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THERE ARE TWO DAYS that every girl looks forward to: her wedding day and the day she finally gets out of high school.

I had been waiting for graduation day ever since I first set foot at Winnebago High School and after the past year I had with evil aliens trying to kill me and controlling my classmates, it was about time.

“I am so proud of you, Alex,” mom gushed. “You’re a high school graduate!” She was always the drama queen. Like a high school diploma was that big of a deal anymore.

“You did great, kiddo.” Brian, my stepdad, patted me on the back.

The late spring sun shone down on us in the parking lot, and I could already see the perspiration bead on his big, bald head. I never remembered it being so hot in May, but I chalked the weather changes up to global warming and hoped I didn't have a big wet spot on my gown from my sweaty back.

I still couldn’t get over the awkwardness of having my entire family in the gym, watching me walk down and get my diploma. I mean my ENTIRE family. My mom and her parents where there. It was always awkward having grandpa around since he believed that he knew my boyfriend, Ace, from somewhere. Okay, so my boyfriend may or may not have flown with him during World War II, but thank goodness grandpa was old enough that I could just say he was senile. Brian and his parents came along, of course, and even though I thought they were a little off their rocker, they always gave good Christmas gifts and I couldn't exclude them. Elijah, my little brother, loved my step-grandfather. In fact, he sat next to him the entire time during the graduation and told him every detail of the bugs that gathered on the back window. Then there was my dad and his parents. They all sat just a row above mom and Brian's family with the same Italian glare pasted on their faces. This blended family thing never got easier.

Mom, her parents, and Brian and his parents stood in a small circle in the parking lot outside the gym doors and dad and his family stood at least twenty feet away. I even think my nona called my mom something mean in Italian under her breath. Dad rarely saw my nona and nanu anymore since he was busy working in an alien operations center, but every time they came in from Chicago they acted like it had only been a few minutes since they last spoke and went back to talking about the same story they had the last time they were there. The story was always about food. I never knew where it was going, but they still kept going on about it.

At least Ace was there to pick me up and twirl me around as if I were lighter than air. My black gown swished around me. Having my alien there was enough to make me forget about my fighting family and just enjoy the fact that I was finally out of high school and would soon be on my way to Northern Arizona University.

“What was that for?” I looked up at him once he sat me down.

He had a giant grin spread across his face. There was absolutely nothing that I didn’t love about his smile or the way that he could just pick me up so effortlessly. In his baby blue sweater and beige trousers, he looked more like a model than my alien boyfriend, which was a good thing if he was going to keep his identity as an alien hidden.

“Can’t I just enjoy this moment with my favorite valedictorian?”

I rolled my eyes, pulling the itchy square cap off my head and smoothing out my hair. “Oh please. I’ve done way cooler things than be valedictorian.”

“Trying to show off for me, now?” He raised his eyebrows and pulled up the sleeves of his sweater ever so slightly.

Even though the temperature was probably approaching the eighties, Ace still had to wear long sleeves no matter how hot it was. He needed something to cover his temperature control suit, so he was better off looking like the weird guy in long sleeves than the guy in the silver jumpsuit.

“Yeah, it’s kind of my thing. I’m a show off.” I bounced on the balls of my feet. Mom might have made me wear a dress, but there was no way I was wearing heels for the occasion. Last time I wore heels, I was attacked by an evil alien trying to kill me and that would hopefully never happen again.

Hopefully.

“Well I have something to show off for you.” He reached out for my hand. I took it and arched a brow, looking behind us as my family just watched from their respective sides.

“What is going on?” I asked.

“You’ll see.” He pulled me through the parking lot, pushing past the groups of people huddled together.

My classmates were lined up all over, taking pictures with their friends in their gowns or just screaming in general. God, was I happy to be getting out of that place. The only pseudo friends I had at the school were the ones that only liked me because they were under the influence of an evil alien. Ugh, why did I always just attract evil aliens and not enough human friends? First Ace's mom, the queen of Calta, came after me and then some psycho ex-girlfriend. It was no wonder that dad kept sending me pepper spray guns for holidays.

Ace stopped next to an all-black SUV with tinted windows and rims that probably cost more than my entire car. I swore it looked like the same vehicles the president's secret service men drove in. I hoped there wasn't some sort of secret Circe mission I would have to go on and explain it to my mom.

“Uh, why are we stopping here?” I asked.

Ace just smiled and pulled out a set of keys from his pocket, pressing a button and unlocking the doors of the shiny car.

“No freaking way! This is your car?” I looked from Ace to the car and back to Ace.

“No.” He took a step closer, removed his hand from mine, and dropped the keys in my palm. “It is actually your car.”

“WHAT?”

“Just a little graduation gift.” He smiled as I took another step toward the car.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t let you drive that thing you call ‘The Pox’ to Arizona.”

I opened the door to be greeted by the new car smell. Not just new car smell, but top-of-the-line new car smell. The interior was decked out in plush leather with all the bells and whistles: navigation system, heated seats, DVD player, and a blue box sitting on the passenger seat? That couldn’t have been included.

“What is this?” I picked up the box and held it in my palm as if it might burn me.

Ace took the box and got down on one knee in front of me. I realized that my family were only standing a few feet away. Somehow in all my excitement, I didn't realize they came over. I looked past my mom's cheesy smile and also saw that half the town was looking at us. I could already feel the heat creeping up my neck and looked back at Ace.

He opened the box and a silver ring with a giant diamond the size of a cheese ball looked back at me. “I figure we should do this the right way,” he said with the smile never leaving his face. “So, Alexandra Bianchi, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

I was speechless. We agreed in front of the alien world that we would someday get married, but I wasn’t expecting a human proposal. I looked around at everyone’s eyes on us. Even stupid Gemma and her rugby cronies stood with their mouths wide open. Then I looked down at the only person that really mattered, my alien. After the events of the past year, there was no one else I wanted to be kneeling in front of me.

I felt the tears well up in my eyes. Not tears of sadness or of pain, but of pure happiness. I swooped a finger underneath my eye and hoped the pound of mascara on my eyelashes didn't all drip down my face.

“So is that a yes?” He arched his eyebrows.

I let my hands lay on either side of his statuesque face. His body was as cold as ice and even with his eyes dark and calculating, the way he looked at me made every single hair on my arms stand up and made me shiver in all the right places.

“It is a definite yes.”
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MY GRADUATION PARTY quickly turned from being about my last days of high school to being about my engagement.

“So when are you due?” My great-aunt Cici stared from my giant ring to my stomach. Aunt Cici wasn’t one to hold back her feelings, and I guess she was saying what everyone else was thinking.

“Um, what?” I blinked, pulling my hand away from her wrinkled old lady hand and moving my arms around my stomach. I thought my black, one shoulder dress actually made me look slimmer—guess I was wrong about that one.

Aunt Cici’s lips formed into a tight smile, her wrinkles pulling at the edge of her tiny mouth. “You know, the baby? Why else would a girl your age be getting married?”

I let out a breathed laugh. There wasn’t much else I could do when someone questioned my and Ace’s relationship. It wouldn’t be the first time, but at least Aunt Cici wasn’t trying to kill us because of it. “We are just engaged, for now. We're waiting until I’m done with school before we decide on any sort of a wedding date.”

“Oh, well then, there is always time.” She patted my shoulder before walking toward the kitchen, muttering something that I couldn’t decipher.

“Don’t mind her. She did the same thing when your mother and I got engaged,” dad whispered behind me before I turned to face him.

The months away from him and Circe aged him even more than when I first saw him on base almost a year ago. Back then, I thought he was starting to look like an old man, but now he was really getting into geezer territory. Before I knew it, his dark circles would be even darker and he would be sporting some white Velcro tennis shoes instead of his usual wing tips.

I shrugged. “At least you and mom are supportive of this whole thing, and I guess Brian is too.”

“Yeah, your step-dad does seem to enjoy Ace...” Dad let his words trail, taking a sip of whatever brown liquid was in his crystal rocks glass before looking over at Ace and Brian.

I didn’t actually think my step-dad liked Ace that much, but now he always bombarded him every time he saw him and pretended to be best friends. They were sitting on the leather sofa and Brian kept getting that stupid donkey laugh and throwing his head back like Ace was the funniest guy in the world.

Ace looked up from Brian. When his eyes met mine, I still got the same warm chill that I did the first day I saw him, the day he saved my life, and now, not just the alien world, but the human world knew that we planned to spend the rest of our lives together.

Dad cleared his throat, and I snapped out of my dream world and back to him.

“I know I’ve known about you and Ace for a while, but now that it’s out in the open, I just wanted to say congratulations. You two really are great together.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Dad. It would have been nice if Nerses came, but I can understand.”

Dad just nodded, his eyes darting to the ground. I might have been ready to show my alien to the world, but I guess dad wasn’t ready for that one yet.

I felt the cool breeze from Ace’s body before I saw him. I wasn’t sure if anyone else could feel the cold that seemed to radiate off him, but whenever I felt a gust of cold air it always made me think of him.

“Well, since your fiancé is here, I’ll let you have some time together.” Dad forced a smile and then headed for a small group of people.

“Having fun?” he asked.

I turned to Ace who already had his eyebrows raised in expectance of my answer.

“Ace, this really is too much. I mean first the car, and this ring had to cost a fortune! You didn’t need to do all of this.”

I stared down at the giant rock on my hand. I had no idea how all those celebutantes could walk around with such a big piece of jewelry on their fingers. I felt like it was going to fall off and knock out a squirrel.

Ace shook his head. “Alex, you shouldn't worry about these things. Besides, diamonds are as common as rocks on Calta, so I have plenty of them. But I saved the best one for the future princess.” He winked.

I put my hands on my hip. “So you picked up a rock from the ground to give me? Unacceptable!”

He shook his head and then slinked his arms around my waist, pulling me into a bear hug and kissing the top of my head. “Only the best for you.”

"And there is the happy couple now!" I heard my mom squeal before I saw her.

Ace released the hug, but kept an arm around me as we turned toward my mom. She stood grinning from ear to ear with two glasses of champagne in her hands. "A toast to the newly engaged couple!"

She handed the two glasses to Ace and me, while I eyed her skeptically. "Uh, ma?"

"Honey, it is a special occasion; we need to toast!" She threw her arms up in the air, gathering the attention of the family members assembled throughout the living room and kitchen.

Ace shrugged his shoulders and looked at me. "She does have a point."

Mom grabbed her half-empty glass from the table and everyone raised theirs above their heads before yelling, "Salute."

The last time I really drank anything was when I didn't know the egg nog was spiked at Brian's family Christmas party. I ended up spending the rest of the night lying on the bathroom floor. Hopefully a little celebration wouldn't make me end up in the same place.
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EVEN IN THE DARK, THE floral wallpaper of the guest room stood out like a big neon sign.

"Ace? Are you awake?" I whispered, trying to tip toe into the room, but hitting my foot on the dresser near the door. I bounced up and down, grabbing my aching foot. I tried not to yell and bit down on my bottom lip and closed my eyes. As I finally opened them again, I watched the form of Ace's body stir under the giant blue quilt.

"Acccce, it's me, your fiannnceeeeeee." I crawled into the bed, wobbling a bit as I tried to gain my footing and lay down next to the Ace pile.

Ace poked his head out from under the blanket. I could just make out the outline of his jaw. He had an amazing jaw line. It rivaled any statue and even David Boreanaz's amazing mandible.

"Alex, what are you doing?"

"What? I just came to see you." I tried to prop my head up on my hand and ended up just falling back onto the pillow.

He turned his head toward the clock on the wall and then looked back at me. "It is two in the morning, and your mother and Brian are right next door."

"Sooooo?" I slinked closer.

His face scrunched. "How much did you have to drink?"

"What? I'm fine!" I protested, trying to scoot closer. Truth was I lost count after a few glasses of champagne, and my counting skills went with my ability to reason.

Ace sighed. "Princess, understand that I love you, but I'm not going to do this while your family is in the next room and especially not when you are inebriated."

"Oh, come on. I know you want to at least cuddle." I burrowed under the covers and pressed my body to his. I was hoping he would be sleeping in just his boxers like he did at Circe, but I could feel the leather-like material of his temperature control suit against my bare legs.

"Alex." He squirmed, moving his legs out from between mine and scooting to the other side of the bed. "I know what you are trying to do, and we cannot."

"But why? We are engaged in both the human and the alien sense, so why not?" 

"For one, you are intoxicated, and for two, I can literally hear your step father snoring in the next room."

My head was still spinning, so I didn't move from the pillow. Even though Ace was treating me like a criminal, I didn't want to move.

He sighed, standing up and reaching his hand out to me. "Come on, I'll help you back to your room."

"Am I really so bad that you don't want me?" I sniffled, attempting to lift my head off the pillow, but it felt too heavy and I had to lay it back down.

Ace groaned, kneeling down on the floor next to the bed. "Alex, you have to know how much I want you—" His warm fingers trailed down my jaw line. "—but now isn't the time. Not only for all the reasons I said before, but we have to be up early. I'm not going to have you falling asleep at the wheel and wrecking your new car."

I let out a dejected sigh. He was right, of course, no matter how much my spinning head was telling me that I wanted to give all of myself to him, doing it in my mom's guest bed when I had to be up in a few hours was probably not worth it. No matter how much I wanted to.
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MORNING CAME WAY TOO early and the top spinning in my head turned into a pounding drum of a headache that was only made worse by the sunlight streaming in from my open bedroom window.

"Alex, you're awake and still here!" Elijah threw open the door and jumped on the bed. It took everything I had to hold back the bile in my mouth.

"Shhh, sissy is hungover," I whispered, holding my hand over my eyes to shield it from the sunlight.

"How do you plan on surviving at college if you can't handle a few glasses of champagne?" an all-too-cheery voice said.

I removed my hand from my eyes and looked over to see my mom standing in the door way with two steaming mugs.

"Coffee cures all," I murmured and reached my arm out for the mug before slowly sitting up.

Mom handed me the mug in her left hand. "Ace is already up and helping Brian take down the tent in the backyard from your party."

"Awesome." Aliens probably never got drunk or hungover. Lucky.

"Which means that you should probably get up and head for the shower. No reason for him to see you this disheveled."

I nodded, slowly getting up from the bed. I didn't want to tell her that Ace had seen me a lot worse from waking up in the middle of the night with bad dreams or broken ribs from evil Caltians attacks, and he still loved me no matter what I did or what I looked like in the morning.

"I'll jump in the shower now." I took a big chug of coffee and sat it down on my nightstand. "It will be my last time showering in something that isn't a communal shower, so I'm going to enjoy it."

***
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"ALRIGHT, KIDDO, IT looks like that is the last of your things. You should be all prepared for summer semester." Brian slammed the trunk closed of the SUV. Ace winced, examining the back to make sure there weren't any scratches.

"Oh, please, Ace, the car is going to have something bad happen to it sooner or later. It is mine after all." I rolled my eyes.

"Yes, but I'd rather have it be much later. I don't want to be riding around in another vehicle like your Pox again."

I stuck my tongue out. Not the most mature response, but it was the only comeback I could come up with.

"I can't believe that you two plan on driving all the way to Arizona." Mom shook her head. I couldn't tell if she was on the brink of tears from me leaving or just trying to contain her beliefs that she thought Ace and I were just driving together so we could have sex. Little did she know that definitely hadn't happened yet, and the way things were going, it probably wouldn't for a long time.

"It won't be too bad. We will stop when we get tired, and this way we can get all my stuff moved without having to ship it." I forced a smile, adjusting my ponytail.

I could have started school in the fall with the rest of the freshman class, but since Northern Arizona offered a summer semester, I couldn't resist knocking out some of my gen eds early, and of course getting to spend even more time with Ace. The only problem was, we had to leave the next day after my graduation if we wanted to make in time for classes to start the following Monday.

"Alright, I guess you have a point. You were always the smart one." She looked up at me, the tears welling in her eyes behind her thick glasses. She might have been petite and blond, but the only part of my mom's features that I was graced with was her horrible eye sight.

Seeing her tears made me tear up as well. I'd lived with my mom for so long, and we had been through so much together: my parents divorcing, moving from base to base, and even both of our struggles to settle in small town Winnebago.

"This isn't like it's going to be forever, Mom. You all will be down for parents' weekend and that is only four months away. That's just a month longer than my internship was last summer."

"I know." She sniffled.

"Okay, come here!" I took a step toward her with my arms outstretched as she pulled me into a hug.

"Just because you are all grown up, going off to college and getting married doesn't mean you aren't still my little girl," she blubbered into my shoulder.

"I know, Mom, I know."

I glanced in Ace's direction. He and his mom definitely didn't have the same relationship as I did with my mom. My mom might have made me angry sometimes and embarrassed the crap out of me with her romance writer voice, but at least my mom never tried to kill us.

"Am I going to have to separate you two or do I need to push some of these boxes aside so you can ride along, Wendy?" Brian called while he and Ace came around the SUV.

Mom released her grasp on me, wiped her eyes, and turned toward Brian. "I already offered that one, remember? Alex refused."

Guilty as charged. Sure, I loved my mom, but I didn't think we could spend that long in a car with each other. I was still hoping that Ace could figure out a way to just beam us to Arizona. He kept saying that the beaming technology hadn't been perfected with humans, but I was willing to risk it to not endure a three-day car ride.

Brian put a burly arm around mom, pulling her close to his sweat-stained shirt. "She will be fine, Wendy. Ace will take good care of her. She's a smart girl. You don't need to worry."

Ace smiled, stepping to my side. "I'm pretty sure that Alex can take care of herself. I'm just along for the ride."

He only said that because he knew I'd been the one to save him, multiple times. Oh, sure, he'd saved my life a few times as well, but I think I proved myself worthy of running with the Caltian crowd.

"Well." I clapped my hands together. "I guess we should get going, so I can drive as far as I can before I pass out from boredom or tiredness."

"Okay." Mom nodded, the tears poking at her eyes again. "Be safe and call when you get there."

"We will."

"Have a good trip, kiddo. We will miss having you around." Brian pulled me in a big bear hug, overwhelming my nostrils with the scent of sweat and sawdust before he let go. I might complain about the guy, a lot, but he really was a good person. He helped to provide for me since I was seven and never treated me like I was anything but his own daughter.

"Alright Brian, I'll miss you too."

Elijah sat on the sidewalk. He hadn't said a word to me since he woke me up. I took a few steps over and crouched down in front of him. "Hey, Buddy, Ace and I are about to head out. Do you want to give sissy a hug goodbye?"

Elijah looked up, his big blue eyes, bloodshot with tears. "You aren't too hungover to say goodbye to me?"

Ace, Mom, and Brian laughed in the background. I couldn't smile. I genuinely felt bad that I groaned at him for waking me up and that was the reason he stayed in the background.

"Of course not, silly. I could never go without a hug goodbye from my baby brother." I held out my arms, and he eagerly jumped into them, squeezing me tight.

"I love you, sissy."

"I love you too, Elijah."

The sound of a horn behind me startled us both, almost knocking me to the ground.

I let go of Elijah, stood, and turned toward the sound. I expected to see Ace grumbling from the driver seat of my new car, but instead I saw Brody Birley hanging out of the passenger door or Brad Gage's bright red truck.

"Hey Alex!" He waved.

Brody and I hadn't talked much in the past few months, ever since Simone lifted her sleep creep off him. His little crush on me finally went away, and I didn't have to worry about him trying to get in my pants.

"Oh, hey, Brody." I walked over to the truck. Brad might have lived down the street from me, but I never expected either of them to show up at my house, especially so early in the morning.

I glanced back to see Ace glaring, but he still gave me some space. After the fiasco with Brody's crush and the big battle with Simone, Ace had a tendency to get even more jealous.

"Leaving so soon?" Brody stammered. I turned back to him and a waft of stale beer and something even more toxic wafted from the window. Brody and Brad both looked like they never actually went to bed with their bloodshot eyes and disheveled clothes.

"Yeah, got to get on the road." I forced a small smile.

Brody reached through the window, gripping my hand in his. "I'll miss having you around here, Alex."

"Uh, yeah, I'll miss you too Brody." I tried to pull my hand away, but he had a vice grip. It brought me back to the Cephalopod that attacked me last summer at Circe. Brody had been controlled by an alien before, so I worried that one could have been controlling him again.

"No, Alex, I mean I'll miss you when you are gone." His eyes widened, empty as ever.

"I'll be back for breaks..."

"No, Alex, don't make excuses. I know."

I cocked an eyebrow. What did he really know? "Excuse me?"

"Simone. I know she wasn't like us. As soon as she came to town I felt different. Then when she left, everyone acted like nothing happened. But me and Brad, we never forgot."

I looked across the seat to Brad. He slowly nodded his head and stared out the front window.

"Come on, Alex. We need to get going," Ace yelled behind me.

"Sorry, Brody, but I have to go." I broke my hand free of his. "Good luck with, um, everything."

I turned and walked as fast as I could back to my car. 

Circe operatives said they came up with a good story about Simone robbing Cuppa Java and going crazy, but maybe not everyone believed it. Maybe it was best that I got out of Winnebago. The less people wrapped up in my alien world, the better.
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THERE IS ABSOLUTELY nothing exciting to look at when you drive hundreds of miles on the highway. Somewhere after Oklahoma I felt my eyes start to drift. There hadn't been any sort of a gas station or rest stop for miles, and I was running low on energy.

Ace was lightly snoring in the seat next to me. He drove most of the morning and into the afternoon. The sleep I had while he was driving was to sleep off the hangover. Now at 3 a.m., I needed actual sleep. I should have stopped. Why didn't I just stop at the rest stop an hour ago and take a nap? There really wasn't any hurry to get to Flagstaff, but I was determined to make good time.

I sang along with every stupid song on the radio, blasting the air conditioning just to force my eyes to stay open. I constantly found my eyelids drooping and jolting myself awake, so that the car would slightly swerve.

No, I wasn't going to fall asleep and ruin my new car. I had been driving around in the Pox for too long to take something so nice for granted. I had to stay awake.

The road ahead was completely dark, save for the few lights that would hang on the overpasses every few miles. There wasn't another car in sight and no reason why another one would be out as late as we were anyway.

A flash of brown streaked across the road so fast I could have blinked and missed it. A deer? Off the highway with nothing around? I banked my wheel hard to the right, trying to avoid hitting it. It was definitely too small to be a deer. I looked to my left and saw the grass ruffle on the other side of the highway. I'd never seen something move so fast, and it was so dark I could only make out a faint outline of something sprinting through the field.

Before I could turn my head back to the road in front of me I felt my whole body jerk back into my seat and the crushing sound of metal on metal. Screeeeech.

Ace stirred awake, his eyes wide and looking straight ahead. "Alex, what the—?"

Before he could finish his sentence, the car bounced off the guardrail and before the scream could leave my lips the car rolled to the left. It didn't take long before it completely rocked over. That left me clutching at my seatbelt while I hung upside down from my seat. 

Finally, my voice came back to me, and I looked at Ace. He didn't wear his seatbelt and his seat had been leaned back so he could get a better slumber. His body was pinned between the seat and the crushed roof. A large oozing cut bled from his head and into his closed eyes.

"Ace?"

I pulled myself free of the seatbelt and fell to where the roof now became the floor, careful to avoid the glass that had crushed in from the windshield. But there was no avoiding it; it had shattered and cut into every bit of bare skin I had on my arms.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
T

DEFY THE STARS BOOK THREE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





