummy sharks while I go after a spot on CNN?"
Simone looked down at the bag of gummies and let her shoulders fall. "Yeah, I guess that is the plan for now."
"You always talk about me going off to New York and not Arizona, but what about you? You are way too cool to stay around this town forever."
"Yeah, I know, I just got some things to take care of." Simone stared into the bag, crinkling the plastic in her hands.
"Like what? Discovering the secrets to making the perfect cappuccino?"
"Hey!" She snapped her head up. "Without me you wouldn't even know what a cappuccino was."
"Psh." I waved my hand. "I am an espressologist. I know it all."
She rolled her eyes and tossed the bag of gummies into my lap. "Whatever you say."
I shook the bag of gummies, separating the melting sharks from each other. "Speaking of espresso, are you working this weekend?"
"Yeah, someone took off all weekend, so I have night shift."
Her tone had an edge to it, but I hoped she really wasn't mad. I was able to get off work since Ace was coming in for the Fall Ball, but I didn't want Simone to hate me since she had to cover.
"How about I bring Ace in after dinner and before the dance, then you can size him up for yourself?"
Simone grabbed a gummy shark from the bag and popped it in her mouth. "You've got a deal."
Maybe having one of my best friends meet Ace would alleviate all my tension. Or maybe Simone was right and it was time for me to put Ace in the back of my mind and focus on what I wanted. I didn't know the answer and just thinking about it made the pounding headache come back.


Chapter 26
 

Thursday. I had one more day until the Fall Ball festivities and one more day until Ace came in. I hadn't seen or spoken to him and was hoping that he was still coming. My mom wouldn't let me pick him up from the airport alone, so Ace actually had to buy a plane ticket to come in. The last time he rode in a plane was before I was even born and I hoped it didn't give him another reason to resent me.
"Hey, Alex." Rachel Johnson was one of the most interesting girls I had ever met. She was a whiz at math, but always looked like she was thinking really hard whenever she was talking to someone. She always snuck up out of nowhere and would just pop in randomly, causing me to jump higher than most olive-skinned girls could.
"Oh, hey."
I was tying my shoes on the bench in the girl's locker room and getting ready for gym class. I didn't want to be late and have our bear of a teacher, Coach Woods, growl at me for it. But Rachel was just standing in front of me, her regulation white gym shirt and black shorts made her look even pastier than she already was under the fluorescent lights.
"So, I heard you are coming with our group for dinner and pictures?" She twirled a strand of her dirty blond pigtails around her index finger.
"Uh, yeah, Brody invited me." I stood up, hoping to get around her. Even though I probably had at least thirty pounds or more on the girl, she found a way to block me.
"Oh, yeah, that's cool. So you know we are meeting at Brad's for pictures before going to Maria's?"
"Yep."
"And you live in Resh Farms, too, right? Like Brad?"
I stopped trying to get by her and crossed my arms over my chest. "Rachel, is there something that you really want to ask me or are you just going to keep spewing out random bits of information?"
"Oh, uh." Her blue eyes widened like giant gum balls. You would think, being friends with Gemma, she would be used to abruptness. "Gemma just asked me to see if you were actually still going."
I rolled my eyes."Well, since you need to do Gemma's dirty work you can tell her that, yes, I am still going, and yes, I will still stomp on her redneck ass if she decides to keep up with the Italian jokes."
Rachel opened her mouth to say something else, but I ducked passed her and made my way into the gym. I had a lot more important things to worry about than seeing Gemma or the Fall Ball. Like if something intergalactic was going to interfere in my dating life…again.
 

***
 

I only had a few hours of work in the afternoon and Daisy Conrad would be in after school to take over.
"Hey, Alex."
Daisy had a voice like a small mouse and she kind of looked like one with her big ears and pointy nose.
"Hey, Daisy."
I looked up from cleaning the last of the thermometers while Daisy placed her book bag under the counter.
"So this is your last day of working for awhile, right?"
I nodded, taking my messenger bag out from under the counter. "Yeah, my boyfriend is coming into town tomorrow and we have the Fall Ball this weekend."
Daisy went to the local community college. She had been working at Cuppa Java since it opened and I had no idea why she wanted to be a barista. When she went to Winnebago she starred in all the school plays, and I always thought she would make her way to Broadway or something. Now she just focused her energy on the dramatics of coffee drinks.
"Oh, so that's why Simone is scheduled all weekend?"
"That would make sense." I took off my apron and slid it into my bag.
"You two are like bee eff effs or whatever, right?"
"Uh, yeah, I guess so." I walked passed Daisy to the other side of the counter. "Why do you ask?"
She shrugged, sliding on her apron. "No reason."
"Oh, come on, there has to be a reason or you wouldn't have asked."
"It's nothing. She is just kind of different is all..." Daisy's voice trailed off as she looked down at the counter.
True, Simone was different than most girls I had met around town. Most girls didn't hang out at coffeehouses or eat gummy sharks in front of grocery stores for fun, but it was what we both liked. I couldn't judge. Yet I had a feeling there was something that Daisy wanted to say.
"I mean we are friends, but it's not like I really know her that well. We just started hanging out when I started working here."
"Yeah." Daisy squinted her eyes and then opened them wider. If she would have just put her curly brown hair in two buns at the top of her head, she would have really looked like a mouse. I tried not to laugh thinking of that possibility.
"Which is really weird because she had only been working here like a month before you and didn't really talk to any of the other workers," she added.
"Maybe she is just shy at first or something." I shrugged.
"Yeah, shy that's it." Daisy nodded. "Maybe that explains why she barely even talked to me and wouldn't even make any of the espresso drinks, but somehow Kathy promoted her to lead barista over me."
I started to shake my head and then stopped. "Daisy, you're being silly. Simone has been a great worker around me."
"Hmm, well maybe you are seeing something that I don't. When I trained her she refused to touch the machine when it was hot and was constantly checking her cell phone."
That part made sense. Simone only really made hot drinks when she had to, something about getting burnt with a thermometer scaring her or something. She always was checking her phone also, but what girl wasn't?
"Nothing against you or anything, I'm just not a fan of hers."
I nodded. "Yeah, I can see that."
"But don't mind me. You have that boyfriend to get ready for. And isn't the parade tonight?"
"Yeah." I shrugged. "Not really my thing."
"Well have fun, whatever you do."
I smiled. "Thanks, Daisy, I will see you later."
With that I headed out the door, thinking that maybe I was overreacting about sleep creep. If Daisy didn't like Simone, but she liked me, maybe there was just something better about my personality. Or maybe the queen had control over more people's dreams than I thought.


Chapter 27
 

I never went to any of the Fall Ball parades, but it felt like the right thing to do. The class float was made in Brody's family's barn every year and he had been talking non-stop about it for the last week.
"Hey, Alex, over here!"
Just as I stepped out of my car I saw Brody in his bright orange sweater running toward me.
"Oh, hi, Brody." I waved, shutting my car door behind me.
People were already lined up in front of the high school getting ready for the parade to start. The Fall Ball parade was usually just an excuse to parade the court elected for King and Queen down the street in different people's parents' convertibles. You throw in a few homemade floats from the students, some trucks driven around with members of the sports teams hanging out the back, a few cheerleaders, and wallah you have the Fall Ball parade. A whole few blocks worth of entertainment parading down Elida Street.
Well that was the school's excuse for the parade at least. I thought everyone else just went to go to the bonfire and play with fire on school property.
"Come to check out my awesome handy work?" Brody wiggled his eyebrows.
"Isn't that what every girl comes to a parade for?" I pulled my hoodie over my head. The fall weather was finally starting to overpower the sweltering summer heat and I loved every minute of sweatshirt weather.
"Just come on!" Brody reached for my hand and then quickly pulled it back, knowing that was a big 'no, no,' and acted like he was pulling a piece of hair off my sweatshirt.
The boy definitely wasn't getting the hint, but maybe he would give me some sort of a sign if I was being influenced by sleep creep or if I was actually starting to enjoy all of the school spirit crap.
We came up behind Brody's giant red truck and hooked onto the back was a giant paper machete mailbox and two wooden chicken feet stuck popped through a small opening to look like a door. Dozens of brown boxes scattered around the Astroturf-lined bed with different senior football players' last names and numbers written on them in black marker.
"Return the Ravens?" I stared at the big red words, spelled out with red napkins stuck in chicken wire. Most of the bigger schools or other classes used tissue paper. Brody's family figured out to use colored napkins when his brothers were in school and had been reusing the same ones ever since, storing them in big barrels in one of their barns. The Rose Bowl used flowers, universities used tissue paper, and Winnebago High School seniors use colored napkins and old ones at that.
I hated to admit it, but it really looked awesome, even with the napkins. I had no idea how long it took to stick all of those napkins in each piece of chicken wire, but it definitely looked better than anything I ever made with napkins.
"Catchy, isn't it?" Brody stood next to me, staring up at his masterpiece like a proud father. "Don't you wish you would have joined float committee now?"
I looked at the float, then at everyone that gathered in line: the cheerleaders with their pom poms and the homecoming court with their sashes. Did I really just miss the best years of my high school life? Should I take this as my last chance?
"Hey, Brody, help me up onto the back, would ya?"
I cringed. The gravelly voice of Gemma James sent me back to reality. If I would have gone to float committee I would have just had to deal with her even longer, and was I really the type of girl that enjoyed after-school activities? No wonder I had nothing to put on my application to Columbia.
"Sure thing, Gem." Brody smiled not taking his eyes off me. "Alex, you should ride, too."
Gemma couldn't hide the scowl on her face.
"Oh, I shouldn't. This is your thing." I held my hands out and saw Gemma breathe a sigh of relief.
"Nonsense." Brody shook his head. "Come on, I'll even let you ride up front with me and throw candy."
And just like that I was roped into sitting in a big red truck and throwing suckers out to waiting kids down Elida Street. Every time I reached into the bag of candy to pull out a handful, Brody's would 'conveniently' reach in at the same time. It started to get old and I was so close to snapping, but I didn't want to throw off his concentration and have him run into one of the pom girls dancing in line in front of us.
After the parade Miss Murphy lit a giant, orange torch, handing it to the football captain to carry out to the cornfield where a strategically placed pile of wood was laid out, along with a few volunteer fire fighters standing by.
"Hey, you coming to the bonfire?" Brody pointed his thumb out toward the field.
I looked at his thumb and then down at my hands. A year ago I wouldn't have been caught dead at the Fall Ball parade, let alone the hook up bonfire, and now I was ready to dive head first into school spirit? Something wasn't right.
It was my lack of school spirit that forced me to take the internship at Circe. If it wasn't for my lackluster college applications I would have never asked my dad for the internship, never met Ace, never met Jen, and never even have met Simone if I wasn't forced to work at Cuppa Java to help pay for tuition. Maybe everything did happen for a reason and maybe I wasn't the school spirit type.
"Naw, I got to get up early tomorrow. But I will see you at school."
Brody nodded. "Alright, suit yourself."
And it suited me just fine.


Chapter 28
 

Mom let me skip Spanish class so we could be at the airport at 11:30 to pick up Ace. His flight took off at 6 a.m. and I wished he could have just teleported in like he usually did, but my mom was right there waiting with me.
The Rockford airport was tiny, probably no bigger than my high school with one terminal and maybe four departure gates. Mom and I stood at the bottom of the two sole escalators in the lobby waiting for Ace to come down.
I was actually nervous. It had been a few days since I had seen him. I was so anxious that my palms were getting sweaty and I had to keep wiping them on my pants.
"Do you think you will recognize him? It's been a few months since you have seen him in person. He may look different on the computer," Mom commented, her eyes scanning the crowd of people coming down the escalator. If she only knew it hadn't actually been that long since I'd seen him.
"Yeah, pretty sure I can spot him."
In the middle of the sea of businessmen stood Ace, gliding down the escalator. Maybe my mom was right; I did barely recognize him. Usually when I saw him he was just in a temperature control suit, but now he was dressed to impress.
His normally spiky hair was tamed down and probably had an entire tube of gel in it to keep it plastered on his head. Not only was his hair different, but he looked like he took his outfit off a JCrew mannequin—navy blue man cardigan, white mock turtleneck, khakis, and brown slip-on dress shoes. I had to keep myself from laughing at his outfit, especially when I was just wearing a black t-shirt and jean capris.
"Wow, he looks even better than the pictures," mom whispered, staring at him as he walked over to us.
He rolled a small black suitcase behind him and had a giant grin on his face. "Alex, it's been awhile."
It had been too long. I wanted to jump on him, have him take me in his arms and never let go. But we were in public and my mom was standing next to me, elbowing me in the ribs and waiting for an introduction.
"Oh." I cleared my throat and tried not to stare at how well the man cardigan fit against Ace's broad shoulders. Man cardigans may be one of the unsexiest things I'd ever heard of, but damn could he pull it off. "Mom, this is Ace. Ace, my mom, Wendy."
"It's nice to meet you." They politely shook hands and I could swear that my mom was even blushing. Weird.
"It's good to meet you too, ma'am. I've read all your books. I’m a big fan." Ace's smile got even wider.
"Really?" Mom raised her eyebrows as high as they could go. "All of Fona O'Hera's Irish romances?"
"Even the novellas."
Gag. I rolled my eyes. I told Ace about my mom's writing, but I actually didn't think he would read her books. I couldn't even stomach that.
Mom smiled and I think she even got flustered. Her cheeks turned a bright red and she flubbed her words before she spit them out. "Oh, we'll, thanks."
"Okay, can we go now? I'm sure Ace would like to get out of the airport."
"Oh, yes, right." Mom nodded and went ahead of us.
I leaned over toward Ace, when I figured my mom was out of earshot. "Did you seriously read all of her books?"
He pulled his suitcase with one hand and took mine in the other. It was good to know that he didn't completely hate me, since his hands were practically on fire, which meant he was happy to see me.
"What else was I suppose to do on a three-hour plane ride?"
I glanced ahead to make sure my mom wasn't listening and then looked up at Ace. "I really appreciate that you came. I wasn't sure that you still would."
"And miss my first time riding on a commercial flight, sitting next to the most awful smelling man in the world? Nonsense!"
"And what the heck are you wearing?"
He let out a short laugh, shaking his head as he pulled down his cardigan. "I let Jen order some human clothes for me. She assured me this is typical guy fashion."
"Yeah, if you are a male model."
It wasn't too far from the arrival gate to the parking lot. The afternoon sun peeked through the sparse clouds and a light breeze picked up. Finally the sweltering days of summer were coming to an end and just in time. If I was burning up from the heat of summer, I didn't know how someone who was cold blooded like Ace could survive, especially with his mounds of clothing. I know they were supposed to cover up his temperature control suit, but he had to be burning up under all the layers of manly fashion.
"Are we not taking Alex's car?" Ace stopped at my mom's sedan while she unlocked the driver's door.
"How do you know that this isn't Alex's car?"
Crap, how would he explain that he had actually seen and ridden in my car? I fumbled, trying to think of something to say.
"I'm sorry I just assumed that Alex didn't have a vehicle that was this nice, my apologies." He was quick and cool as a cucumber. Why couldn't I be that good?
"Oh, well, you would be right. I just thought it was better to take my car instead of Alex's." She stared over the car her, eyes sizing up Ace from head to toe. "But if she would have told me you were this tall I may have suggested her car."
"I'm sure Ace will be fine." I hurried into the front seat, hoping all the questions would just stop. Luckily, mom took that as a good enough answer and she got in as well with Ace climbing in the back.
The ride back to the house would have been better if it were silent, but mom couldn't help but give Ace the third degree and ask him question after question. But Ace had an answer for everything, even about his family.
"So do your parents live in Arizona, too?"
I gulped as soon as the words left my mom's mouth. But Ace just stared out the window, not even missing a beat.
"No, my father passed away when I was young and my mom isn't much of a desert person. I don't really see her much either."
"Oh." At least that got mom to stop asking questions. I hoped he didn't come off as snobby, but at least he told the truth, sort of.
We pulled down Cunningham and through the white picket fence that lined our neighborhood. Ace never stopped staring out the window as we passed each house until we finally pulled into our driveway. I jumped out of the car as fast as I could with Ace following close behind. I needed to get him alone, to talk to him about everything.
"Alex?"
Crap, once we stepped into the kitchen from the garage I was hoping to just escape to the basement, but instead I turned toward mom.
"Why don't you show Ace around and let him put his things in the guestroom?" She crossed her arms and if I could read minds she was probably trying to tell me not to go off somewhere alone because she would be watching.
"Um, okay." I swallowed and turned toward Ace. "This is the kitchen." I waved my arms out to the side and walked backward from the kitchen. "And this is the living room." I stood in the middle of the living room, trying not to step on any of Elijah's toys spilled over the rug in front of the TV.
"And down the hall is the guestroom."
I could see that mom was still watching us from the kitchen. There was no way I would get him alone in the house. It looked like our conversation would just have to wait, or possibly never happen.


Chapter 29
 

The last time I went to one of our high school football games was when I was in band freshman year and they forced us to. Now I was actually going by choice. Of course mom wouldn't let us leave the house until we had a family dinner. Or more like so her and Brian had a chance to grill Ace some more.
Why I was going to the football game, I still didn't know. Part of me wanted to see what the big deal was with the Fall Ball game and another part of me just wanted to get out of the house and away from my parents. But then there was another teeny tiny part that just wanted to show off my hot alien arm candy.
"So, Ace, that is an interesting name. Were your parents big card players or something?" Brian always had a way with saying the wrong things and when he said it with his mouth full of pizza it made it even worse.
Somehow Ace still kept a smile on his face, setting his slice of pizza down and clasping his hands together. "It's actually a nickname, my real name is Machiavelli, and so you can see why I would rather go by something else."
A piece of breadstick went down the wrong pipe and I coughed, trying to get the clogged piece of bread out of my mouth, pounding my chest with a closed fist.
Brian and mom stared at me.
"Are you okay?" Ace patted my back.
I nodded, taking a drink of water and setting my glass back down. "Yeah, just went down the wrong pipe." Or I freaked out that he gave Brian his real name.
"Machiavelli, like the philosopher?" Brian could never let things go.
"The same." Ace's smile spread across his face. I may have been embarrassed by my balding stepfather, but Ace took everything in stride.
"Mister Ace?" Elijah hadn't spoken to Ace since he came home from preschool, just stared at him wide eyed like the neighbor's pit bull. This was the first time I had heard him speak in hours.
"Yes, Elijah?" Ace looked over at Elijah across the table.
"Did you come here in a magic spaceship like you usually do in Alex's bedroom?"
I couldn't breathe. Elijah did have a pretty big imagination, but somehow I knew that he had figured out Ace was different.
Ace just laughed and shook his head. "Not this time. I took a regular airplane."
"Oh, okay." Elijah nodded and took a big swig of his milk.
I cleared my throat. "Elijah sure does come up with some great stories."
"Oh, yes, he takes after his mother." Brian laughed, putting his big burly hand over my mom's and staring at her longingly. Gross.
"So, how did you two meet anyway?" Brian tore his gaze from mom's and looked over at me and Ace.
"The internship, you know that thing I was gone for all summer." I smirked, blotting my pizza with my napkin. I know pizza was our usual Friday night tradition, but I felt like it was all we had been eating lately. I guess it was better than my mother's attempt at cooking. She tried to make us homemade pizza once and we ended up with a burnt stove. How one could burn the inside of an oven was still a mystery to me.
Brian rolled his eyes. "I know that! But how? Did he see you across the room and it was just love at first sight?"
Ace and I looked at each other, sharing a knowing smile.
"I could never resist a girl that gives a thumbs up sign her first day on the job." Ace didn't even look over at Brian and kept his eyes on me.
I remembered the first time I saw his eyes, after I did the stupid thumbs up sign and got attacked for it. One would think that someone would tell them that a thumbs up sign was frowned upon in the alien world, but there were a lot of things that were kept from me. And now, now I was right in the middle of all things alien. Maybe it wasn't so bad after all.
"Are you too going to make out?" Elijah yelled from his end of the table.
Ace tried his hardest not to laugh, pulling his gaze from mine and looking down at his plate. If I knew his face could turn red, I was sure he would be blushing.
"Uh, well it is getting late and we don't want to miss kick off," I stammered, standing up from the table.
"Oh, is it already that time?" Mom stared back at the clock on the kitchen stove.
"Yep, time for us to head on out. You ready, Ace?" I looked down at him.
"Are you sure you don't want to stay a little longer? I think I have some frozen yogurt in the fridge." Mom stood up and walked toward our chairs.
I shook my head. "No, it's alright. We're fine. We won't be too long."
Ace stood up, pushing his chair in. "Thank you all for providing me with dinner." He nodded, almost bowing.
"It's no trouble at all." Mom waved her hand. "You two have fun now and we will see you when you get home. Don't be too late!"
I didn't even look back to make sure that Ace was following me as we headed toward the front door.
If it wasn't for Elijah being so young, mom and Brian might have actually asked to join us. Instead they had to stay home and put him to bed. Good thing because I had been waiting all day to finally talk to Ace.


Chapter 30
 

Ace and I got in my car. I pulled out of the driveway and through the neighborhood.
"I can't believe your mother allows you to drive this thing. It is a death trap."
"You are one to talk. Do you even have a license?" I turned to glance over at Ace, who was staring at my dashboard as if it were a disease. I just hoped he didn't try to open the glove compartment. I hadn't been able to get that thing open since I got the car and had no idea what was lurking inside.
"I have an earthly pilot's license."
"Psh." I rolled my eyes even though I knew he couldn't see it. "You don't need a pilot's license to be able to fly. I proved that one when I saved you from the queen's ship."
"Proof that I too do not need a license to handle this thing, or you for that matter." He leaned over nuzzling his face against my neck. His very touch still sent tingles through every part of me and I had to regain my composure so I wouldn't go off the road.
"So does this mean you aren't mad at me anymore?" I asked.
Ace let the air out through his nose and leaned back into his seat. "I was never mad at you. I just think there are certain things that we will never understand about each other and I'm okay with that."
"What?" I tried not to slam on my brakes as we came up to the only stop sign between my house and the high school. He threw me for a loop. I thought he was just mad about me accusing the queen of sleep creeping not upset about our whole relationship.
Ace stared out the front window. "We come from two different worlds and there are just certain things that we may never understand about each other's worlds."
"Um, where is this all coming from? Just because I think the queen is sleep creeping on people you automatically go back to the differences in our species."
Ace sighed. "Alex, you know we are different. It is something we have had to overcome since we first met." He took my hand in his and intertwined our fingers. "We will get through this, just like we always do."
"What differences do you mean? The fact that we are in some forbidden human and alien relationship or that I have better taste in movies?" I did my best to glance over at Ace without taking my eyes off the road too much.
"Always joking, Alex."
"What do you want me to say? That it sucks how we are from different planets and I just learned all this only a few months ago? Give me some time to get my head wrapped around it all." I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. This was not the conversation that I wanted to be having.
Ace let out a deep breath, squeezing my hand and then letting go. "I know how hard this all is for you and I'm sorry that I haven't been more receptive. I promise from now on I will try my hardest to let you in more. Tell you more about my world and everything that makes me tick."
I took his hand and pulled it up to my lips, barely grazing his knuckles. "Deal."
 

***
 

We pulled into the already packed parking lot and I managed to find a spot near a giant rusty SUV and the freshman float. Almost the entire town crowded into the tiny parking lot and even some parked on the grass, just to come to the football game. I guess there was really nothing better to do in a small town.
As soon as we got out of the car I could already feel people's eyes on us. I hated when people stared. I was used to it, being the odd girl in town, but this seemed like a different kind of staring. Not one of gossip, but interest.
"Wow, Alex, is this your cousin or something?" Rachel Johnson darted in front of me, faster than I thought her skinny legs could carry her. She eyed Ace like he was a piece of meat, her pigtails practically bouncing while she looked him up and down.
"Uh, no, this would be my boyfriend, Ace." I quickly took his hand in mine, suddenly feeling very protective.
"Wow, really?"
"Yes, yes, I would be Alex's boyfriend. Good to meet you." He nodded in Rachel's direction.
"Whoa who is the hottie with the accent?" I heard Gemma barreling over on her crutches before I saw her.
"This is Alex's boyfriend, Ace." Rachel waved her hands like Ace was some sort a prized package.
"Seriously?"
"Yes, she is quite serious." Ace flashed his smile that was good enough for a cereal box or toothpaste commercial.
"Alright, let's go to the game." I tugged at Ace's cardigan sleeve and we left Rachel and Gemma standing by the car.
"Why would those girls not believe we are together?" Ace whispered, glancing back at the car and then turning toward me.
"Obviously they don't think I could get a guy as hot as you."
He swung our intertwined hands as we walked through the parking lot toward the stadium. "Nonsense, I'm cold blooded and I do not have an accent."
"That isn't what hot means. It means cute, handsome, whatever word you want to use." The accent thing would have to be a conversation for another time. Some people said he talked like an old English sailor or a diplomat. After the months of talking to him and being with him, I'd sort of gotten used to it and didn't realize he even had an accent until someone else would mention it.
"Oh." He stopped right before we got in line for the ticket window. The school may have been small, but they put a lot of money into the football program. A giant arch hung over two small ticket huts, proudly proclaiming 'Home of the Winnebago Indians.' A crowd had already gathered just on the other side of the arch, yelling and waiting for the team to run from the school locker room and through the arch.
"Oh, what?" I tugged on his hand, pulling him next to me in line.
"I've just never done anything like this before." His eyes never left the sea of people near the field. The bleachers were already packed with parents and the smell of pork chop sandwiches and popcorn wafted from the concession stand.
"Done what? Gone to a high school football game?"
"That, and…" He took his eyes off the crowd and looked down at me. His gaze made me feel like I was the only one in the world. "Been on a real date."


Chapter 31
 

I, all of a sudden, felt giddy. Like a little girl with a new pony. It was stupid to be giddy about Ace referring to our trip to the game as a date, but it really brought out the girliness in me.
"What are those things wrapped in silver that everyone is biting?" Ace stared, curling his lip in disgust as we walked passed the concession stand.
He paid for our tickets with the biggest bill anyone had ever seen and they had to get change from the booster club's raffle ticket sales and the cheerleader's cookie stand just to break it. Way to make us stand out.
"You mean the pork chip sandwiches?"
He laughed. "Alex that is preposterous. Why would anyone eat an animal out of silver?"
And then I was brought back to reality. Ace may have referred to the evening as our first date, but no matter how he classified it, it was still blatantly clear how obviously different we were.
"Alexandra, I think this is the first time I've ever seen you at a football game!" I'd recognize my grandpa's booming voice anywhere. When my parents first got divorced we lived in his and my grandma's basement. I would always hear him from the top of the stairs, on the second floor, and all the way down to my basement bedroom.
"Oh, hey, gramps." I pulled Ace over to where he and another group of older people were standing. I don't think he actually knew any of the players, but all of his friends were grandparents of the players, so it gave him an excuse to get out of the house and away from my grandma's unfiltered cigarette smoke.
"And who is this young gentleman that you have with you?" He looked behind me at Ace then his bushy eyebrows rose to the top of his wrinkled forehead, his face turning pale like he'd just seen a ghost.
"Oh, gramps, this is my boyfriend—"
Ace quickly ducked his head down and shook my grandpa's hand briskly, his eyes never meeting my grandpa's, just focusing on the ground below us. "Ace, glad to meet you sir."
Grandpa shook his head, releasing Ace's hand. "I don't mean to be rude son, but you look just like one of my buddies from back in the war. It just took me by surprise. Was your grandfather a flying Ace?"
Uh oh.
Ace kicked at the grass underneath him, letting his shoulders fall. "Yeah, probably something like that."
"We should probably get going." I tugged Ace's arm realizing he was uncomfortable. "Good to see you, gramps."
Grandpa's gaze was far off, as if he was staring into the past. He shook his head and then formed a tight-lipped smile down at me. "Good to see you, too, Alexandra, have fun."
I quickly pulled Ace toward the student section, hoping to get as far from my grandpa as we could.
"What was that about?" I whispered.
"I may or may not have fought with your grandfather in World War II." He didn't look up from the ground.
"Uh, that could have been some information you could have told me before I introduced you."
"It's not like I expected to ever see someone from the war again, or that they would even recognize me."
I started to say something, when I heard a clanging drum to my left.
"Hey, Alex, glad to see you came." Brody sauntered over. He was in the marching band and still had a small set of drums strapped over his gray band sweater.
"Couldn't miss the game." I put my fist in the air, hoping my sarcasm wasn't too obvious.
"Ahem." Ace stepped forward, blocking half of me from Brody's view. "I am Ace, Alex's boyfriend. And who might you be?"
"Brody." He held his drumsticks in one hand and took Ace's extended hand in the other.
They both stared at each other, their grip tightening as each second passed.
"Okay, that is enough machismo for one day." I stepped between them.
"Yeah." Brody shook head like he was trying to knock whatever thoughts were in there out of it. "I better get ready for kick off. See you later, Alex." Brody waved quickly before dodging through the crowd and lining up with the rest of the band.
Ace laughed and I spun around so fast I almost gave myself whiplash. "What the hell was that about?"
"That is the boy that I am supposed to be so worried about?" He put his hand to his mouth, but it did nothing to stifle his laughter.
"What is so funny about him?" I narrowed my eyes. It only took a few minutes for me to go from giddy to downright annoyed.
"Nothing, nothing. Forget I said anything."
"Whatever." I was clearly bothered, but I didn't want to make a scene in the middle of everyone in town. People were already staring as it was at the beautiful boy with the cardigan who walked in with the weird Italian girl.
 

***
 

"I think I'm starting to understand this game," Ace whispered. "It is kind of like Provi. One man throws a rock and the others attack him for it."
"Uh, yeah, sure."
"What is wrong?"
We sat in a far corner of the student section. Most of the other people around us were either cheering or wrapped up in their own conversations and weren't listening to us.
"Nothing is wrong, just watching the game."
"Alex." Ace's fingers trailed to my chin, tilting it up toward him. Even with the warm September breeze, his hands still boiled against my skin. "I know you well enough to know when something is wrong."
I let out a deep breath, looking down and then back up at Ace. I remember the first time I saw his dark eyes. My first day at Circe. The day he saved me from almost being killed because I knew nothing about the alien world, and now my same sparse knowledge of the alien world was the exact thing that was still bothering me.
"This isn't about the boy with the sticks, is it?" He tilted his head slightly to the side.
"Boy with the sticks?"
"Yes." He put his hands back down at his sides. "Bode, or whatever his name is. You aren't thinking about him, are you?"
I shook my head. "Ace, that is ridiculous. Why would I be thinking about Brody?"
"Hey, Alex!"
Speak of the devil.
Brody came pouncing up the bleachers. His drum was off but he was still wearing his gray sweatshirt with the giant orange W splayed across his chest.
"Hey Brody." I did a little wave.
He was grinning from ear to ear and took a spot on the seat in front of us, turning his back toward the field and looking straight at me.
"Did you catch my drum solo during half time? I know I messed up a little bit, but hopefully no one else noticed."
"Yeah, it was—"
"Don't you have somewhere else to be instead of bothering people's girlfriends?" Ace interrupted, staring down at Brody as if he were a bug that he wanted to squash.
"Whoa, dude, who said you got to speak for Alex?" Brody crossed his arms over his chest, trying to sit taller. He was a bleacher below us, but even with the difference in seats, Ace probably had at least six inches or more on him. Not to mention, pure Caltian muscle.
Ace smirked. "I am simply saying that it would be nice to spend time with my girlfriend instead of having her puppy dog gallop over to us, looking for attention."
"Whoa, man, who are you calling a puppy?" Brody stood up, leaning over Ace.
A few people in the stands noticed their altercation and were staring, some even whispering.
Ace locked eyes with Brody, balling up his fist, and then it was as if a lightbulb had turned on. He squinted and unsquinted his eyes and then unballed his hands. "Let's go, Alex."
"What?"
Ace faced in my direction while Brody still leaned over him. Brody's nostrils flared and his teeth barred as if he were some fighting bull.
"Let's go!" Ace pulled my arm like I was nothing more than a rag doll and dragged me down the bleachers.
I knew people had to really be talking now, but I didn't care. I was fuming.
"What the hell was that about?" I spun around toward Ace as soon as he released my arm. We were in the middle of the parking lot. Everyone else was at the game, so we were completely alone.
"You were right," he mumbled, staring down at his feet.
"Right? What are you talking about?"
Ace shook his head and looked up at me, taking one step closer and putting his hands on my shoulders. It was a gentle touch and his face softened.
"I'm sorry I didn't believe you. I saw his eyes. They are dark and empty. He is under the worst sleep hold I have seen in a long time. A Caltian is getting to his dreams."
"Wait, wouldn't mine look the same if I am being sleep creeped on as well?" I questioned.
Ace shook his head. "Obviously someone has been working very hard on Brody to get to you. Maybe that is the grand plan. To use him to get to you."
"You really think so?" I caught my breath. I finally had time to realize what was going on and it all came to a skidding halt in my brain.
"Yes." He looked back and forth. "But we can't talk about this here, come on."
He darted toward my car and I did my best to keep up, but my short, chubby legs were no match for his.
"Give me your keys." He stopped at my driver's door with one hand on the handle and the other held out to me.
"Why would I let you drive The Pox?" I put one hand on my hip and the other in my pocket, thumbing my rabbit's foot keychain.
"Because I know where we are going."


Chapter 32
 

I gave in and let Ace drive. For supposedly not having a driver's license he was actually a pretty good driver. With one hand on the steering wheel and his elbow on the window he looked like all the old posters of James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause.
"So, where are we going?"I asked. Even through the dark corn stalks I could recognize any part of Winnebago and knew we weren't too far out. We drove out toward Westfield Road and headed until the street lights disappeared.
"That place we met when you told me you thought someone was sleep creeping and I didn't believe you…" His eyes didn't leave the road and his face stood expressionless.
"Seriously? We are going out to Kennedy Hill, and you wouldn’t let me drive?"
"Yes, that is correct." A small smile crept on his face.
"You, sir, are a trickster."
Ace slid his elbow off the window and grabbed the steering wheel. With his right hand, he took my hand in his, bringing my fingertips to his lips. "A trickster who should learn to have more faith in you."
We pulled off, far enough down Kennedy Hill that no one would ever see us. Ace turned off the car and slid his phone out of his pocket.
"Are you beaming us back to Circe, or something?"
He pressed a few buttons on his phone and slid it back in his pocket. "Not quite. Caltians may have perfected the beaming technology, but we don't know how it works if we try it with more than one entity at a time."
Just as he finished talking a bright flash of light exploded in my backseat. I ducked, seeing the light in my rearview mirror and hoped we weren't under attack.
"Is this really what humans travel in?" A male's voice came from the backseat. He had the same silvery tone as Ace, but sounded more like a drunken sailor than an Englishman.
Slowly I inched up and looked over my seat. A man with short spiked brown hair and dark eyes spread across my back seat. A silver jumpsuit hugged his long frame, with hints of muscle bulging through his arms and legs.
"Monte, good to see you so cheery." Ace smiled back at the man.
"Very funny, Machiavelli." He smirked.
"Uh, what's going on?" I propped myself up on my knees, leaning my stomach against the seat and looking from Monte to Ace.
"Sorry, Alex." Ace pointed toward the man in the back. "This is my old friend, Monte. He is Caltian and just recently decided to dabble in a little bit of human studies at Circe."
"So this is the infamous future Caltian princess?" Monte's eyes widened, looking a little too longingly at the letters on my Winnebago sweatshirt. I quickly scooted down so my chest was pressed against the seat.
"Yes, this would be her." Ace put a protective arm around me, pulling me closer to him in the driver's seat.
"Nice, very nice..." He stared a little too long for comfort.
"Monte!"
Monte snapped his attention back in Ace's direction. "Sorry, my friend, still not used to human girls."
"Are we going to sit here and have Mr. Monte ogle me all night or will someone tell me what the hell is going on?" I turned, looking at each of the Caltians, making sure they knew I was serious, focusing my eyes on each one of them.
"Monte, Alex believes that someone is using sleep creep on her and her friends," Ace said calmly.
"It could be possible. You do have quite the following of Caltian women." Monte leaned forward, sitting up and placing his elbows on his knees.
"What do you mean 'following of Caltian women'?" I pulled away from Ace and stared at Monte.
Monte laughed loudly like a shrieking hyena. He leaned back in the seat, pounding at his knee.
"What is so funny?" I looked at Monte and then narrowed my eyes at Ace.
"Sorry, princess, it's just, oh what is the human word?" Monte stopped laughing and tapped his fingers to his chin. "Ah, I've got it!" He took his fingers from his chin and raised them in the air. "A ladies' man. Always was."
"Does he have the right word, Ace?" I stared at Ace, leaning my body back and putting my fingers up for air quotes. "Are you a ladies' man?"
"Well…" He tripped over his words glancing from the window, to the seat, to the ceiling and then back to me.
"He had quite the following of Caltian women and even girls from other planets. He broke a lot of hearts when he left for Earth." Monte leaned back in toward the front.
I always thought Ace was attractive. Okay attractive was an understatement. I saw the way the girls at the game looked at him. He was a bonafide hottie, but I never thought of him as anything more than my Ace. Not the Ace of tons of other girls in the universe.
"Remember that princess from Kelari? What was her name again? Oh, yeah, Venus! She was gorgeous!" Monte exclaimed. "Supposed to combine our two worlds or whatever and then she dumped you when you hissed at her irrhunter."
Monte leaned in, staring right at Ace. "Hey, she is of ruling age now, do you think she is single?"
"Monte, that is enough!" Ace glared at the backseat.
I lowered my head down. A ladies' man, a guy who dated real princesses. Awesome.
"Alex." Ace took my hand. "That was a long time ago. I'm only with you now."
"Isn't that sweet?" I looked back to Monte who had his chin in his hands and batted his eyelashes.
"Monte!" Ace snapped.
"Okay, okay!" Monte raised his hands in the air and leaned back in the seat.
"The point of me bringing you here was to see if you had heard anything. Know of any of the royal family members that may have it out for Alex."
Ace intertwined our fingers, rubbing his thumb against the back of my hand. Finally, instead of fighting about our differences we were actually working together.
Monte shrugged. "I don't know anyone that would go through all of that work."
"It has to be someone pretty powerful, maybe even as powerful as the queen." Ace's eyes met mine and even though he was speaking to Monte, he as staring right at me.
"I looked at the face of the boy she invaded. His eyes were a hollow shell. Filled with nothing but false promises and pools of sorrow. He has no control over his own thoughts anymore."
"Whoa, whoever it is she must have been working for awhile. How many people has she gone after?" Monte asked.
"Um." I nibbled at my bottom lip and looked down. I hadn't been honest with Ace about a lot of things for awhile and now it was time to let it all out. "For sure Brody and me, possibly my English teacher and one of my co-workers. Maybe even some influential people at Columbia."
"Columbia? Like the coffee?" Monte's head perked up like a happy dog.
I shook my head. "No, the college, in New York. I got accepted when I didn't even meet half of their requirements."
"I didn't even know you actually applied," Ace whispered.
"That's the thing, too. I really don't even remember applying. I remember meaning to, but when I got back from Circe it was the last thing on my mind."
Ace and I looked at each other. After the last couple of weeks with all of the fighting and all of our differences, I really hadn't been able to just stop and look at him. He truly was the best thing that ever came into my life. He cared about me no matter how much I yelled at him or did stupid things to screw up our relationship. Our differences didn't matter, as long as I knew he would be there for me at the end of the day, I would survive.
"So, a powerful Caltian with influence." Monte's voice rang a higher tone, making me look back at him. "It really could be anyone—one of the duchesses from the Etta region, a princess from Kelari. Hell it could even be the queen."
I sucked in a breath. My first thoughts were that the queen was still after me.
"No, wait!" Monte shook his head. "It couldn't possibly be the queen. The annual Provi games are this quarter. She is barely getting enough time to sleep herself, let alone sleep creep."
So, it wasn't the queen?
Monte scratched his chin, tapping it lightly with his index finger. He had the same chiseled features as Ace, but the way his chin jutted out made him look more beagle than regal.
"To do that much work it would have to be someone close. Not even a Caltian as powerful as the queen could control that many people in a different galaxy."
"So, what you are saying is—" I shifted from my knees back down to a sitting position. "—is that a powerful Caltian is on Earth and is trying to destroy Ace's and my relationship?
Monte stopped tapping his chin. His deep black eyes were the exact same color as the bottom of the ocean and when he stared at me I swore they would swallow me whole.
"Exactly."


Chapter 33
 

By the time Monte went back to Circe it was already nine o'clock and I knew the game was over. I needed more alone time with Ace, but I knew if we didn't get back home soon my mom would blow up my phone.
Ace always assured me that his heart beat only for me, but after what Monte said about the other girls in his life I wasn't so sure. How many other girls could he have had? And if there was a girl back on Calta that liked him that much, how involved was he with her?
Maybe it wasn't me that was drifting, maybe it was Ace. That would explain why he was always busy. Maybe he had someone else and was just staying with me to keep the treaty intact.
"So, what are we going to do?"
Most of the car ride was spent in silence, but I had to ask. I didn't know where to go from here, and I couldn't fight something when I had no idea what it even was. Or if I had any idea if Ace was willing to fight for it, too.
Ace sighed. "Well there is nothing we can do right now. I will try and make some phone calls back to Circe intelligence and see if they know anything."
"Okay." I nodded, that being the last thing we said as we pulled into my driveway and I parked in my usual spot alongside the garage. I hope he was just calling Circe intelligence and not some secret alien girlfriend that he was rendezvousing with.
I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached for the door handle when I felt Ace's hand on mine. His fingers sent a fiery chill through my palms and up my arms that left goose bumps. I turned toward him, his face softer than it had been in weeks and his gaze trained on me.
"You do know those other girls are in the past, right?" He leaned closer. "Just because I was with other girls before I came to this planet means nothing. You are the only one that matters to me."
"Yeah, but now it looks like all your exes could be coming back to haunt us." Just another sign that our relationship was anything but normal.
"True, but we can get through this." He slid his free hand up to my face, pushing away a fallen strand of hair and tucking it behind my ear. "We have already survived so much in our relationship. I know we can beat this, as long as we do it together."
"Are you sure you still want to be with me? After all of this drama? You sure you wouldn't be better off with some other Caltian? One that can handle all of this?"
Ace leaned in even closer, his breath falling onto my lips. "Alex, I know most of what happened to you was influenced by sleep creep and the rest of it was probably influenced by how huge of a jerk I was reacting to it. I'm sorry for doing that to you."
I nodded. "Go on."
The air blew out of his nose, spreading onto his smiling lips. "I promise you, there is no one else. There is no other girl, human or Caltian, that makes me feel the way that you do. We may have our differences and we may fight, but I wouldn't trade it for all of the diamonds in Calta."
"Do you mean it?"
"For you? Every word."
I reached out, lacing my fingers through his hair and pulling him toward me. I crushed my lips against his, letting go of all the hurt and sadness and just letting my lips mold to his.
But before he could even reciprocate the motion sensor lights came on over the garage. We both let go, flying back against the windows.
"Hey, kiddo, is that you?" Brian yelled as the garage door flew up.
"Cock block," I grumbled.
Ace, covered his mouth, stifling his laughter, and then opened the door with his free hand. I followed suit and walked around the back of the car to Ace.
Brian stood in the garage, wearing a plaid robe that wasn't very well secured in the front and I did everything I could to shield my eyes from his furry chest and tighty whites.
"Oh, good you're home! Your mom and I were just about to pop in a movie. Why don't you two join us?" He smiled way too brightly. I knew mom had sent him out to keep Ace and I from doing anything. If only she knew us fooling around was probably the least of her worries.
"Not really in the mood to watch one of your movies, no offense." I walked passed Brian with Ace following and Brian trailing at our heels.
"What is wrong with my movies? I thought you were a fan of the classics?"
Sure I was a fan of the classics, but that was more of classic Dustin Hoffman movies, not Brian's kind of movies.
"And what classic movie are you watching, sir?" Ace asked as we walked through the garage and into the kitchen.
"Oh, it's a great one!" Brian put his arm around Ace's shoulder, which was a real struggle for him since he was quite a bit shorter. "Close Encounters of the Third Kind."
My mouth gaped open. I couldn't believe Brian and mom were watching an alien movie. They had no idea that Ace was in fact an alien, but I couldn't put him through the torture of watching a movie about alien monsters. It would be like my dad and me watching one of those reality shows in which the kids tan too much and get in fights. Then they actually have the audacity to call themselves 'guidos' and other slurs we had been trying to downsize for years. Gave all us Italian kids a bad stereotype.
"Really?" Ace glanced in my direction before looking back down at Brian. "Never seen that one."
"Oh, you'll love it!" Brian slapped his hand down on Ace's shoulder, guiding him toward the basement. "Alex's mom is writing a new novel about a human and alien relationship so she wanted to do some research."
"Is that so? You never told me that, Alex." Ace glanced back in my direction and then turned his attention back toward the babbling Brian.
"Oh, yeah. She is a very creative lady. I don't know how she comes up with this stuff, but she can take the most impossible stories and turn them into best sellers."
"Interesting." Ace looked back and shot a wink in my direction before I followed him and Mr. Chatty Cathy Brian down the stairs.
 

***
 

After what seemed like the longest two hours of my life, the movie was finally over. It might not have been so bad if I at least got to sit next to Ace, but mom and Brian made sure to wedge themselves between us.
"Well, it's getting pretty late and I know you all have a busy day tomorrow." Mom stretched her arms over her head and stood up from the couch.
"Yeah, it's getting late, but do you mind if Ace and I stay down here and just watch a little TV before bed. I promise it won't be much longer."
Brian stood up, and he and my mom exchanged glances.
Mom sighed. "Alright, I guess it's only fair. But don't stay up too late. You know how much of a terror you can be when you don't get enough sleep."
"Mom!" I could hear Ace trying to stifle his laughter beside me. His breathe became ragged and I knew he was smiling all too wide just from the sound.
"Well, it's true!" Mom folded her arms over her chest.
"Alright, Wendy, I think that is enough for now." Brian put his hands on mom's shoulders and guided her up the stairs.
"Night, kiddos."
"Night!" I yelled back up.
Once I knew they were out of earshot, I scooted closer to Ace. "So what do we do now?"
"Well first there is this." He pounced on top of me, bringing my back against my chair while he pressed his body against mine. He led his palms up to either side of my face before they slid down to my side. His lips replaced his hands, gliding from my cheeks and down to my lips.
Everything just rushed out of me like a wave receding from the shore. I suddenly didn't care about our fighting or that there could be an angry Caltian ex-girlfriend after me. In that moment all I wanted was to be enveloped in Ace's arms.
"You are so beautiful," he whispered before nibbling at my ear.
I giggled. I was notoriously ticklish on my earlobes and the sensation sent me into an uncontrollable fit of laughter.
"What? Is it funny that I think you are beautiful?" Ace lifted his head up, peeling his body back so that he was resting his palms on the arm of the chair.
I shook my head. "No, just ticklish."
His face lit up like a birthday cake. "You are definitely something else."
"Is that a bad thing? Would you prefer something different?"
"Nope." He leaned over and gently kissed my forehead before sliding back up to sit in the oversized chair next to me. Actually right next to me, in the same chair. Lucky the chair was large. "I like you just the way you are."
"Well obviously one of your ex-girlfriends doesn't." The reality smack was like a cold shower. I didn't care as much about making out with Ace when I thought back to that one of his ex-girlfriends could be invading my dreams and everyone else's.
Ace shook his head and then flopped his forehead in his hands. "I know, I know." He lifted his head back up. "I just don't know what to do about it."
I looked into the dark abyss of Ace's eyes and realized he was just as confused and scared as I was. If someone had this much mind control over me and my friends, would they eventually succeed in breaking me up and Ace for good?
"I don't know what to do either..."
"Do you want me to sleep in your room tonight? Make sure whoever it is doesn't get to you?" he offered.
"Do you want to sleep in my room to protect me or just to spoon?"
He grinned, leaning back over to my side of the chair. "You know me too well."
I put my hand to his chest before he could get any farther and we would be sucking face instead of figuring out a plan. "Ace, I'm serious. We need to do something."
He sighed, moving back to his side of the chair. "Alright, I'll contact some more people at Circe and see if they can get a hit on what's going on. Hopefully they will be able to find something sooner rather than later."
"Well what do we do about tomorrow? We have the dance and Brody will be there along with everyone else that could be influenced. Who knows what this chick is putting in their heads!"
Ace took my hands in his. Mine were so tiny and dark against his long, pale hand. They looked like little doll hands. "Alex, I promise you, everything will be fine."
We stood up, my hands still in Ace's. "Now go upstairs and get some sleep. I'm going to beam over to Circe and do some research."
"Will you promise to be back before the morning? Before the dance?"
He ran his finger along my jaw line until he placed his thumb on my lip. "Nothing could keep me away from you for too long."
And with that he disappeared in a stream of blue light, leaving me to face my dreams.


Chapter 34
 

Usually when I dreamed it was about my future, things that would influence me to break up with Ace, but this dream was completely different. It was as if I was a bystander in everyone else's dreams.
This time I awoke in my bedroom with Simone standing at the foot of my bed. She was in her usual work uniform and I had to pinch myself to make sure it was actually a dream.
"Hey, what are you doing here?" I definitely knew it was a dream because I could see Simone clear as day without my glasses, and I was basically legally blind without them.
"I'm here to show you everything that you've been missing." She reached her pale hand out toward me. She always had the coldest hands. We would joke that she was part vampire.
"Is this like some sort of Christmas Carol dream or something?" I asked.
Simone rolled her eyes. "Just take my hand and this will all be clear soon."
 

***
 

I found myself at the bottom of a grand, wooden staircase. A huge crystal chandelier hung above me and pictures lined the floral wallpapered walls all the way up to the second floor. Pictures of Gemma. Crap.
"I can do this, coach. No one can run stairs like me." I heard her gravelly voice come down the hall and then there she was at the top of the stairs. She was without her cast and just wearing a pair of boy short underwear and a tank top that left little to the imagination. Way more Rugby body than I wanted to see.
"I can do it, coach, don't worry." I wanted to yell to stop her, but my voice came out as a silent scream and she jumped, tumbling head over feet down the stairs to the wooden floor below. She was splayed out on her back with her leg bent up toward her head in a position that I didn't even think the best gymnast could get into.
I reached down to touch her, but just as her eyes opened I whooshed through a blue haze and ended up standing in my high school gym. Only it was decorated like a cheesy rap video, complete with half-naked women dancing and guys rolling around in tricked-out Cadillacs.
I wondered whose dream I crept into when I saw Brody jump off the top of one of the Cadillacs. Seriously, this was what the farm boy dreamed about? I knew it was him by the chick fuzz hair and the Carhart jacket, but everything else was just weird. He had on sunglasses and some jeans that sagged way below where they were supposed to.
"Big B, Big B!" A woman in a blue skirt suit and a brown mess of a bun ran over to him, waving a microphone in his face. "April Powers, New York Times, can you tell me, how is that someone as young as you was able to be so successful?"
"Well, you know." He whipped off his giant aviator sunglasses. He looked ridiculous, giant sports jersey, sagging pants, and still with the Carhart jacket, ugh. But not as bad as the girl that walked up to him and put her tanned arm around him. Zebra print halter dress, overly teased hair, dark tan—holy crap—that hot mess was me!
"If I didn't follow my girlfriend, Alex, here to NYC for college, none of this would have been possible."
He then turned toward dream me and placed his giant vacuum sucking lips on hers and began making out like no one was around. I think I even heard dream-me purr. Gross.
I covered my eyes with my hands and when I took them off I heard clapping and saw that I was sitting in a TV studio on a talk show set. A fake scene of the New York skyline set behind two plush red couches. A giant neon sign scrawled out 'Alexandra's Afterthoughts' and hung just over the skyline.
What the heck?
A woman in a dark brown suit strolled onto the stage. She looked just like me, but with an awful pixie haircut and too-red of lipstick.
"Hi, everyone, I'm Alexandra Bianchi and I am so glad to have you all here!"
Ack, it was me!
The crowd roared with applause. Future-me stuck her arms up, silencing the crowd.
"But before I begin, I would love to bring my former Columbia professor, my inspiration for everything." Future-me waved her hand to the audience. "Dr. Gail, come on down!"
A woman who looked like she was in her mid-forties with blond hair and black rimmed glasses trotted through the crowd. Her smile was infectious and as soon as she stood next to future-me they embraced before sitting down together underneath the glowing pink sign.
Dr. Gail, Dr. Gail. It sounded familiar, and then it hit me. She was the head of the English department at Columbia. So this was what she dreamed about?
The vision of future-me and Dr. Gail started to blur and the studio became the fireplace at Cuppa Java. Gone was the audience, and it was replaced with overstuffed chairs and carafes of coffee.
"Alex, is that you?"
I looked behind me to see if there was another dream-Alex behind me, but there was no one. I turned back and Simone was walking out of the back room, her bright red hair twisted up into intricate knots and a giant black cloak floated around her.
"Am I still dreaming?"
She giggled, sounding like a little girl. "Of course you are. I'm just here to help you make sense of all the things that you saw."
"But why you? Are you my fairy godmother? This is impossible."
She waved her long, pale hand. "No, silly, I'm just a vision of someone that you trust. As you like to say, impossible things are happening every day."
"Oh, I guess that makes sense."
"Now that you have seen what everyone else's dreaming, does it change your mind how you feel about your future?" Dream-Simone looked down at me, arching one of her thin eyebrows.
I shrugged. "I don't know. I guess it's interesting."
"You would disappoint Brody and give up a relationship with a world-renowned professor just to be closer to your alien lover?"
"What, how do you know about Ace?"
She shook her head. "Alex, dear, this is a dream. Everything I'm saying is your subconscious talking."
"Are you trying to say that my subconscious is telling me to break up with Ace and somehow my subconscious caused Gemma to fall down the stairs?"
She shook her head. "The rugby player had it coming, but the rest...that, my dear, is something you will have to think about."
"I...I…I don't understand." I sat down in one of the overstuffed lime green chairs near the fireplace.
"Think about it, Alex. Think about your potential. Do you really want to give that all up and ruin everyone else's dreams as well?" Simone folded her hands into a triangle and put them to her lips.
"But these are all just dreams, right? It doesn't mean that this will all happen?" I asked.
A tight-lipped smile formed on Simone's bright red lips. "There is nothing that says dreams cannot come true. It is all about how you perceive them. You can fight them or you can embrace them. That, my dear, is up to you."
"But Ace loves me. He is going to Circe right now to figure out what is going on!" I swiveled back and forth in the chair.
"Is he? Or is he going back to be with his alien lover that is controlling you?" Simone tilted her head to the side, taking a few steps toward me.
"No, he wouldn't do that."
"How can you be so sure? There really is so little that you know about him, after all."
Dream Simone was right. I had to face the music. I didn't know what was right and what was wrong, and even though I thought it was impossible for Ace to be with somebody else, impossible things were definitely happening every day.


Chapter 35
 

My alarm buzzed loudly, waking me up just in time to get away from the crazy dreams.
My door whooshed open and an Elmo pajama clad Elijah ran into my room jumping onto my bed with full force. "You are awake! And you get to be the princess at the ball!"
"Yeah, El." I rubbed his head full of curls while he buried his drooly face into my stomach.
"Morning."
I grabbed my glasses from the dresser and slid them on before I looked to see Ace standing in the doorway. Whoever picked out his clothes obviously had more of a fashion sense than I did. He was already dressed in a pair of jeans that had the fake faded look to them and a gray turtleneck sweater molded to his upper body, and obviously covering his temperature control suit. I remembered him saying something about Jen telling him this was earthly fashion. It may have not been my style, but I would have to thank her for finding something that made Ace look so good.
"Good to see that you two are up so early." I yawned.
Elijah jumped off the bed and ran over to Ace's side. "We have been up playing airplanes!" He focused his big blue eyes up at Ace. "Mr. Ace, you should come out of Alex's bedroom more often!"
Ace glanced down at Elijah, and then looked back up at me. "Maybe I will, Elijah. Maybe I will."
"Yeah!"
Elijah ran down the hallway and I could hear the blasting of the TV from the living room.
"Obviously you aren't as cool as Saturday morning cartoons." I smiled, slipping out of bed.
"And obviously I'm not going to take another step into your room and have your stepfather lecture me."
"He lectured you?" I threw on a hoodie over my nightshirt. Ace may have seen me a million times in my pajamas, but I didn't want to walk into the kitchen with everything just hanging out.
"Not in so many words." Ace looked behind him and gently placed a kiss on my forehead when I got to the doorway. "He basically said it wouldn't be proper for us to be alone in your room together, so I had Elijah come get you."
"Nice."
"How did you sleep?"
It was a simple question, but one that I really didn't know the answer to. I couldn't make sense of any of my crazy dreams. Why would I be walking into other people's dreams and why would Simone be there? It all didn't make sense.
I wanted to ask Ace how he slept, if he even did, or what he found out at Circe, but I felt something in my pocket before I could think of what else to say and it knocked me off course.
"Great," I muttered, feeling my phone vibrate in the front pocket of my hoodie.
We walked into the living room and Ace took a seat on the couch behind Elijah. Mom was already sitting at the kitchen table, typing away, and Brian poured himself a cup of coffee.
One of the four cats living in the house ran out from underneath the coffee table. Spunky, the gray Persian, stopped her running long enough to hiss at Ace and then pounce on the sleeping tabby cat, Whiskers, near the front door.
Brian shook his head, looking up at Ace and me. "I don't know what has gotten into those cats lately. I'm sorry."
Ace smiled. "Don't worry about it, sir. I'm sure they just aren't used to me yet."
Brian nodded, taking that as a good enough answer, not knowing that Ace had probably tried to eat each one of them at one point before I stopped him.
"Morning kiddo."
"Morning Brian," I muttered, leaning one hand against the couch and pulling out my phone. I slid it open and looked down at the text.
Hey, want me to do your hair and makeup today for the dance? I don't work until 2.
Simone always had the coolest smoky eyes and I always told her that I wanted her to teach me how to do it. But it was the first dance I actually was going to, so I agreed to let my mom do my hair and makeup. She was a hair dresser before she became a writer, so it kept her happy and I knew she would do a decent job.
Sorry, mom is doing my hair and Ace is here, so we are going to hang for awhile.
Boo, come see me before you head off to the dance?
Will do. I responded.
With that I slid my phone back into my pocket. Hopefully Ace would be okay with a little detour before the dance.
 

***
 

My mom quit doing hair a few years ago. Sometime after she married Brian and right before she signed her first book deal. This would explain why I had the same Bettie Page style cut with short bangs for the past few years.
"So how are we going to do this?" Mom ran her fingers through my hair.
I didn't go in her bedroom a lot, mainly because it grossed me out to think of her and Brian naked in bed together, but when I did it was usually for her to do my hair. The master bedroom was huge and painted the same color as the Mediterranean Sea. They had a giant four poster bed flanking one wall with long silk curtains hanging over the Spanish windows behind it. Opposite the bed stood a sitting area with a green chaise and a few copies of Dr. Seuss books that mom would read to Elijah before bed.
Going into the master bathroom was a large walk-through closet, and I sat on the other side, in the in-suite bathroom, facing the giant mirror with the whirlpool tub to my back.
I shrugged. "I don't know. Whatever you think will go with my dress."
"I guess we can just start with some curls and go from there?" It sounded like a question, but before I could respond mom had already started clipping up chunks of my hair and turned on the curling iron.
"So, what are the boys doing in the other room?" I asked, hoping that Brian wasn't being his usual creepy self.
"Who knows?" Mom took a section of my hair, wrapping it around the curling iron. "Brian is probably talking Ace's ear off or Elijah is begging him to play."
"So does that mean that Brian likes Ace?" I looked at my mom's reflection in the mirror.
She paused for a moment and then let the curling iron go, an auburn curl falling down on my shoulder. "Well, we are just getting to know him, honey."
"So, you are saying that you don't like him?"
"Oh, Alex, don't be so dramatic. I never said that. It's just hard for a mother to see her little girl growing up and making big decisions in her life. Like going off to college in the southwest for an older gentleman."
I rolled my eyes. "Mom, I'm not going to Arizona just for Ace. Dad is there too, and besides..."
"They have a great public relations program," we both said, practically in unison.
"Right, I guess I've said that, a lot." I looked down at my hands. After breakfast I painted my nails a bright red color that was called Waitress in Waiting. It looked like I just stuck my fingers in a gallon of finger paint. How girls could keep their nails painted all the time was beyond me. I knew I would probably have them half chewed off before the dance anyway, so I probably shouldn't have bothered.
"I just don't want you to rush into anything."
"I'm not, Mom. I've thought a lot about my decision." I looked back up at our reflection. "When I was in Arizona it was one of the happiest times of my life. I felt like I really belonged there. I would just love to feel like that every day and to be around people with the same interests as me."
Mom nodded, staring down at my hair. "You know when I was your age I met a boy, too."
"I'm not going to be grossed out by this story, am I?"
Mom tapped my shoulder with her finger. "Hush, I listened to you and now it is your turn to listen to my story."
I blew one of the fallen curls out of my face. "Fine, go on."
"Anyways, I always wanted to go to school to be a writer, but I had this boyfriend who joined the Air Force."
I knew where this was going. It wasn't exactly a secret that my dad was in the Air Force or that I was the aftermath of a night in the backseat of a Lebaron.
"So, I followed him to boot camp and eventually followed him to the base he was stationed at. I started beauty school there and planned to do hair to help pay for my college tuition. Then a week after beauty school graduation, I found out I was pregnant."
And there was the kill switch. I was the one that ruined my mother's dreams of college.
"But you know what, Alex?"
I looked up at mom's reflection. She had tears in her eyes and both her hands were placed on the side of my head. "I never regretted my decision for one second. If I didn't follow your father I would have never had you and while I was at the base I wrote my first novel."
Her first novel. The one that got her an agent and the one that hadn't spent a single day off one of the best seller lists. Maybe it wasn't such a bad thing that she didn't go ahead with her original plan. It seemed to work out better for her this way. Maybe it would for me, too.
She brushed through my new springing curls with her fingers. "I truly believe that everything happens for a reason, and sometimes you just have to go with what your heart wants instead of listening to what everyone else wants."


Chapter 36
 

Brad Gage lived in the same neighborhood as me. Right down the street. We actually used to even play together the first summer I moved to Winnebago. Then when we started school he realized I was a geek and quit talking to me.
It was almost surreal to be pulling up to his house and see all the girls lined up in their dresses and the boys in their button-down shirts and ties. I'd never had any of this. Since the day I arrived in Winnebago I knew I was different. Not just because I looked different than the WASPs, but because I was different. A colonel's daughter, divorced parents, and now a future alien princess.
Mom let us drive her car for the dance, so I parked in front of Brad's house and locked the door before being greeted by Rachel Johnson in the driveway.
"Oh em gee, you made it! Your hair rocks!"
Rachel was wearing the same cheetah print tube dress with the long red train that I had tried on. It was still a ridiculous dress, but somehow with her long torso, she pulled it off. Except she just had to paired it off with a side ponytail and some converse high tops. Very classy.
"Gee, thanks." I ran my fingers through my hair. Mom had curled most of it and then just pulled half of it back while clipping a bright red flower in it to match my red nails.
"And this is the same guy from last night, right? Ace?" Rachel stared at him as if he were some sort of a statue in a museum. For how good he looked he could have been. While all the other guys wore button-down black shirts with ties to match the color of their date's dresses, Ace wore a three piece black suit complete with a crisp white shirt and red tie. I'd have to say, he looked good in just about everything.
"Yep, same one." I looped my arm through Ace's more for support than anything else. Mom insisted that I wear heels and even though they were only one inch high, I still wasn't very graceful walking in them.
"I heard you and Brody almost got into a fight at the game last night?" Rachel's eyes didn't leave Ace's.
He shrugged. "Yeah, I may have overreacted a bit. Just thought he might have been after Alex." He moved his arm and looped it around my waist.
Brian, mom, and Elijah walked up the driveway just in time to break up the awkwardness. Following close behind them was grandma and grandpa. I should have known they were coming. Grandma never missed one of the grandkids' dances. She showed up to everything, always with an old disposable camera in one hand and an unfiltered cigarette in the other.
Ace quickly glanced up at my grandpa, nodded, then looked back down.
"Is this the young gentleman from Arizona?" Grandma shuffled up the driveway, her voice more gravelly than a country road.
"Yeah, this is Ace." I smiled as Ace pulled me closer.
Grandma looked up at Ace and tilted her head, then looked back at grandpa. "Harold? Doesn't he look like the spitting image of that boy you were in the service with? The one who had the same Egyptian eyes?"
"Mother!" My mom put her hand on grandma's shoulder. I guess Egyptian eyes were the nicest way she could describe Ace's eyes that looked like they were circled in eyeliner. Of course it was not guyliner. He proved that to me once—a time that I would never forget.
"Now I didn't mean anything by it. Just said that he looked familiar, that's all." Grandma pulled her arms around herself and pulled out a pack of cigarettes from her coat pocket.
Grandpa nodded, looking up at Ace. For awhile they just stared at each other and then both nodded, like they relayed a silent message. "Yeah, Marge, maybe a distant relative." He patted grandma on the back.
With good timing, Brad's mom ran over to break up the awkwardness and rounded us all up to take millions of posed photos. Brad's mom looked just like a girl version of him: tall, a little stocky, and in a real need of a trim of her mustache hairs. She even sounded like him as she yelled for all of us to gather around the oak tree near the side of the house.
Our group was composed of Ace, the rest of Brody's usual crowd of vice presidential populars, and me. But Ace and I still made a point of trying to stay as far away as we could from Gemma and Brody. Incase either one of them wanted to start a fight.
We smiled for picture after picture, keeping in the awkward dance pose where a guy stands behind the girl, wrapping his arms around the waist, and holding hands. I wouldn't have minded the pose so much if so many people weren't around. With Ace's body still radiating a chill, even through his suit, and his warm hands on mine I was getting an icy-hot sensation all through my body and it was hitting every corner imaginable.
Every time I felt that chill I just wanted to pull Ace closer in a full embrace, but I couldn't very well do that with my mom standing in front of us, yelling, "Smile, come on I know you can smile wider than that! Three years of braces and I'd better see a smile!"
After taking more pictures than I could count, we finally got into the car and headed to dinner. I was glad that we all decided not to ride in the same car and Ace and I could have some alone time.
"So did you find anything more about the mystery sleep creeper?" I asked, still keeping my voice low. We may have pulled out of Brad's driveway, but I still didn't want anyone to hear us or notice what we were talking about.
"I spent most of the night at Circe, researching, but I still found nothing."
"Oh." I sighed, gripping my hands on the steering wheel and then loosening them. Researching? I hope it wasn't that he was actually visiting some alien girlfriend instead.
"Hey." He ran his index finger from my earlobe down to the nape of my neck. The sensation made my whole arm break out in goose bumps and it was hard to stay mad at him.
"Don't worry, we will figure all this out. Let's just enjoy tonight as a normal couple going to the Fall Ball." I glanced over to see him smiling, his dark eyes locked on me.
"I don't think we will ever just be a normal couple."
"Well you might be right about that one. A normal couple doesn't include a girl that looks even more beautiful than Venus de Milo."
I tried to smile, but the name Venus gave me a slight twitch. The girl that Monte mentioned. Another one of Ace's supposed many girls back in Calta.
"Something I said? Not into Roman goddesses?"
"No." I shook my head. "It just got me thinking about what Monte said, about all the girls you dated before."
"Alex, Alex, and how many times must I tell you that I only have eyes for you?" His hand slid down from my neck to pull my hand off the steering wheel and intertwine our fingers.
"So you wouldn't prefer Venus, the princess of Kelari or whatever?"
He sighed. "No, don't get me wrong, Venus was a great girl and it would have been a noble cause to combine our two planets with us getting together. But it wasn't meant to be."
His thumb rubbed against the back of my knuckles before he pulled my hand to his lips, gently kissing at the back of my fingers. "We didn't work because we both knew we were meant for other people. Even the girls I was promised to after her, I somehow always knew that there was something more out there. I didn't know it at first, but when I first saw you, all of that became very clear."
As soon as he finished we sat at a stoplight and we were lucky there was no one behind us because I had been waiting to embrace him and crush my lips against his. The doubt was still there. After the dance I would have to figure out what I wanted. To spend the rest of my life with an alien or to have a normal life. But that decision could wait until after the dance, at that point I was just enjoying the moment.


Chapter 37
 

A horn honked and I quickly released Ace, turning at the light and pulling down the street toward the restaurant.
Maria's wasn't much to look at and wasn't exactly in one of the best neighborhoods. It used to be surrounded by Italian immigrants, but now it was full of boarded up houses and a lot of stray cats. That being said, it still had some of the best Italian food in town.
I parked mom's car right underneath a streetlight and walked up to the brick building. There were no windows and from the outside it looked like any other building. Then when I walked in I was bathed in a romantic red glow that gleamed off the wine bottles behind the bar and every black, leather booth surrounding the restaurant.
Of course the red glow did nothing to help Gemma's spray tan and in her orange, sequined mini dress not only did she look like a stuffed sausage, but the lights just made her cast appear like it was glowing. She looked like a giant, hobbling cheese ball.
"Welcome to Maria's. Do you have a reservation?" The girl didn't even look up from her phone lying on the hostess podium. She couldn't have been more than a few years older than us with her glossy black hair slicked back into a ponytail that was the same color as her button-down shirt and pants.
"Yes." Brody stepped to the front of the crowd. Aside from Ace he looked like he put the most effort into his look. Even though he had on the same shirt and tie as the rest of the guys, Brody actually shaved his soul patch and trimmed his chicken fuzz to a short buzz. I knew he was really trying to impress because he ditched his usual Carhart jacket for his blue corduroy FFA jacket. That was reserved for special occasions. I knew this because he only wore it to school on days that he had to dress up for band or if there was a funeral.
"Table for six for Birely." He leaned up against the podium.
The girl glanced up from her phone, scanned the sheet of paper and grabbed some menus from behind her.
"Right this way." She didn't look up at us, just kept her head down and sat the menus down at the other the end of a table at the far end of the restaurant under a giant painting of the Last Supper.
Ace took the seat closest to the wall and I took the seat next to him. Awkward as it was with Brody and Ace to begin with, Brody still took the spot on my other side and across from Gemma.
"This is quite a place. I almost feel like I'm back in Italy." Ace looked up at the brick walls, running his hand along their edges.
"Whoa, you've been to Italy?" Rachel asked, spitting chunks of bread out onto the table.
Ace winced slightly and then continued, "Oh, yeah, all over Europe with the Army Air Force."
"Wait!" Brody leaned over, the closer he got to me the more I could smell his cologne and he really slathered it on for the night. "Aren't you only like eighteen? How the hell would you go all over Europe with the Air Force in less than a year?"
"Well, Brody." Ace leaned in, pressing against my side. It was a war of the egos and I was stuck in the middle.
"Well, what? Don't patronize me and treat me like an idiot!" Brody banged his fists on the table, causing the silverware and glasses to rattle.
"Dude, chill. He didn't say anything about you being an idiot." Brad held out his hands.
"Whatever, man." Brody kept his hands in fists, laying them on the table.
"I can't pronounce half this stuff on the menu. It's like in another language or something." Gemma groaned, squinting at the menu.
"Uh, this is an Italian restaurant," Rachel mentioned.
"Don't you think I know that?" Gemma snapped.
"It's not that hard to pronounce," I muttered.
"Here." Ace held up the menu and pointed to the small print under the pasta dishes. "Each item has a description underneath, so if you can't pronounce it at least you can see what is in it."
"Oh, yeah that works." Gemma smiled coyly.
"First you take Alex, now you have to go after my date, too?" Brody stood up, knocking his chair against the wall.
Ace stood up, his hands balled up into tight fists at his side. "I didn't take anyone. Alex IS mine."
Brody snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. "Oh, that's awesome. Acting big and bad, saying that Alex is your property."
I looked around, seeing that a few people were staring at our table. I stood up, placing my hands on each of the boys' shoulders. "Listen, if you two are going to stand around and act like two rats fighting over a piece of cheese, then I'm leaving."
I took one step forward, planning not to leave and hoping the boys would sit down, but they just stared at each other with their hands balled into fists.
"I said, I'M LEAVING!"
They didn't move. So, I stomped past all the gawking onlookers and out the front door. The September night air whipped my face, and it took everything I had not to let the tears spring from my face. What the hell was I doing?
"Alex?" I turned to see Ace running out the front door.
"What? Here to argue with more of my friends? Make another scene? This isn't freaking Circe. You can't just go around attacking people!" I spat.
All the anger and frustration that I had built up over the past few weeks came to a head and I had to let it all out.
"Whoa, Alex, what is this about? I thought we were past this." Ace held up his hands, slowly taking a step toward me.
"Maybe I'm not past this. Maybe I don’t know what I want and this is all just too much for me to handle." I stomped my stupid heel on the cement sidewalk.
Ace pulled his phone out of his pocket and started typing at the screen.
"Okay, seriously? You are now going to ignore me for your phone? You really do have another girlfriend, don't you?"
"I just got a text from Monte. Circe is aware that a Caltian ship landed a few months ago with one passenger receiving a visa for this area."
"What does that mean?" I whispered, taking a step toward him.
"That whoever has been sleep creeping is very close. Just keep your eyes open tonight and I'll be on the lookout as well." He looked up, placing his phone back in his pocket and holding his hand out to me. "Maybe once we find this Caltian, then we can talk about everything else that's going on, ok? Tonight can we just try to enjoy each other?"
My head was too jumbled of a mess to think of anything else. I nodded, took his hand, and followed him to the table, trying to ignore the eyes of everyone else in the restaurant.
Ace and I placed our orders and made conversation with the rest of the group. I tried to pay attention, but all I could think about was who the Caltian spy was that was sleep creeping. We did have a new girl at school, which who really transfers their senior year? Maybe she was the Caltian spy. I would definitely have to have Ace check her out at the school and see if he recognized her.
But did it matter? What if it was someone sleep creeping, would it still change how I felt about Ace? Those were things I definitely had to think about.
"Okay, well, we will see you all at the school?" Rachel looked over at me.
The boys paid the bill while I stood outside with Gemma, Rachel, and the other girls. Gemma hadn't even looked at me. I think she was still afraid of me, but that was just fine. I could do without her racist remarks.
"Yeah, sounds good." I looked over at Rachel just as the guys walked out of the front doors. Thank God.
"Alright, see you all in a few minutes." I waved and walked to my car with Ace.
"Well that was an interesting dinner," Ace said, fastening his seatbelt.
I pulled out of my spot and started down the road. "Yeah, I don't remember Brody ever being that weird."
The whole time at dinner, Ace and Brody took turns muttering under their breath. I knew Ace had a jealous side, but seeing it in action was a little too much.
"Sleep creep manipulation can do some crazy things to humans."
I glanced over at Ace. He was just staring down at his intertwined hands.
"I don't get it. All that happened to me was that your mom gave me nightmares, but I didn't act out with any rage or anything."
Ace let out a deep breath. "There are different degrees of sleep creeping. The queen just wanted to scare you. Whoever is doing this wants to control you and everyone around you. I believe the motive is to keep us apart for good."
"I just don't understand why someone would want to do that to us so badly."
Ace sighed. "For lack of a better word, it's a lot of jealousy, ignorance, and racism. My theory is that someone doesn't like our human and alien relationship, for whatever reason, and is doing everything they can to stop it."
"Well, they have certainly done their homework; Brody, the Columbia recruiter, and even Gemma. That takes a lot of control to get all of them and then add me to it. Whoever it is has to know me and the people I associate with.
Ace placed our hands on the console between us. "Whoever it is, we will find them and be done with all this before too long. We have survived enough other people trying to destroy our relationship. One more won't kill it."
I sure hoped not.


Chapter 38
 

"Must we really stop for coffee before this Fall Ball? We just had all those noodles." Ace pleaded as we turned off highway twenty into Winnebago.
"It won't be for too long. I told my friend we would just stop by."
"Fine." He groaned. "You are lucky that I like you."
I pulled into a parking spot in front of Cuppa Java and put the car in park. "I love you, too." I placed a quick kiss on his cheek and turned off the car. I did still love him, didn't I? If he was right about the sleep creeping, maybe that was what was clouding my judgment. Maybe.
"It looks pretty dark in there, are you sure it is still open?" Ace asked as he stepped out of the car and walked to the front.
"Yeah, I'm sure it doesn't close until seven." I grabbed his hand and pulled him inside.
Simone was nowhere to be found, but a man with short salt and pepper hair was standing at the counter holding an orange refillable mug.
He turned toward me and I recognized him as Mr. James. We ran a promotion for the month of September in which we sold a refillable Winnebago coffee mug and if you brought it in you got a free drip coffee every day in September. Mr. James took full advantage of the promotion. Something about coffee helping him get through his day at work.
"Oh Alex, are you here to work?" He looked over at me. Even at six o'clock at night, and probably working a full day, he still looked put together with his polo shirt tucked into his Dockers.
I shook my head. "Um, no just stopped by to see Simone before the dance."
He laughed, smacking his forehead with his hand. "That would explain the fancy dress and the guy in the suit."
"Heh, yeah." I took a few steps toward him and held out my hand. "But I can get a refill of that for you no problem."
"Oh, really? Thanks." He handed me the mug and I went around the corner, pulling one of the coffee carafes out from behind the counter and filling it up with coffee before handing it back to him.
"Hey, thanks a lot, Alex. Sorry for making you work on your night off." Mr. James took a sip of his coffee and then placed the lid on.
"No problem, Mr. James, have a good night."
"You, too, Alex, have fun at the dance!" He yelled and headed out the door.
"Isn't that sweet? Helping out a guy that didn't even leave you a tip?" Simone waltzed out of the backroom. She looked just like the Simone from my dreams in a long black cloak and her bright red hair tied up in intricate knots.
"Simone?" Ace asked, taking a step closer.
Maybe I was dreaming.
Simone placed her hand over her heart, "My gods, you still remember me? I thought maybe your new human girlfriend had muddled your brain so much you had forgotten."
Human girlfriend?
"Simone, what are you even doing here?" Ace made his way toward the counter, his head cocked ever so slightly and his hands balled up at his sides.
"Uh, sorry to interrupt this reunion, but can someone tell me whats going on?" I pointed from Ace and back to Simone.
Simone tilted her head back and let out a laugh that sounded like a cracking whip. "And you thought Columbia really wanted you based on your intellect? Oh, dear!"
"Simone, just stop. You don't have to do this." Ace held his hands up, making his way toward the pastry case.
"Do what, Ace?" She cocked her head. "Let this human girl know the alien you really are? The one that was promised to me, but left for a silly little earthly war!"
"I thought you were with some girl named Venus?"
Simone shook her head. "You speak of the Kelarian, but you don't even tell her of your Caltian mate!"
"She wasn't my mate, Alex." Ace looked over at me, his eyes growing darker. "After my last relationship didn't work out, the queen tried to match me with Simone and combine the southern and northern Caltian hemispheres."
"Ah, yes." Simone took another step toward Ace, coming out from behind the counter. "We were going to be the ruling power. You with your warrior brutality and me with my impeccable beauty and unmatched power of sway."
Ace winced as she took another step toward him.
"But, no, you had to ruin it all by falling for this, this pathetic human!" she screamed, her nostrils flaring like a giant bird.
"Hey, I thought we were friends! You were the one that told me to dump Ace and I would be better off!" I yelled, getting as close to the counter as I could.
"Tsk, Tsk." Simone shook her head. "Such an attitude for someone so insignificant."
"Simone!" Ace shouted. I turned to see him crouched down with his hands out in front of him.
"Machiavelli, what do you think you are doing? Do you really think you can overpower me? A Caltian woman?" She took another step toward Ace.
"I haven't been sitting around and playing tiddlywinks all these years. I am a trained Caltian and earthly fighter, you know? And I will fight for Alex."
Simone tilted her head back and let out another cackle. "You really think your earthly training can do anything against me?"
So, he wasn't with another girl after all. It was someone trying to sleep creep on our relationship. After all my doubts and fear about him, he never had any doubts about me. There he was ready to fight for me like he always did. And I was stupid to ever doubt him.
I watched as Simone's eyes took on an eerie glow that reminded me of glow sticks in the dark. Ace swallowed, his left hand slightly shaking.
"Your fight is not with Alex. I'm the one you are after. I'm the one you have been mad at for all of these years. Take it out on me and let the girl go."
"Ace, no!" I yelled, reaching out toward him. I couldn't lose him. It was as if a light bulb had finally flicked on in my head and I realized what I had been missing. If I gave up Ace, I wouldn't have Brody or Columbia, it was all just an illusion. Ace was my reality and he always had been. He might have been the one from a different planet, but without him I was the alienated one. He made me whole.
Simone snapped her head in my direction. Gone was the best friend I had known for so long and in her place was an evil alien.
"I thought I told you to be quiet!" she yelled, moving her arms in the air as bits of ceiling tile flew down to the ground. I bound to the side, barely avoiding a big chunk that flew at my head.
"Simone…" Ace appeared behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder. "You don't need to do this. There are plenty of other eligible Caltian men that would be happy to have you. You don't need me or to destroy Alex."
I looked down to see Ace motioning his hand to the side for me to leave.
The color in Simone's eyes faded and went back to their normal navy blue. "Do you know all the sacrifices I made for you?"
She put her hands up to her eyes and popped out two pairs of blue contacts, her eyes behind them were blacker than any night sky. "I tried to make myself appear human! These contacts, this awful red hair dye! And for what? NOTHING!"
Simone screamed and before I could make my move to get to the front door, she flicked her wrist and the pastry case flew forward. I tried to duck out of the way, but it came at me in full force, pinning me between the case and the espresso machine.
"Ace, help me!" I screamed. I tried wiggling my way out, but it was like an invisible force field had kept the case pressed against me, choking all the air from my lungs.
"All of this work for nothing!" I watched as Simone's cloak billowed around her and she walked toward Ace. "We could have done this the easy way. She would have broken up with you, the treaty would be broken, and we could have been together. It was perfect!"
She threw her arms up in exasperation and then let them hang back at her side. I remembered what Malcolm said, it was the Caltian females that had all the power. I knew the queen was very powerful, but I never imagined that anyone else could have that sort of immense control and strength over anyone, including a guy I saw pull an alien with a death grip off me.
Ace shook his head. "Simone that could never be. I'm not going back to Calta and I don't feel that way for you."
"What?" She lifted her arms in the air with purpose, holding them stiff as a board. Ace's body hovered off the ground and was thrown against the fireplace by a blue glow that flew out of Simone's hands. "How dare you speak to me like that! This human brat must have gotten to your head!"
She ran toward the fireplace, using her long hands to lift Ace up by his collar and dangling him above her head as her eyes glowed brighter than the sun. "You just leave me no choice but to destroy you both."
"No!" I screamed but it was no use, all she did was laugh as Ace lay there as limp as a rag doll while she threw him back down onto the cold concrete of the fireplace.
"Now to finish you off, human."
I could barely move with my shoulders wedged between the espresso machine and pastry case. Then I remembered what Daisy had said the other day about how Simone hated making espresso. It brought me back to last summer with the fireballs. If only I could get to the carafe of coffee.
She lunged on top of the counter, throwing the pastry case aside as if it were nothing more than a fly. "Too bad you didn't just listen to me, Alexandra. We could have been friends."
Her cold fingers traced along my cheek, a small smile creeping on her face. How did I not realize she was a Caltian before? The cold body? The fear of hot items? I should have known. I looked back at the coffee; it was barely out of my reach and my feet seemed to be planted firmly to the ground.
Simone laughed her wicked laugh. "And you still seem to think you can fight me? Really I don't know what they teach you in that school of yours, but you are no match for a Caltian woman."
She sat down on the counter, crossing one leg over the other. "I don't know what you are trying to prove. Just take this all nobly and maybe you will even be regarded as hero. A martyr for the human cause." She laughed again. "A human hero, that is just too funny."
"I'm not as insignificant as you think." I tried my hardest to make my voice come out strong, but with what little breath I had it just came out as a whimper.
Simone put her hand to her lips and pressed her combat boot clad foot to my chest until I fell against the back wall, knocking down a few carafes of coffee with me.
"You really are funny. Too bad I can't keep you around for my entertainment."
I could barely breathe and my glasses had been knocked crooked, but I had enough strength to know what I needed to do. Simone didn't realize that she actually helped me by knocking me down. I grabbed one of the carafes of coffee lying on the floor and opened the container before swinging it as hard as I could at Simone. A wave of steaming brown liquid poured out of the container and bathed Simone in a haze of smoke.
She screeched like a dying rabbit and fell to the floor below. She hit her head on the pastry case, and the blow was enough to knock her out. She laid there in a black heap, a waterfall of brown liquid flowing over her body and turning her skin a bright pink.
As quickly as I could, I ran over to Ace, jumping over Simone in the process.
"Ace, are you okay?" I helped him sit up. He was like deadweight, but I did my best to prop his head up against the fireplace. "Ace, please be okay, please." The tears started to sting my eyes, but I could see a glowing red light in the reflection of the fallen mirror from above the fireplace.
I held Ace in my arms and closed my eyes, preparing for a lot of questions from the police.
"You know, if you want us to save you, you will have to let go of the alien."


Chapter 39
 

It turned out it wasn't the police, but a crew from Circe that had been notified of the attack. Simone's limp body was quickly apprehended and taken back to a cell at Circe. Some other workers were busy doing clean up and working to make sure that everyone within a 100-mile radius believed that Cuppa Java had a robbery.
Ace sat in the back of one of the unmarked vans, barely awake after a few doses of something glowing and green in a syringe.
"Are you okay?" I whispered, running my fingers along the cut on his forehead. "I'm so sorry this had to happen. We never should have stopped."
"Hey." Ace sat up slowly. "Don't be sorry. If we hadn't come here we would have never figured out that Simone was the one at fault here."
"Yeah." I sighed. "I guess you are right. About everything. I'm sorry."
Almost losing my boyfriend and finding out one of my best friends was actually an evil jealous ex-alien-girlfriend out to kill me. What a day.
Ace smiled. "Still want to go to the dance?"
"What?" I arched my eyebrow. "After all this?"
"Yeah." He made his way up until we were standing. "I'm not going to miss my first dance with you."
After the Circe workers cleared us we headed to the high school. The dance had already started and the gym lights were dimmed with a few strings of Christmas lights decorating the bleachers. But even through the dim lights Ace and I still looked like we just crawled through a ditch with our torn up and blood-stained clothes. I didn't even want to look in a mirror to see how my hair looked.
People whispered as we made our way into the gym. But I was finally able to ignore the stares and gawking and just focused on Ace's hand in mine. I didn't let go of it until we made our way to the middle of the dance floor.
"May I have this dance?" he asked.
"Of course." I wrapped my arms around his neck and he pulled me tight against him.
I didn't have any idea what song was playing or if it was even a slow song, all I could focus on was the pair of dark eyes of the alien that not only saved my life countless times, but would forever be in my life.
"So, Alex, still feel like you want to break up with an alien?" he whispered into my lips.
"Not today." I whispered back before I let go of all the frustrations and all the guilt and just got lost in his kiss.
###
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