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      This series is dedicated to the kids who feel like aliens in their school.  Hang in there.
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      “Charlie, why are you running?” said my best friend, Maya. She was the human who knew my secret: I wasn’t from Earth. I was a mind-reading alien.

      “I don’t want to be late,” I replied without slowing down.

      “You have plenty of time.”

      We stopped at our side-by-side lockers.

      “I know, but I want to get there first and make a good impression on the coach.”

      “Okay. Good luck Charlie!” she said. I slammed my locker shut.

      I rushed through the hallways to the gym and crossed the gym into the boy’s locker room. It was empty.

      Perfect.

      I changed into my clothes and shoes and stepped onto the basketball court before anybody else. I was shooting the ball when Mr. Graves, the sixth grade basketball coach, walked out of the coach’s office onto the court. He smiled and approached me.

      “I’m Coach Graves. What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Charlie Baker,” I said.

      “Nice to meet you,” Coach Graves said. He outstretched his right arm, so I slapped it. He stared at me wide-eyed, and I knew I’d done something wrong.

      I can’t mess this up already! I focused on him, and in a second I was reading his mind. I wanted to get in and out of his head quickly.

      Why didn’t he shake my hand? he thought.

      Shake his hand? Lickity split, I should have done a handshake, not a high five! I left his mind.

      “Sorry, bad joke,” I said. I outstretched my hand, and he placed his hand on mine. We shook hands.

      I’d been on Earth for a little over a year, but there was so much to learn about humans and how to act like them. Europa, my home planet, was much different than Earth.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said. He walked away. I went back to shooting baskets while more boys filed into the gym for tryouts.

      When Coach Graves blew his whistle a few minutes later, there were close to thirty boys. He called us together and began talking.

      “I expect all of you to work hard and follow directions. We have two days of tryouts. At the end of today’s session, I will post a list of twenty boys who are invited back to tomorrow’s tryout. On Monday morning, I will post the final list of twelve outside the gym. Any questions?”

      I raised my hand.

      “Yes, Charlie?” Coach said.

      I looked around and noticed no other boy had raised his hand.

      “Never mind,” I said, not wanting to look stupid already, even though I had no idea what to expect at tryouts. I had been playing basketball for a few months at the park with my friends Blake and Malik, but I didn’t know all the rules of the game.

      “Okay. Great. Let’s line up on the baseline,” Coach said.

      Oh pug. Baseline? What is that?

      Before I started to panic, I watched the other guys jog to the end of the court. I mixed in with the group and followed their lead. That turned out to be the pattern for the rest of the tryout. I watched the other guys and copied them. As far as I could tell, I hadn’t messed up yet.

      With a half hour left, Coach Graves split us into teams to play practice games. My team played first, and we lost. Then Coach took us out for the next game, so I watched Caden’s team play against Jordan’s team from the sidelines.

      At the start of the school year, Caden did not like me at all, so he kept embarrassing me at school. One time he flushed my clothes in the toilet. That was the worst. I used to think Caden was a bully, but after what happened with Mr. Goshen, I’m not so sure.

      It was obvious that Caden would make the team. He was the best player in our school, but my friend Blake, from Adams Middle School, was a better player. Blake was so quick and smooth on the basketball court.

      Caden’s team won that practice game, so Coach called my team on the court to play Caden’s team. I dribbled the ball up the court and passed it to one of my teammates. Caden blocked his shot, grabbed the ball and dribbled up the court, and scored.

      This happened a few times before I decided to challenge Caden. I took the ball up the court again, but this time, I dribbled all the way to the hoop. I saw Caden running toward me, so I stopped and shot the ball before he could block it. While I watched the ball sail through the air, I realized Caden wasn’t slowing down.

      I don’t think he can slow down.

      “Oh, pug,” I mumbled as Caden crashed into me. The ball swished through the net at the same time I heard a pop come from my ankle. Caden and I tumbled to the floor. My ankle throbbed, and I heard some of the boys talking, but I couldn’t focus with the pain in my foot.

      “Sorry,” Caden whispered as he lifted himself off of me. I looked down at my foot.

      Lickity split! My left foot had turned to the side in a way no human ankle should. I had to act fast. Coach Graves was jogging toward me.

      I sat up and swung my legs to face away from the court. I grunted and groaned through the pain as I pushed my ankle back into the right place. I shook it a few times to make sure it healed enough to keep playing.

      “Charlie, are you okay?” Coach asked. The pain was gone, but I didn’t know if anyone had seen what happened.

      “I’m fine,” I said, turning to face him. I stood up, placing my weight on the opposite foot, worried that my ankle might pop back the wrong direction.

      “Are you sure?” the coach asked. “I thought I heard a pop.”

      “Nope, that was me hitting the floor,” I said. “I’m good. Ready to go.”

      He looked me up and down. “Let me see you stand on your left foot,” he said.

      I bit my lip and lifted my right leg off the ground, transferring the weight to my left foot. It didn’t buckle or pop back out.

      “Hot diggity dog!” I said, without thinking.

      Coach Graves squinted at me.

      “It’s probably best for you to sit out for the last ten minutes. Why don’t you take a seat in the bleachers? If anything is bothering you, make sure to tell your parents.” He motioned me off the court.

      While I walked to the other side of the court, I saw Principal Stevens standing in the doorway of the gym. A chill went through my body. Not too long ago, he got into my head, so my family thought he was an alien. The problem was that we didn’t know who or where he was from, and that wasn’t a good sign. My parents told me to keep my distance until they discovered more about him.

      I looked over at the principal. Has he been standing there the whole time? Did he see my fall?

      I turned away and watched the final practice game of the day. While I watched, I saw Coach pull aside Caden. They talked for a minute or two, and then Caden approached me.

      “Hey,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “Good. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to crash into you so hard. I swear. Sometimes when I’m playing, I get carried away,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” I said. I looked at him, and he looked to the floor. It seemed like he was being honest. I thought about reading his mind but decided against it. I didn’t want to learn something I shouldn’t know.

      “Really?” Caden asked again. I nodded. “Later, Baker.” He shuffled past me to join some of the other guys on the sideline.

      I looked back at the door to check on Principal Stevens, but he was gone. The whistle blew, and Coach called all the guys together.

      “Good work today. I’m impressed by all of your hard work. I will post the first list in a few minutes. For those who make the list, I’ll see you tomorrow. If you didn’t make it, I’m happy to explain how you can improve for next year’s tryouts,” he said. He walked away and entered the coach’s locker room.

      Some of the guys went into our locker room. I sat on the ground and waited until the door opened. All the guys left in the gym watched Mr. Graves walk outside into the hallway with a piece of paper. When he returned, we dashed out the door to check the list. Since I was small and skinny, I squeezed in between two guys to get close enough to see the list. Charlie Baker was written at the top!

      “Holy guacamole!” I said with a big smile.

      The boy next to me turned and asked, “What did you say?”

      “Nothing,” I replied. I scanned the rest of the list. Caden and his best friend Jordan were also on the list. No surprises there. I looked one more time and let it sink in.

      That’s my name! I made it through day one!

      I sprinted back to the locker room and gathered my stuff, then ran to the parking lot. My dad was waiting for me in the car.

      “You made it?” he asked.

      “I made it through the first round. I have to make it through tomorrow to make the team.”

      “Congratulations! That’s great,” he said. “How was the rest of your day?”

      For a brief second, I thought about covering up what happened at practice with my ankle, but I knew that was wrong. I had to tell my dad; one way or another he would find out. That’s what happens when your family can all read minds. We had no secrets in our family.

      My dad read my mind, and I felt his anxiety as he watched me twist my ankle and then correct it.

      “Dad, I’m fine. Nobody saw anything. Let me keep playing,” I said.

      “Caden is nothing but trouble for you. What if he does it again and something worse happens?”

      “He didn’t mean to, and Coach Graves talked to him after it happened. It won’t happen again. And, if I make the team, we will be on the same team, so it won’t matter.” I wasn’t sure I believed all the words I said, and my dad knew it, but he changed the subject.

      “Principal Stevens might have seen you heal.” His tone was cold and dry.

      “I know, but he already suspects something about me anyway. This won’t change that.

      “That’s the problem, Charlie.”

      “Please, Dad. Let me finish tryouts to see if I can make the team.”

      My dad was in my head again, rooting through the emotions of my memories. He knew how much I wanted to make the team, even with the risks of getting hurt in front of everyone or the principal reading my mind.

      “Charlie, are you sure about this?” he asked.

      Lately, I’d been developing a habit of getting myself in trouble with mind reading. On Halloween, I passed out from reading the mind of Mr. Goshen. It was for a good reason, but my parents didn’t want me using my ability on humans, especially since I didn’t know what I was doing yet.

      “Dad, I can do this. I won’t do anything stupid,” I said.

      “I know you won’t, son, but I’m worried about things beyond your control. The principal could read your mind when you’re not paying attention.”

      “I’ll be careful. I can shut him out when he’s around.”

      My dad let out a big sigh. “Okay, Charlie. Go back to basketball tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I won’t let you down.”
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      “Congrats,” Maya said the following morning before school.

      “Congrats?” I asked.

      “For making it through the first day of tryouts.”

      “Oh, thanks. But I still haven’t made the team.”

      “You will,” she said. “Everyone is saying you are better than you look.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’re short and scrawny. You don’t look like a basketball player.”

      “So that means I can’t play?” I asked.

      “No, you can. I’m saying you’re surprising everyone.”

      “Hot diggity dog,” I said with a chuckle. “Has anyone said anything else about me? Like about when I got hurt yesterday?”

      “You got hurt yesterday?”

      “Never mind,” I said.

      “Charlie, what happened?” Maya stared at me.

      “Nothing. I’m just glad I made it through day one.” The bell rang. “Let’s go to math,” I said.

      We walked side by side, talking about her basketball tryouts. She was confident she would make the sixth grade girls’ team while I had no idea if I’d make the boys’ team.

      By the end of the school day, I hadn’t heard anything about my twisted ankle. It seemed like nobody saw what really happened. That was good news. My dad would be happy.

      I hurried to the locker room to change, and I listened for my name or any mention of my ankle. Again, nothing. I entered the gym with ten minutes until starting time. Coach Graves immediately approached me.

      “Charlie, how are you feeling today?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? That was a tough fall.”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, but if something is bothering you, let me know,” he said. “It’s okay if you sit today, it won’t hurt your chances of making the team.”

      “Thanks,” I said and then started to walk away.

      “You’re new to Silver Lake, right?” he asked.

      I stopped and turned around. “Yes.”

      “Where did you move from?” Coach Graves asked.

      “Cleveland.”

      “Did you play basketball there?”

      “No,” I said. “I started playing this fall.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I play at the park most days after school.”

      “You’re a quick learner, then.”

      “I guess so, but I think I have a lot more to learn about basketball.”

      Coach Graves smiled. “I like that attitude.”

      I looked at him. I was tempted to read his mind to know whether I’d make the team, but I didn’t. The Halloween incident taught me it wasn’t fair to read humans’ minds because they couldn’t read my mind.

      The basketball court began to fill with the remaining twenty boys. I grabbed a basketball and took a few shots before Coach Graves called us together to start practice.

      “Today will be a lot like yesterday. If you follow the directions, work hard, and are a team player, you have a shot at making the team. Any questions?”

      No hands went up, and tryouts began. The drills were more complex and confusing than the day before. I paid close attention to the directions and the other boys to get all of them right. I felt like the only one who didn’t know what he was doing.

      During the second half of practice, we played more practice games, and I was on a team with Caden. He called for the ball every time down the court, and everybody always passed it to him.

      Blake and Malik had called Caden a name when we played in the park because Caden never passed the ball to his teammates. He was doing the same thing here. When we had a break, I approached Caden.

      “Can you stop being a ball pug?” I asked.

      “A what?”

      “You know, a ball pug?” I looked at him. He was confused. Maybe I had the wrong word. “I mean a ball pig.”

      Caden burst out laughing.

      “I think you mean ball hog. And no, because I’m the best player out there. Don’t you want to win?” he said.

      “Yes, but I thought basketball was a team sport.”

      “It is, and your job is to pass me the ball.” He slapped me on the shoulder and walked away.

      “Ow,” I mumbled.

      During the next game, I decided not to pass the ball to Caden—ever. I could sense Caden’s frustration growing, but it was nice to see all my other teammates make plays and score. I even made a basket. When our first practice game ended, Caden was mad, but he didn’t say or do anything … at least not yet.

      I watched the last practice game wondering if I’d made the team. I had no idea. I thought I played well, but I didn’t know what kind of players Coach wanted on his team. I am shorter than everyone else, and height is important in basketball.

      “You made the team,” a voice said in my head.

      “Hot diggity dog!” I shouted.

      The other guys on the sideline looked at me, puzzled. I grinned and nodded to the court, pretending like I yelled because of what was happening in the game. I turned around and saw Principal Stevens standing at the door.

      “Watch yourself. You don’t want to stick out anymore than you already do, Charlie of Europa.”

      I didn’t respond. Instead, I concentrated and shut off my mind from him. I looked back his direction and saw the gym door close. He was gone, but I was terrified.

      Who is this guy? How does he know that I’m from Europa? My first instinct was to run home and tell my parents. But if I did that, I wouldn’t make the team and everyone would think I was weird again. I had to wait, but with every passing minute, my anxiety grew.

      Finally, Coach Graves blew the whistle to end tryouts.

      “All of you worked hard. You should be proud of yourself. I have some tough decisions to make. The list will be posted Monday morning. For those who make the team, you will have practice after school on Monday. Good work, boys.” He smiled and walked away.”

      I bolted to the locker room, grabbed my things, and ran back out the door to the front of the school. My dad wasn’t there yet. I paced on the sidewalk until I saw our black car pull up. I hurried to it and opened the door.

      “What’s wrong?” my dad asked as I sat down and put on my seat belt. “You didn’t make the team?”

      “No, I won’t know until Monday about that. It’s Principal Stevens. He was in my head.”

      “Let’s get home first,” he said. Don’t say anything, he said to me in my head. I don’t know if he’s listening. He peeled out of the parking lot, and a few minutes later we were home.

      “Can you show me?” he asked.

      I nodded and let him in my head so he could see exactly what had happened.

      “You did the right thing by not responding and shutting him out.”

      “What are we going to do, Dad?” I asked.

      “At the moment, nothing. Your mother and I are reaching out to the other Europans on Earth to see if anyone knows Principal Stevens,” he said.

      “Can I keep playing basketball and going to school?”

      “For now.”

      “How much longer until you hear from your contacts?”

      “I don’t know, Charlie.”

      “I can help. I can find something out about him at school.”

      “No, Charlie.”

      “Why? You and Mom haven’t found anything out yet. For all we know, he could be plotting something against us, or worse, the school! I can search his office or ask around, or try to read his mind.”

      “No. It’s too dangerous, Charlie.”

      With those words, I knew the conversation was over. I sighed and left the room for the kitchen, where my mother was cooking dinner.

      “Charlie, your father is right. You are too young to help us right now.”

      I shook my head and left the kitchen. After I slammed my bedroom door shut, I crashed on the bed face first. I knew my dad could read my mind, but I was too upset to care.

      Lying on my bed, I let the day’s events roll through my memories.

      I had been able to shut Principal Stevens out of my head. My parents were wrong. I was strong enough. I knew I could help them somehow, and we needed answers fast.
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      Because it was the beginning of November, the weather was cold and rainy most days. But Sunday, the clouds weren’t in sight, and the sun warmed the air enough that I decided to head to the park. There was a chance Blake and Malik would be there, and I needed to get out of my house for a little bit. I put on a hoodie and said a quick good-bye to my dad.

      In the garage, I found my black Nike basketball and shoved it in my oversized backpack. With the backpack slung over my shoulders, I hopped on my bike and started pedaling to the park.

      When I arrived at the entrance of the park, I recognized my friends shooting hoops at the far court. I hurried toward them.

      “Hey, I didn’t know if I’d see you guys here today,” I said.

      “The weather is good enough to play, so we’re here,” Blake said.

      “Did you make the team?” I asked.

      Blake and Malik both laughed.

      “Really, Charlie?” they asked.

      “I don’t know what the guys are like at your school. They could all be superstar basketball players.”

      “Nope, just Blake,” Malik said.

      “So both of you made the team.”

      “Yep.”

      “What about you?” Blake asked.

      “I won’t know until tomorrow,” I said.

      “I’m sure you’re good,” Blake said. Malik nodded.

      I shrugged. “I’m not going to count my dogs before they hatch.”

      Blake and Malik looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You say weird things,” Blake said.

      I thought about what I’d said. Dogs don’t hatch. Eggs hatch. Oh pug.

      “Eggs. I’m not going to count my eggs before they hatch,” I mumbled.

      “Are you really from Cleveland?” Blake asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Where else would I be from?”

      “Maybe Mars,” Blake said with a chuckle.

      “No way, Martians can’t read minds,” I said.

      “What are you talking about?” Malik said.

      Lickity split. What am I saying? I can’t say everything I think out loud!

      “Just joking,” I said.

      “I like you, Charlie, but you are a little strange. And Halloween was really weird,” Malik said.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. Oh pug. Oh pug. How do I get out of this one?

      “He’s right. What really happened on Halloween? You play basketball all the time with us and never pass out,” Blake asked.

      The truth is I’m an alien, and I can read minds, but if I use my ability too much, I pass out.

      “I ... I hadn’t been feeling well all day, but I didn’t want to bail on Maya and Amy, so I went out. I was really sick, and I got dizzy and passed out.”

      Blake and Malik looked at each other with their eyebrows raised.

      “That’s it?” they asked in unison.

      I nodded.

      “But you’re fine now?” Blake asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure there isn’t something you aren’t telling us?” Blake asked.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you.”

      “Nope. That’s it. Come on, guys. Let’s play,” I said.

      “All right,” Blake said. He passed me the ball, and I took a three-pointer. It bounced off the rim, and we started a game. Once we started playing, they stopped asking questions, and I was happy to simply play basketball.

      Whenever we played together, I forgot about everything that was bothering me and had fun. The three of us played for about an hour before our hands went numb. We promised to meet up on Sundays when the weather was nice enough to play outside.

      On the ride home, all the things that were bothering me came flooding back—Principal Stevens, tryouts, and now Blake and Malik asking me questions. As I put my bike and ball back in the garage, my sister, Katie, and my mother came outside.

      “Charlie, you’re back. Perfect timing. You can come with us,” my mother said.

      “Where?”

      “The grocery store.”

      I hated going to the grocery with my mom. It always took forever.

      “But ...”

      “Nope, I need your help picking out normal food for us to eat. We might be hosting a dinner for some friends.”

      “Friends? You have friends?” I asked. My sister laughed. My mom ignored me. They put on their coats, and I followed them into the car.

      At the grocery store, my sister and I picked out our normal food items: popcorn, soda, and more popcorn. My mom forced us to pick out some other food. Our Europan bodies didn’t require a bunch of different food to survive, so I always ate popcorn and soda. But my mom insisted we try food that was healthy according to Earthly standards. Unlike Katie and me, my mom enjoyed experimenting with Earthly food. She led us to the meat department, and she started looking at the fish in the window.

      ‘“What are you doing, Mom?” I asked.

      “I think we need to eat something besides chicken.”

      “But fish?” I asked. “They are gross.”

      “Fish swim in water,” Katie said. “They look slimy.”

      “Do you know how to cook fish?” I asked.

      “Not really,” my mom said. “But I can learn.”

      “I think you stove it,” I said.

      “Stove it?” Amy said. “Who says stove it?”

      I jumped about seven feet in the air at the sound of her voice. Amy was one of Maya’s best friends, but now she was my friend too.

      “Hot diggity dog! Where did you come from?” I asked.

      Amy started laughing. “I didn’t know you scared so easily.”

      “Me either,” said my mom. “Hi, Amy.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Baker.”

      “Amy, come on, we need to get going ... Oh, hi, Charlie,” Mrs. Kleft said. She turned to my mother. “You must be Charlie’s mom.”

      “Yes, Jenny Baker,” my mom said as she outstretched her hand.

      “How do you like Silver Lake?” Mrs. Kleft asked.

      “It’s very nice here,” she said. “But I’m not looking forward to all the snow.”

      “Snow?” Katie asked.

      “Yes, I hear we get more snow than Cleveland,” my mom said, looking to Mrs. Kleft.

      “We do get a lot of snow. But it’s fun to make snowmen and to go sledding,” she said to my sister.

      “Yep. I love the snow. Charlie, we should go sledding together when it snows,” Amy said.

      “Okay. That sounds fun.”

      “We will let you finish your shopping. It was nice to meet you, Mrs. Baker,” Mrs. Kleft said.

      “Nice to meet you too,” my mom said. “Ciao.”

      Oh pug, what is my mom saying?

      “’Bye, Charlie,” Amy said. She smiled.

      I smiled back. “See you at school.”

      They walked away.

      “Chow? Why did you say that?”

      “It means good-bye in Italian.”

      I shook my head.

      “Oh, brother,” my sister said. “Mom’s worse than you!” We all laughed.

      My mom turned to me. “I didn’t know you were such the popular kid. First, Maya, now Amy,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You say I’m clueless,” my mom replied.

      “What?”

      “Amy likes you.”

      “Hot diggity dog! Did you read her mind?”

      “I didn’t have to. A mother’s instinct.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes, Charlie.”

      “But we are only friends, just like Maya and me.”

      “Okay, Charlie. Come on, let’s get some fish.” She turned to the man behind the counter. “Five pounds of halibut.”

      The man behind the counter gave her a funny look as he started to bag up the fish behind the counter. A few minutes later, he handed my mother a giant package with the fish inside it.

      “Gross,” my sister said.

      “That’s a lot of fish,” I said.

      “I know. But if I mess up cooking it I won’t have to go back to the store,” my mom said.

      “You mean, when you mess it up,” I said.

      “Yep, exactly,” my mom said.

      All three of us started laughing and walked to the front of the store together to check out.
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      When my alarm sounded on Monday morning, I jumped out of bed. I raced through the shower and then out the door without eating. At school, I skipped my locker and went to the gym first. Two other boys were in front of the gym and looking at the list on the bulletin board. I squeezed past them to look for my name.

      My name is on the list! I made the team.

      “Holy guacamole!” I said.

      “What did you say, Baker?” Caden asked. Jordan and he were standing behind me. I didn’t say anything. He’d probably make fun of whatever I said next. I turned back to the list to see the rest of the names. Caden and Jordan’s names were written on the list, too.

      “Baker, you made it,” Caden said.

      Is he talking to me? I remained silent.

      “He’s pretty good,” Jordan said.

      “I know. I just can’t believe it,” Caden said.

      Do they know I am standing right next to them? I ignored them. I was just glad to make the team.

      I left the gym and put my bag and coat in my locker. Maya arrived a few minutes later.

      “I made the team!” I blurted to her.

      “Congrats, Charlie!”

      “Congrats on what?” Amy asked, approaching from Maya’s other side.

      I remembered what my mother said about Amy. My mom is crazy. We are all just friends.

      “Charlie made the basketball team,” Maya said.

      “Really? That’s awesome. I can’t wait to see you play,” Amy said.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I need to go talk with a teacher. I’ll see both of you later.”

      I waved good-bye and walked down the hallway to the principal’s office. I didn’t have much time, but I had decided the previous night that my plan was to start learning more about Principal Stevens. My parents might be right about how dangerous it could be to read his mind, but I could help in other ways.

      When I approached the door to the office from across the hallway, the principal’s secretary, Mrs. Turner, was sitting at her desk in front of the door to the principal’s office. She hadn’t noticed me yet, but I could see that Principal Stevens wasn’t in there. Crossing the hallway, I approached the door, staying along the wall and out of sight. I leaned against the wall, trying to look normal as students passed by.

      Mrs. Turner couldn’t see me, but I could see her enough to try to read her mind. I concentrated on her, and after a few minutes I felt the small release of pressure. I was in her head.

      He always makes me do the simplest things. Why can’t he look up the schedule for this student? It takes five seconds in the computer.

      I left her head, not wanting to invade her privacy too much since she wasn’t saying anything that was important to me. I turned the corner and walked into the office.

      “Mrs. Turner, Mr. Wells sent me to get you. He needs you in the gym,” I said.

      “For what?” she asked. I shrugged my shoulders.

      “Fine,” she groaned and stood.

      I left the office with her, but doubled back when she was out of sight. I knew I didn’t have much time, and I’d be in big trouble if I were caught.

      I hurried into the principal’s office and looked on his desk, but all I saw was school papers. When I opened the only unlocked drawer in his office, I found pencils and pens.

      Lickity split! There’s nothing here!

      I circled around the office and saw a filing cabinet. When I tried to open it, I found the drawers were locked. Lickity split. There was nothing else I could do. I hurried out of the office in time to see Mrs. Turner rounding the corner.

      Hot diggity dog! That was close.

      I spun around and went the opposite direction to avoid her. When I rounded the corner, I turned around to sneak a look at Mrs. Turner. She didn’t follow me.

      “Whoa, Charlie,” Maya said as we almost collided in the hallway.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

      “I know. What were you doing?” she asked.

      “Walking.”

      “I saw you leaving the principal’s office. Did you get in trouble?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Then what were you doing?” She looked at me, expecting the truth.

      My parents had told me to keep Principal Stevens a secret. But I wanted to tell her the truth. She was my friend.

      “I had to ask Mrs. Turner a question. I might have to leave early tomorrow and I didn’t know what to do.” I hated lying to Maya. It didn’t feel right.

      “Oh, okay,” Maya said. “You could have asked me too.”

      The bell rang.

      Saved by the bell. “We should go to class,” I said. “Are you excited for basketball tonight?” I asked, changing the subject.

      Maya had made the girls’ team, and her first practice was that night too.

      “Yeah, but I’ll be more excited for the first game,” she said. We walked into the classroom and took our seats for math class.
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      “Baker, are you ready for this?” Caden asked in the locker room. We were changing for our first official basketball practice.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “We’ll see about that. You need to be tough to play basketball,” he said. I shrugged and jogged out of the locker room and onto the court.

      It wasn’t until halfway through practice that I understood what Caden meant. I was the smallest on the court, and I kept getting knocked down. The weird part was I don’t think it was on purpose. It just kept happening. By the end of practice, I was exhausted, but I’d survived. I went to the locker room to gather my stuff.

      “I bet Baker will have some bruises tomorrow,” Caden said. He was talking loudly, like he expected me to hear it. I didn’t feel like dealing with him.

      “Nope, I won’t,” I said.

      Caden laughed. “Right,” he said.

      “No, really. I don’t really bruise,” I said. I didn’t bruise at all. It was one of the benefits of being an alien.

      “You don’t sweat either,” Jordan said. “Are you even trying out there?”

      I didn’t think about the not sweating thing being weird.

      “It’s a medical thing,” I said.

      “We better not be able to catch your not-sweating and not-bruising disease,” Caden said.

      “Don’t worry, you won’t,” I said, and left the locker room before I was asked any more questions.

      “How did it go, Charlie?” my dad asked when I got into the car.

      “Practice was hard,” I said.

      “It will be better tomorrow,” my dad said.

      I seriously doubt that.

      “No, I bet it will,” he said again after reading my thoughts. “Sports and skills get easier the more you practice.”

      Sometimes I hated him being in my head. “I hope so.”

      “Was Principal Stevens at practice?” he asked. I shook my head no, but my guard was down. My dad searched my memories and saw my morning activities in the office.

      “Charlie,” he said, and sighed. “You can’t do that. And you can’t try and hide it from us.”

      I didn’t know what to do or say. My dad knew every emotion running through me.

      “It’s not that we don’t believe you can do it. It’s for your safety,” he said.

      “You keep saying that, but I’m the one in school with him everyday. Not you! I think that throws the safety thing out the car.”

      “Out the car?” he asked.

      “Out the window! Whatever, you know what I mean!” I said.

      “Charlie, give me a month to figure this out. After that, we can talk, but for now, stay away from Principal Stevens.”

      “A month? That’s too long, Dad.”

      I didn’t want to argue with him anymore, so once we got home, I went up the stairs and locked myself in my bedroom. When my dad tried to talk to me telepathically, I shut him out. I knew if he wanted, he could get past my defenses, but he got the point. He left me alone.

      I have to go to school and practice every day with an unknown alien. How can he expect me to not do anything for a month?
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      When I saw Amy and Maya waiting at my locker the next morning, I wanted to run the other way. I didn’t feel like talking to anyone.

      “How was practice yesterday?” Maya asked.

      “Not great,” I said.

      “Why?” Maya asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said.

      “I’m sure you did fine,” Amy said with a smile.

      “See you two in class,” I said, then I went to math class. Nobody was there yet. I sat in the seat and put my head down until class started.

      For the rest of the day, I was on the lookout for Principal Stevens, but I never saw him. While I was changing into my shorts and jersey before practice, Caden and Jordan walked past. Caden chuckled but didn’t say a word to me. I didn’t feel like dealing with him either, so even though I knew I shouldn’t, I read his mind.

      Baker doesn’t have any bruises. I nailed him pretty good yesterday. Maybe he’s tougher than I thought.

      I smiled and put on my shoes. Finally, there was a bright spot. I’d proved to Caden that I was tougher than I looked.

      I made my first five shots during practice, and I wasn’t getting pushed around as much either. Both of those things gave me more confidence, and halfway through the practice, I felt great. Even if I couldn’t solve the Principal Stevens problem, I could play basketball, and that was fun.

      At the end of the practice, Coach split us up, and we played a short game against each other. I felt pretty good about how I played, but when I had a break on the sideline, I noticed Principal Stevens watching from across the stands. My body tensed up.

      “Coach, is it normal for the principal to watch us practice?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about him, Charlie. He stops by from time to time to watch us practice and to see some of our games.”

      Coach Graves took a several steps away from me and shouted a few things to the guys on the court. I looked back at Principal Stevens across the court, and I had an equally terrifying and great idea.

      If I could block him out of my mind, maybe I am strong enough to read his mind.

      I glanced at the court. The timer said four minutes and thirty seconds. That was enough time before I went back in to play. I’ll just try it real quick.

      Standing behind the coach, I watched the basketball game, but I focused my energy on Principal Stevens. There was something blocking me. I could feel the resistance. I glanced at him, but he didn’t seem to be looking at me or paying attention to me. I tried one more time, and the resistance faded.

      He was thinking about dinner tonight. Then one of my teammates made a tough shot. I felt the principal’s excitement.

      Charlie, I can help you, Principal Stevens said in my head.

      “Lickity split!” I shouted. I ran out of the gym into the locker room. How did he get in my head so easily? I sat down on a bench next to my gym locker, out of breath and exhausted.

      A few minutes later, Justin, one of my teammates, entered the locker room.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      No, I thought in my head. “Yeah,” I said.

      “Coach thought something was wrong.”

      “I thought I was going to be sick, but I’m fine.” That’s kind of true.

      “Okay,” he said and walked out of the locker room. I let the door shut. Then I took a deep breath and entered the gym. I put all my effort into blocking him out. I didn’t want Principal Stevens in my head again.

      “Baker, are you okay?” Coach asked. I looked around. Principal Stevens wasn’t in sight.

      “Yes. Sorry, Coach. I thought I was going to be sick. I’m okay now.”

      “You can’t just run out in the middle of practice.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll let it slide this time,” Coach said.

      “Let what slide?”

      “You leaving practice.”

      “What? I didn’t slide anywhere,” I said.

      Coach crinkled his eyes and eyebrows at me. “Never mind. Don’t do it again, Charlie,” he said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I sat out for the last game. After practice ended, Coach pulled me aside again.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. I nodded. “Did something happen with one of your teammates?”

      “Nope. I’m fine. I swear,” I said.

      Coach Graves seemed like a good human and a great coach, so it didn’t feel right keeping the truth from him. But what else could I do? I couldn’t tell him that I was an alien and so was Principal Stevens, so I gathered my stuff from the locker room.

      In the gym, the girls’ basketball team was on the court getting ready for their practice. Maya waved me over when I came back in.

      “Charlie, what happened at the end of practice?” she asked.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You ran into the locker room. What’s wrong?”

      “I felt bad, so I had to go ... you know.”

      “But I saw that Principal Stevens was in the gym too. That’s two days in a row of weird stuff happening with Principal Stevens. Are you in trouble, Charlie?”

      “No. Well, I don’t really know.”

      Maya pursed her lips at me. “You can tell me.”

      “I can’t. Not until we figure out who Principal Stevens is.” Lickity split. I shouldn’t have said that.

      “What do you mean? Is he an alien too?”

      “Maya, I can’t tell you right now, and I have to go,” I said.

      I waved and hurried away, leaving Maya standing with her hands on her hips, speechless. I hurried to the front of the school and out the doors, reeling from what happened. My parents’ car was in the parking lot. I had to make a quick decision.

      Do I tell them what happened with Principal Stevens?

      I took a deep breath. If I thought only about basketball, I might be able to keep my parents away from the memories of Principal Stevens, Maya, and Coach Graves. Until I learned more about Principal Stevens, I couldn’t tell my parents. It was a big risk, but by distracting my parents from the truth for a few days, I’d have time to figure out who this alien was.

      I went out the school doors to our car.

      “How was practice?” my mom asked.

      “Much better than yesterday. I played well today.“

      “Are you having fun?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. You deserve to have fun,” she said “You’ve been through a lot.”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled.

      We pulled into our driveway and got out of the car.

      “Guess what’s for dinner!” she said, walking into the house.

      “Oh, no.”

      “Oh, yes. It’s fish! Come on, Charlie, you’re helping me cook.”

      She walked me through the instructions of cooking the fish while she and Katie made green beans to go with it. When I finished the first few steps, my mom put the fish in a pan on the stove. Soon it sizzled in the pan and Mom flipped it. Katie stirred the green beans that were cooking in a pot.

      “It smells like dog breath,” I said.

      “I think it smells good,” my mom said.

      “You think dog breath smells good?” I asked.

      “No, Charlie. I think the food smells good.”

      “Oh.”

      “I agree with Charlie,” Katie said. “It smells bad.”

      After a few more minutes, they took the beans and fish off the stove.

      “Dinner is ready,” she said as she served a small portion of each item onto our plates. “Can someone get your father?”

      “On it,” I said.

      Dad, dinner is ready, I said in his head.

      Be down in a minute, he replied.

      “I wish I could talk to you guys in your heads,” Katie said. “I hate being left out.”

      As Europans, our ability to mind read begins when we turn twelve, so Katie had a few more years to wait.

      “You aren’t being left out,” my mom said.

      “Dinner smells great!” my dad said, entering the kitchen.

      We all grabbed a plate and sat down. Then we stared at each other, daring someone else to try the food. Finally, my dad took a bite of the fish. My mom followed. They started to chew very slowly, but then sped up and swallowed it.

      “How is it?” I asked.

      “Try it,” my dad said. “You guys worked hard on this meal.”

      I looked at Katie, shrugged, and took a bite. The fish was salty but tender.

      “Wow, it’s not that bad!” I said. “Good job, Mom!”

      “What a compliment,” my mom said, laughing.

      Katie took a bite and spit it out. That made the rest of us laugh.

      “Really, Mom, I think you cooked it right, but it’s just not for us,” I said.

      “Thanks, Charlie. I think you’re right, but I still have three more pounds of this fish!” she said.

      “Oh, boy,” Katie said. “I think I’ll go over Savannah’s house for dinner the rest of the week.”

      We burst out laughing again.

      “One day, we will get used to this Earthly food,” I said.

      “I hope it’s sooner than later,” my mom replied.

      “Me, too.”

      I started thinking about Europan food.

      “Do you think we will ever go back to Europa?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, Charlie. We don’t know when there will be a cure to the plague. It’s hard to know what the future holds.”

      When we left Europa, the plan was to return home when it was safe. But now it seemed like we would never go home.
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      “Hey, Charlie,” Amy greeted me at my locker the following morning.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “I’m coming to your game on Monday,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I want to see you play. Are you starting?”

      “Starting what?”

      “You know, starting for the first game?” Amy asked.

      Oh pug. I have no idea what she is talking about. “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Yeah. Sometimes starters aren’t announced until before the first game. I’m sure you’ll find out soon,” she said. “I heard you might.”

      “You did?”

      “Yep, I overheard Caden and Jordan talking about it. They think you might.”

      “Oh, pug,” I said. Amy laughed.

      Maya slammed her locker door.

      “Maya, is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Yep,” she said. “I’ll see you later.” Maya walked away, leaving Amy and me behind.

      “That was weird,” I said. “Do you know if she’s mad at me for some reason?”

      “Nope, I’m sure it’s fine,” Amy said as the bell rang.

      “I hope so. I’ll catch you later,” I said. Amy waved, and we parted ways.

      Maya was in math class at her desk when I arrived.

      “Hey, Maya,” I said. She smiled. “How is basketball going?”

      “Great,” she said. “I really like our coach.”

      “Coach Graves is pretty cool, too,” I said.

      We spent the next few minutes talking basketball until class started. Maybe Amy was right. It didn’t seem like Maya was upset at all.

      Mr. Makimoro started the math lesson for the day, and my eyes started to close. Basketball and school was a lot. Plus, the thing with Principal Stevens ... and Maya ... and Amy …

      “Charlie, wake up,” Mr. Makimoro said from beside me. I jerked awake. “If you fall asleep, you will be sent to the principal’s office.”

      “The principal’s office?” I asked, not awake enough to comprehend what was going on.

      “Yes, Charlie. Sleeping in class is not permitted.”

      “Right, I’m sorry,” I said, realizing that being sent to the principal’s office was the last thing I wanted to have happen. I didn’t want to be alone with Principal Stevens.

      Wait an elephant. Maybe it is exactly what I want to happen.

      If I was sent to the principal’s office, I’d have a chance to read his mind. He wouldn’t know that I was coming, so I would have the advantage. It would just be him and me, alone in his office, without any distractions. It could work!

      I looked up at Mr. Makimoro, debating what I should do next, but then I looked at the clock. We only had five minutes left in this class. But I bet Mr. Goshen would send me to the principal’s office.

      During the next few classes, I started brainstorming an idea. Instead of going to lunch, I went to the library and ran through the plan in my head. It had to work. I could do it.

      When the bell rang, I took my time getting to Mr. Goshen’s class. I entered the class a minute after the second bell.

      “Charlie, you’re late,” Mr. Goshen said.

      “Yep,” I replied, knowing Mr. Goshen wouldn’t like that. He glared at me, but didn’t say anything more. I’d have to try harder.

      Mr. Goshen began the daily grammar lesson. When he called on me, I didn’t answer.

      “Charlie, what verb tense is this?” he asked a second time.

      “I don’t know, you tell me,” I said.

      “Can you repeat yourself? I don’t think I heard you correctly,” Mr. Goshen said.

      I gulped. I didn’t like upsetting Mr. Goshen because he was very strict. But of all my teachers, I knew he also was the only one who might send me to the principal’s office without me doing something seriously wrong.

      “I don’t know, you tell me,” I squeaked out.

      “Charlie, I don’t like your attitude today. It’s time to visit the principal’s office.”

      I wanted to both cheer and cry at those words. Here I go. I hope this works.

      When I arrived at the office, Mrs. Turner greeted me with a slight smile.

      “Hi, Charlie,” she said. I handed her the pink slip of paper. She sighed. “Take a seat.”

      “Should I take the chair with me into Mr. Stevens’ office?”

      “No wonder Mr. Goshen wrote you up.”

      “So no?”

      “He’s on the phone. It will be a few minutes. Then you can go in.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “He won’t know I’m here.”

      Mrs. Turner gave me a weird look.

      While I waited, I thought about everything I knew about my powers of telepathy. I had to strike quick to get in his head before he could block me out.

      The clock ticked ahead another minute. I had been waiting for eleven minutes, and I felt sick when Mrs. Turner picked up the phone.

      “There’s a student waiting to see you,” she said. “Uh huh. Okay.” She hung up.“ You can go back. Take this with you.” She handed the pink slip back to me.

      I turned around and picked up the chair.

      “Not the chair, Charlie.”

      “Oh, pug,” I said. I took a deep breath and concentrated on blocking out Principal Stevens while I walked into his office.

      When I passed through the doorway, Principal Stevens was sitting at his desk.

      “Charlie Baker. I should have known.”

      He wasn’t in my head. I looked at him, in his eyes, and it almost felt like the ground was moving with the effort I put forth. But I was in his head.

      “Impressive,” he said telepathically. “You were able to break through my preliminary defenses.”

      I froze, unsure what to do next.

      “Charlie. You don’t need to be afraid of me. I am a Europan like you.”

      This wasn’t a shock to me. Our suspicion was that he was Europan, but that didn’t mean he was a friend.

      “If that is true, why have you been hiding it from me and my family?” I said aloud. He stood, and I felt a stab of fear in my heart. But he simply walked to the door and shut it before returning to his seat.

      “The same reason you hide it from the world. We are on Earth. We aren’t safe revealing our true identities here,” he said.

      “Maybe to humans, but you could tell other Europans on Earth. What are you hiding?” I asked. With every word, my confidence grew. I can do this.

      “I’m not hiding anything, Charlie,” he said, looking me in the eyes.

      “Then who are you?”

      “I’m an Ambassador from Europa. Or at least I was. I came to Earth about eight years ago to learn more about the humans. But when the plague hit, I couldn’t go back.”

      “Couldn’t or didn’t want to?”

      “Does it matter now?” he said.

      “Of course it matters.”

      “Why did your family leave?”

      “Because we had no other choice.”

      “There’s always another option.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if your parents haven’t told you everything about what’s going on in Europa?”

      “My parents don’t lie.” I stood up. I didn’t want to be in his office anymore.

      “Maybe they didn’t tell you everything, Charlie.”

      “No, I don’t believe you,” I said. I turned for the door.

      “Charlie, you can’t just leave. You were sent to my office for a reason.”

      Lickity split. I almost forgot about how I got here.

      “I should give you detention for smarting off to Mr. Goshen.”

      “Detention?” I asked. I had heard the word before, but kept forgetting to ask Maya what it was.

      “But to prove to you that I’m not out to get you, I won’t this time. You can go, Charlie Baker.”

      I scrambled out of the office and walked past Mrs. Turner.

      “Don’t you need a pass to get back to class?” she asked. I stopped, turned around, and reached out my hand. She scribbled something on a yellow piece of paper.

      “Thanks,” I said, and then walked into the hallway.

      My steps were slow and steady on the way back to English class. Principal Stevens had to be lying. My parents wouldn’t lie to me. We had to leave Europa because of the plague. If we’d stayed, we would have died. There was no other choice.

      I took slow, methodical steps in the hallway. I passed by my English class and kept walking with all these thoughts and questions running through my head.

      When the bell rang, I jumped two feet in the air.

      “Hot spaghetti,” I said. I hurried to my locker to exchange my books.

      “Oh look, it’s Charlie Baker, the class troublemaker,” Maya said. She knew something was up.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Why did you do that?” she asked.

      “I needed to see Principal Stevens.”

      “You know you don’t have to be in trouble to talk with Principal Stevens, right?”

      “I know, but I didn’t want him to know that I was coming.”

      “My comment still stands. What are you doing, Charlie?” Maya asked again.

      I sighed. “I’m trying to figure out who Principal Stevens is. He’s an alien too.”

      I looked at her, expecting her to be shocked or speechless, but she had no reaction.

      “Did you figure out whatever you needed to know?” she asked.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Do your parents know what you’re up to?” Maya asked.

      I looked to the floor.

      “Charlie, you know that’s a bad idea, especially, because, you know ...”

      “It’s what I have to do.”

      “I doubt that,” she said.

      “I need to figure this out on my own.”

      “No, you don’t, Charlie. I can help you. Your parents can help you,” she said.

      I looked at her and sighed.

      “I’m sorry, Maya. I’m trying to do what’s right.”

      Maya sighed. “Okay, Charlie. Come on, let’s go sleep through history.”

      “Am I supposed to know what that means?” I asked.

      “Yes. It’s exactly what it means. We both fall asleep in history class.”

      “Oh, right. I thought it meant something else ... but I didn’t know what. Earth is confusing.”

      “And so are you.”

      We walked into class and sat down.

      I was glad to have Maya for a friend, but she was wrong. I couldn’t tell my parents what happened. I needed them to see I could do this on my own, and now I was getting closer to finding the answers about Principal Stevens.
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      When I came out of the locker room, Principal Stevens was sitting in the bleachers, but I had to focus. Coach Graves was announcing the starters at the end of practice, and I thought I had a shot. While I warmed up, I focused on blocking Principal Stevens from my mind, but by the time Coach started practice, I was drained. I could either block Principal Stevens or play basketball, and today, for better for worse, I was picking basketball.

      He stayed almost the entire practice, but I didn’t feel his presence in my mind once. I knew it might be a trick to gain my trust, but I started to think that maybe I believed what he’d told me in his office. If he wanted to hurt me or read my mind, he’d had a million opportunities and hadn’t done anything.

      When Coach Graves called us together at the end of practice, Principal Stevens left the gym.

      “It’s been a great first week of practice,” Coach Graves said. “I’ve been really impressed with how hard you are working. Deciding the starters was very tough, and if you start tomorrow, it doesn’t mean that you are guaranteed that spot in the next game.” Coach Graves paused. “With that being said, the starters are Justin, Brian, Caden, Jordan, and Jeremiah.”

      Hot diggity dog, that is good news. I’d learned from Blake and Malik that playing at the park was much different from an official game. Knowing me, I’d be the guy who would run out on the court at the wrong time. Not starting the game gave me a chance to see how it all worked before I stepped on the court.

      “I’ll see you Monday after school for our first game!” Coach said. He huddled us together, and we lifted our hands in the air and shouted “Team!”

      I waited until most of the players left for the locker room and approached the coach. I still had questions.

      “Hey, Coach, you said the starters for the game aren’t guaranteed a spot next game. What do you mean?”

      “If you start the first game, you aren’t automatically going to have that starting spot in the second game.”

      “Oh, I get it.”

      Coach nodded. “Where are you from again?”

      “Cleveland.”

      He shrugged. “Keep working hard. I’m glad you’re on the team.” He patted me on the shoulder.

      From what I knew about coaches on Earth, he was a good one.

      When I got home from practice, I told my parents all about basketball and the game Monday. I didn’t let them near the memories of my conversation with Principal Stevens. Keeping them out of those memories all weekend was exhausting, but it was only for a little bit longer. After I got some more information, I’d tell them everything, and they'd see that I could handle things on my own.
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      When I woke up to sunlight streaming through my window on Sunday morning, I was excited. I checked the weather forecast and was happy to see the high in the fifties. I sent a message to Blake, and he replied right away. They’d be at the park that afternoon.

      Blake and Malik were already at the park when I arrived. Except for us, the park was empty. They walked over and gave me a handshake.

      “Charlie! Did you make the team?” Blake asked. I nodded. “I knew you’d make it.”

      “When’s your first game?” Malik asked.

      “Monday,” I said.

      “Same here,” Blake said.

      “Can I ask you guys a basketball question?” I asked.

      They nodded, and we spent the next ten minutes going over some basketball vocabulary words before we took turns shooting and rebounding the ball for each other. Then we played a game, which Blake won.

      After playing for an hour, we took a break.

      “Tell us about Maya Bennett,” Blake asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you like her?”

      “Sure, she’s my friend,” I said.

      “Yeah, but do you want to go out with her?” Blake asked.

      “We go outside all the time together. We walked home together at the start of the school year.”

      “Not go outside,” Blake said. “Go out with her, you know, be her boyfriend.”

      “I already told you that we are friends,” I said. Malik groaned.

      “Are you being serious right now?” Blake asked.

      “I think so?”

      Blake and Malik looked at each other.

      “Maybe I don’t understand what you’re asking me?” I said.

      “Do you want Maya to be your girlfriend?” Malik asked slowly.

      Girlfriend. I remember what they mean now. Oh pug, I’m sure I sound like an idiot.

      “No,” I said.

      “Why not?” Blake asked.

      “I don’t know. We are just good friends. Do you know her?” I asked.

      “I know of her. I hadn’t officially met her until Halloween,” Blake said. “I can’t believe you’re friends with her. You should bring her to play with us sometime.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “We’ve got to get going,” Blake said.

      “Me, too. See you next week?” I asked.

      They nodded. “Good luck at your first game,” Malik said.

      We left the park going in opposite directions for our homes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      On Monday when the final bell of the school day went off, I ran to the locker room. I had changed into my shoes and white jersey before anyone else made it to the locker room, but I didn’t care. I followed my teammates on the court and practiced until game time.

      When the game started, I sat in the middle of the bench, focusing on the game. The big difference between this game and playing at the park were the guys in the white-and-black striped shirts. I didn’t like how the game stopped, especially the noise of the whistle and the buzzer. The buzzer reminded me of the sound coming from the library when I got caught “stealing” books. I don’t know why it was necessary for anything to make those terrible noises.

      At halftime we were losing by two points. So far, I hadn’t made a fool of myself, and I had scored two points in the couple of minutes I played. Coach talked to us in the locker room about our plan for the second half.

      “I want to make a change in the lineup to start the second half. We will go with Justin, Charlie, Caden, Jordan, and Jeremiah. Come on, bring it in. Win on three.” Coach nodded to Jordan.

      “One. Two. Three!” Jordan shouted.

      Hot diggity dog! I’m starting the second half.

      “Win!” We all shouted and jogged out of the locker room.

      When the second half started, I followed my teammates onto the court. The other team had the ball at half-court. I focused on the player with the ball and read his mind. He was about to pass to the guy I was guarding! I zipped out in front of the pass and stole the ball. Nobody was ahead of me, so I dribbled to the hoop. The other team ignored me, and I heard my teammates and coach shouting as I shot the basketball.

      The ball went in the hoop. I smiled as the whistle blew, and the game stopped. I looked at the referee. He was talking to the other referee while Coach Graves waved me over to him.

      “Nice going, Baker,” Caden said, laughing. “Only you would do something that dumb.”

      Oh pug. What did I do?

      “Charlie, you scored for the other team,” Coach Graves said.

      “What?”

      “That’s the other team’s basket that you scored on.”

      “But that’s the one we shot the ball on last half.”

      “Yes, but it switches at half time,” Coach said.

      “I didn’t know that. Why do we switch hoops at halftime?”

      “To keep it fair. You always switch hoops at halftime of every basketball game.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled.

      “It’s okay, Charlie. Every year somebody does it. Shake it off.”

      “Shake it off ... okay, then.” I shook my arms, then my legs, and the rest of my body. Coach Graves stared at me, and all my teammates on the bench cracked up with laughter.

      “Charlie ... you are ... never mind. Get back on the court.”

      I ran back on the court and shrugged while Caden and Jordan glared at me.

      “You haven’t played much, right?” asked Justin, one of my other teammates. I nodded. “Makes sense. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Thanks.”

      The whistle blew and the game began again.

      The rest of the game went by fast. I scored a basket in the right hoop, and we won the game by eight points. Caden scored the most on our team with twelve points. Everybody was happy, and nobody said anything about my goof after the game, not even Caden. I left the locker room with a smile on my face.

      Amy waved to me from the other end of the bleachers. Maya was sitting next to her. I walked over to them.

      “Great game,” Amy said. “You’re really good.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Except for when you scored at the wrong hoop,” Maya said. “Does that mean you scored six points or four points?”

      “Give me a break. You know that I’m new at this.”

      “Still,” she said.

      “It’s his first year playing,” Amy chimed in. “Anybody could make that mistake.”

      “Is it really a big deal?” I asked.

      “No,” Maya said. “It happened last year in one of my games. It’s just funny that you did it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because if anyone was going to do it, it would be you,” Maya said.

      “She’s right,” Amy added. “You do have a funny way of having weird things happen to you. There’s the time you ran the wrong way in kickball. Or the whole Halloween passing out thing,” she said.

      I shrugged.

      “It’s okay. I still like you, even if you’re a bit goofy.” Amy smiled. Maya groaned and looked away.

      Charlie, we need to get going, my dad said. The sudden voice in my head made me jump a bit.

      “Okay, I’ll be over in a minute,” I said aloud, not thinking about what I was saying.

      “Be over where?” Maya asked.

      I looked at Maya. “Lickity split,” I said.

      “That’s a good one,” Amy said.

      “You like it?” I asked.

      “Yes, your funny sayings are cute,” Amy said.

      I smiled and then looked at Maya. She had a scowl on her face.

      What’s wrong with Maya?

      Charlie, my dad said again in my head.

      “I need to get going,” I said. “See both of you tomorrow at school!” I gave a quick smile and hurried away before I said something out loud again instead of in my head. I’d have to figure out the Maya thing the next day.
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      “Charlie, I have some bad news,” Maya said the next morning before school.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Everyone is talking about you ... how you scored two points at the wrong hoop.”

      “Let me guess, they are laughing at me.”

      She nodded.

      “It’s okay. I’ll get through it.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. I shrugged.

      A moment went by, and then I asked, “Hey, Maya, were you upset yesterday after the game?”

      “Were you reading my mind?” she asked.

      “No. You just didn’t seem like yourself,”

      “Nope. Nothing’s wrong. Come on, let’s go to class. Maybe if you’re not in sight, they’ll stop talking about you,” Maya said.

      We walked to class, but I didn’t like how Maya basically ignored my question.

      A few minutes after math class started, a student knocked on our door. An eighth-grade girl with brown hair in a ponytail handed a yellow slip to Mr. Makimoro.

      “Charlie, you are needed at the office,” he said.

      “Now?” I asked.

      He nodded and handed me the yellow slip.

      My heart started beating faster as I read the slip. It was handwritten with instructions to go see Principal Stevens. With the basketball game the night before, I’d managed to completely forget about him. I took my books and walked out of the classroom.

      With every step closer to his office, I felt more and more regret for not telling my parents. What if he’s not who he says he is? My hands were shaking when I arrived at the office.

      “Charlie, you’re back. Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble this time,” Mrs. Turner said with a smile.

      I couldn’t muster a smile back. What does he want? I tried to get rid of my nerves and focus on blocking him out while I forced myself to take slow steps into his office.

      “Charlie,” he said when I entered the doorway. “Good to see you. Have a seat.”

      I hesitated, but I didn’t know what else to do. I sat down.

      He stood and shut the office door before returning to his seat.

      “Good job in the game yesterday, except for the points you scored for the other team.”

      Not him too! I sat mute, not saying a word, focusing on keeping my mind away from him.

      “You aren’t going to say thank you? Where are your manners?”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Thank you.”

      “I brought you here to prove to you that I am who I say I am. You can trust me, Charlie,” he said.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “I can show you.” The principal pulled out a tablet and placed it in front of me.

      I looked at the picture on the screen and immediately recognized Principal Stevens in his Europan form. Even in our natural form, our faces remained mostly the same, except for the color. He was giving a high five to President Hitep of Europa.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” I said.

      “Flip through the rest.” He handed me the tablet.

      I swiped through the pictures. He was at the capital, dressed in the Europan ambassador core colors of dark blue and white. There were a few pictures of him with other ambassadors and with other Europan leaders. Some of the faces I knew, and others I recognized but couldn’t remember their names. My old teachers would not be happy with me forgetting all their names. Not that it mattered anymore.

      “What do you think, Charlie?”

      The sound of his voice startled me. I was lost in my thoughts after thumbing through those pictures. He was making a convincing case.

      “How about this?” he said and handed me a pin.

      I recognized the seal of the Europa Ambassador Core, and knew it wasn’t an ordinary pin. When I touched it, an energy surged through my finger, up my body, and into my brain. I closed my eyes and saw him graduate from the Ambassador Core. The Core had to go through a special school and training before they could travel through the galaxies representing Europa. It was all true. He wasn’t lying. He was one of us. He was a Europan.

      I put the pin on the table and looked back up at him. He stared at me, into my eyes, but he didn’t read my mind. I relaxed a bit.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay?”

      “I think I believe you.”

      A small grin appeared on Principal Steven’s face. “Good. We can talk later. You should go back to class.”

      “Wait, that’s it?”

      “For now. I can’t keep you out of all of your classes. I am the principal, and that would set a bad example.”

      “It’s only math.”

      “True, but we have to be careful. We are the aliens on this planet, so nobody can know who I am.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Mrs. Turner will write you a pass back to class. Stop by before or after school when you can, Charlie Baker. I can tell you more about what’s happening at home.” He smiled.

      I waved and said a quiet good-bye as I left the office, but inside I was cheering.

      Holy guacamole! I know the truth about Principal Stevens!
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      The rest of the school day was long and boring, and then I had practice after school. By the time my mom picked me up, my excitement to tell my parents had faded into worry. My hands began to shake during the five-minute drive home, but I had to tell my parents everything. I hoped they wouldn’t be mad at me for keeping it from them for a little bit.

      When we entered the house, my dad was waiting for us in the living room. Katie sat next to him on the couch.

      “I need to tell all of you what I learned about Principal Stevens,” I said.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I figured out that he’s a Europan ambassador sent to Earth.”

      My dad squinted at me. “How?”

      I told my mom and dad about everything that had happened with Principal Stevens.

      “Why were you in the principal’s office?” my mom asked.

      “I got sent there last week. Then he called me down today.”

      “Last week?” my dad said. “You’re just telling us now?”

      I waited to feel the anger, but instead, I felt disappointment from my dad.

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “Why aren’t you listening to us?” he asked.

      “Charlie, we need you to be able to trust us when we ask you to do something,” my mom said.

      “I do trust you, but you don’t trust me. I figured it out! I found the truth.”

      “Charlie, we knew that he was a Europan ambassador,” my dad said.

      “You did? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Even if he’s an ambassador, it doesn’t prove that he’s a good guy. We were trying to figure that out first.”

      “And did you?”

      “Not yet,” my mom said.

      “Did you see what the principal showed me?”

      They nodded. “That doesn’t prove anything. It’s weird that he didn’t approach us at the beginning of the year. He has to be hiding something,” my dad said.

      “But if he was a bad guy, wouldn’t he have done something by now?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, son.”

      “Yes, Charlie, you need to stay away from him. Shut him out,” my mom added.

      “He said he knows what’s happening on Europa,” I said.

      “Don’t believe everything he says, Charlie,” my mom said.

      “Don’t we want to know more about Europa? That’s our home.”

      “Yes, Charlie. We do, but listen to your mother. We can’t trust him yet,” my dad said.

      He entered my head. We need to keep you and your sister safe. Please listen to us on this.

      I took a deep breath.

      “Fine,” I said, but I couldn’t believe my parents had been keeping something from me. That’s what Principal Stevens said they were doing.

      What else are they keeping from me?
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      When the whistle blew to start our second basketball game, I was sitting on the bench again. Coach Graves signaled for me to enter the game at the end of the first quarter. I played for the rest of that quarter and the whole second quarter. After scoring a basket, stealing the ball two times, and making a few good passes to Caden so he could score, I felt good at halftime. And we were up by eight points.

      During the second half, the other team came back from behind, and at the start of the fourth quarter, the game was tied. With a minute left in the game, the score was tied again, and I was playing defense.

      I knew we didn’t have much time left, so I concentrated on the player with the ball, and I slipped into his head for a minute. When he went to pass the ball, I leapt to the side and deflected the pass. The ball bounced right to Caden. He picked up the ball, and I sprinted down the court, glancing at the clock.

      We had twenty seconds left.

      Caden launched a pass, but one of the guys on the other team had caught up to me. Lickity split! He is fast. I grabbed the ball and dribbled. I heard voices shouting for me to shoot, but I was too far from the basket. I looked up to see Caden sprinting down the middle of the court. I bounced a pass to Caden. He caught the ball, dribbled once, and took a shot. The ball banked off the backboard into the net as the buzzer went off to announce the end of the game. I looked to the referee, who put his arms in the air and shouted, “Basket counts!”

      “Holy guacamole!” I shouted. We won! Caden ran over to me and gave me a big hug. I stood stunned.

      “We won!” he said and let go. He ran to all our teammates and gave them high fives on the court and on the bench.

      “Bring it in, boys,” Coach Graves shouted, waving us over to him. He motioned for us to shake the other team’s hands, and then we huddled together.

      “Great game. You guys really worked together, especially in those last seconds. Enjoy the moment!” He nodded to Caden.

      “One, two, three,” Caden shouted.

      “Silver Lake Raccoons!” we shouted in unison. Coach dismissed us to our families. I started to cross the gym when Caden grabbed me.

      “Hey, Baker,” he said as I turned to face him.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for passing the ball to me.”.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “You’re not so bad, Baker.” He hesitated and looked around, then leaned in and whispered. “I think you’ll be a starter soon.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Coach will see it. You’re a good player, and besides, you were in the game at the end when it counted most.”

      I smiled, not believing that Caden was actually being nice to me.

      “See you around,” he said.

      “See ya,” I said.

      Caden walked away, and I stood frozen and speechless in the middle of the court.

      “What was that about?” Maya asked.

      “Caden and I might be friends?” I said.

      “No kidding?” Maya said.

      “I’m not kidding. I think we might be friends now,” I said.

      “I know. I said no kidding, which means like I agree with you, but it’s kind of a shock. You know what, never mind.” Maya stopped talking.

      “Maya, he gave me a hug after the game.”

      She laughed. “Did that scar you? I know you don’t hug on your planet.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You played well today … but you’re still not as good as me!” she said with a big grin.

      “I’ll have to see that for myself tomorrow,” I replied.

      “Are you coming to our game?” she asked.

      “Of course! I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Really? I just thought that with Amy …” Her voice drifted off.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I’ll see you later,” she said and then hurried off.
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      The next day, I joined some of my teammates in the front row of the bleachers after practice to watch the girls’ basketball game. Both teams were warming up. I found Maya and watched her dribble and shoot during the pregame routine. I expected her to be pretty good, but she looked like an awesome player. I felt like Maya was good at everything that she did.

      “Hey, Charlie,” Amy said.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Can I sit next to you?”

      “Um, sure,” I said, scooting over so there was more room for her to sit.

      The game was about to begin, and Maya was one of the starters for Silver Lake. We sat in silence for the first few minutes of the game. I was in awe of Maya. She was by far the best girl on the court.

      “I think Maya might be right,” I said, breaking the silence.

      “About what?” Amy asked.

      “That she is better than me,” I said.

      “I don’t think so, Charlie. You’re better than her,” Amy said. She grinned at me. I smiled back.

      Amy and I watched the game together, but every few minutes, Amy started talking about school, volleyball, basically anything except the basketball game.

      At halftime, my teammates went home, but I stayed to watch the entire game. So did Amy. Silver Lake won by six points. I lost track of how many points Maya scored, but it had to be at least ten. After the game, we found Maya to congratulate her.

      “You are really good,” I said to her.

      She smiled. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Sure. I’ll come to all the games,” I said.

      “Me, too,” Amy chimed in.

      “No way,” Maya said to Amy. “I know you don’t like basketball. You don’t have to come to all of the games.”

      “If Charlie is coming, I don’t mind,” Amy said. Maya let a small groan escape.

      “Of course you’ll come if Charlie does,” Maya said. “I need to get going. Thanks for coming, Charlie.” She walked away.

      “What was that about?” I asked Amy.

      “I don’t know.”

      “She seemed upset when you mentioned coming to the games with me.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “I don’t know, Amy. She’s been a little off lately.”

      I turned around to see where Maya went, but she was out of sight. Oh, pug. Did I do something wrong?

      “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” Amy asked.

      “I didn’t say thanks,” I said.

      “No, I asked what are your plans for Thanksgiving?”

      Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving. Think. What is that?

      “Does your family go out of town? Or do you eat at your house?” Amy asked.

      “Hot diggity dog! I remember now—Thanksgiving, the holiday,” I said.

      Amy gave me a weird look.

      I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud. “We stay home and eat as a family.”

      Last year, we learned this food-centered holiday existed, and this year Mrs. Roberts taught our class some of the history behind it. Knowing the history helped me understand the holiday.

      “You should come over to my house for Thanksgiving,” Amy said. “My mom likes cooking and hosting people.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, bring your family. Maya’s family has come before, and sometimes my brothers bring friends too. We don’t have any family nearby, so my mom and dad like to create a big family here with friends and neighbors.”

      “That’s nice. Is Maya coming this year?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. So will you come?”

      “I don’t know. I need to ask my parents,” I said.

      “I hope it works out. It would be fun,” she said with another big smile. “I need to get going. My mom’s probably waiting. I’ll see you tomorrow, Charlie.” She skipped off.

      I stood in the middle of the gym, confused again. Maya was talking with her parents. My mom was probably waiting outside in the car, too. She could wait a few more minutes.

      I hurried over to Maya. She saw me coming and met me halfway.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, why?”

      “You seemed upset a few minutes ago.”

      “Are you reading my mind?”

      “No. I swear. You know I wouldn’t do that with you. At least not on purpose, but sometimes I can tell by your facial expressions and gestures that you’re—”

      “Charlie, you’re rambling.”

      “Sorry. So are you upset or mad at me?”

      “No, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” she said.

      I looked at her, but I couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth. I resisted the urge and stayed out of her head. Relationships with humans were so much more difficult since you never knew exactly what they were thinking.

      “One more question. Are you going over to Amy’s for Thanksgiving?”

      “No, why?”

      “She asked me. I wondered if I should go. I’m not sure what’s normal for Thanksgiving.”

      “Ugh,” Maya groaned under her breath.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. You do what you want. ’Bye Charlie.” She marched off in the opposite direction, and this time I knew something was wrong.

      What is going on?

      Charlie. We need to go. The sudden intrusion in my head freaked me out again.

      Coming, I said to my mom, and jogged out of the back doors of the gym to the parking lot.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said, opening the car door and sitting down. “I need your help.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Something’s up with Maya, but I don’t know what.”

      “Did you ask her?”

      “Yes. She said everything is fine.”

      “Then there’s probably nothing to worry about,” my mom said.

      “No, Mom, something’s up. She’s not telling me everything.”

      “Okay. Then you need to not give up. Keep being the best friend that you can be, and she’ll tell you eventually.”

      “You’re right. Thanks, Mom.”

      “No problem, Charlie. That’s what I’m here for.”

      “One more thing. Do you want to go to Amy’s house for Thanksgiving?”

      “Does that mean I can watch them cook?” she asked.

      “Maybe? I’m not really sure.”

      “Do you want to go?”

      “I think so,” I said.

      “Then, sure we can go. I’ll need some more information on it. Maybe I can talk to Amy’s mom?”

      “Okay. I’ll talk to Amy tomorrow.”

      “Hot diggity dog! This could be fun,” my mom said with a big grin.

      “Mom, you can’t say hot diggity dog. Only I say that!”

      “Not anymore, Charlie!” she replied.

      We both cracked up.
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      The next morning, I found Amy at her locker.

      “My mom said yes to coming over for Thanksgiving. She wanted some information on what to bring and stuff.”

      “That’s great! I’ll have my mom call your mom.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “I’m glad you can come. It will be fun,” she said.

      “Yes, definitely,” I said. “As long as my family doesn’t embarrass me.”

      “They can’t be worse than my brothers!” Amy replied.

      “I don’t know. My parents are … what’s the word? Clueless?”

      Amy chuckled and shut her locker.

      “Do you want to walk around with me until the bell?” she asked.

      “Okay,” I said.

      We wandered through the hallways. She told me about her volleyball team. I didn’t know you could play on a team not with a school. Although two months ago, I didn’t know that schools had sports teams.

      Amy and I walked by the cafeteria and then by the office. I glanced inside, but didn’t see Principal Stevens. On the way back to the sixth-grade locker bay, I saw Maya talking with a friend. I waved, expecting her to come over, but she only waved.

      With five minutes until first period, we walked another lap around the school. When we approached the office this time, I saw Principal Stevens. He was in the front of his office talking with Mrs. Turner. He waved to us. I waved back.

      I want to tell you something I learned about what’s happening in Europa. Stop by during your study hall. I’ll write you a pass, he said. Then he was out of my head.

      I shook my head like that would get the voice out of my head.

      “Are you okay?” Amy asked, noticing my head shake. I nodded. “So, which band is cooler, Bader or Brownfish?” she asked.

      I snapped back into the conversation.

      “Yes,” I said. “We better get to class, the first bell is about to ring.”

      Amy kept talking about her favorite bands, but I checked out.

      My parents told me to stay away from Principal Stevens ... But one conversation can’t hurt? He knows something about Europa. I’m sure my parents want to know. It will be fine.

      Amy and I parted ways for our first class. Maya was in her seat when I arrived at math class. I said a quick hello and took my seat in front of her. Mr. Makimoro started teaching, and I zoned out for most of the class. I knew how to do what he was teaching anyway.

      We had about ten minutes left at the end of class to start our homework when Maya tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Can you explain this to me again?” she asked. She pointed to a problem in our math book. “I zoned out a bit during class today.”

      “It’s easy to do that,” I said. I looked at the algebra problem and then walked her through the steps to solve it. She picked up on it after the first problem, and we both finished our homework before the end of class.

      Maybe I’d imagined that she was upset the day before. She seemed fine now.

      “Did you figure out what’s going on with Principal Stevens?” she whispered as we left math class.

      “Sort of. I know he’s one of us, but my parents don’t trust him.”

      “Do you?”

      “I don’t know, since they won’t even let me talk to him.”

      “I’m sure your parents are protecting you.”

      “But he’s just another Europan.”

      “Maybe they know something else about him that they aren’t telling you.”

      “No. They wouldn’t do that.”

      “Charlie, don’t do anything stupid,” she said.

      “I won’t,” I said.

      She looked at me.

      “Okay, I probably will.”

      We both started laughing.

      “I’ll see you later,” she said.

      We split off to our separate classrooms for second period.

      For some reason, Maya’s words bothered me. She was trying to convince me that my parents were right, and I should listen to them, but like Principal Stevens, she thought my parents were hiding something else from me. They’d already known he was Europan and hadn’t told me.

      What else do they know? Why aren’t they telling me?

      These questions swirled around in my head all morning, so I decided I needed to talk with Principal Stevens one last time. My family would want to know the latest happening in Europa. Besides, if he really was dangerous, my parents wouldn’t let me go to school.

      The bell rang, and I’d started to run to the office when I realized I looked ridiculous. Again. I slowed down to a normal walk and entered the office. Mrs. Turner wasn’t there for once.

      “Hi, Charlie. Come on in,” Principal Stevens said.

      I entered his office and sat down in the chair in front of his desk.

      “I’m glad you came.”

      “What do you know about Europa,” I asked. “I want to know what’s going on there.”

      “No, hello, how are you?” he said.

      “Have they found a cure?” I asked, ignoring him.

      “Okay, Charlie. I’ll answer your questions. I’ve heard a cure has been discovered.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know for sure.”

      “What about President Hitep? Is he cured?” I asked.

      “The rumor is he has the cure.”

      “He’s alive?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Holy guacamole. That’s good news.”

      “Yes, I agree.”

      I began to feel a trickle of hope. “What else do you know?” I asked.

      “That’s about it right now, but Charlie, I’m glad you came today. It’s good to have a conversation with another Europan. We could become good friends.”

      “Oh, okay,” I mumbled. I didn’t want the principal as a friend, but I couldn’t wait to tell my parents about the cure. It seemed like my parents had resigned themselves to staying on Earth forever. I liked it here, but Earth wasn’t my home.

      “Are you thinking about going back to Europa?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” he said, his eyes lighting up. I felt a smile break across my face. “You better get back to study hall before Mrs. Turner returns.” He grabbed a pen and scribbled a few notes on a yellow slip of paper and handed it to me. I stood and took the pass.

      “See you soon,” he said.

      “’Bye,” I replied. I headed out the door and paused. “Thanks for telling me this.” I waved and left the office.

      As I entered the hallway, I saw Maya come out of the girls’ bathroom. She saw me and rushed over to me.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered. “You were talking with the principal, weren’t you?”

      I couldn’t lie to her. “Yes.”

      “Charlie!” She pulled me forward, increasing our pace away from the office and back to study hall. “I knew it. That’s why I took the bathroom pass.”

      “Maya, it’s fine. He’s a Europan Ambassador. He was telling me about what’s going on back at home. That’s all.”

      “Back at home?”

      “On Europa. There is a cure for the plague. There might be a chance that we could go home someday.”

      “Do you want to go back to Europa?” she asked slowly.

      We stopped in front of the doorway to study hall. I looked at her and realized that I didn’t know what was up or down anymore.

      “I don’t know, Maya. I’m not sure what I want anymore.”

      “I think you should stay in Silver Lake,” she said. “Because if you leave, I have nobody to make fun of anymore.” She smiled, and I chuckled.

      “True,” I said.

      “Charlie, Maya, stop dawdling,” our study hall teacher called out. Maya opened the door. She handed her the bathroom pass, and I gave her the yellow slip. We sat down in our seats at the opposite ends of the classroom.
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      “Dad, Mom, we need to talk,” I said, bursting through the door into the kitchen.

      “Charlie, what is going on?” my dad asked. My mom was by the stove, and my dad was sitting at the table. Katie was in the living room.

      “They found a cure, and President Hitep is alive!”

      “Charlie, slow down,” my mom said.

      “How do you know this?” my dad asked.

      “Principal Stevens told me.”

      “Charlie!” my parents said in unison.

      “What did we tell you about talking with him?” my dad asked.

      “I know, but nothing bad happened, and I only talked to him for a few minutes,” I said. “I’ll show you.” I connected with my parents and showed them the conversation with the principal.

      “Charlie, what is going on with you?” my mother asked. “It’s not like you to keep breaking our trust.”

      “I know, but he said he had news about Europa,” I said. “And I wanted to know what was going on there. Don’t you?”

      “Oh, Charlie,” my mother said. “We miss home too.”

      “I’m tired of not knowing anything. I want to know what’s going on.”

      “What do you mean, Charlie?” my dad asked.

      “You didn’t tell me that Principal Stevens was Europan. What else do you know?”

      “We didn’t mean to keep you in the dark about that. We were waiting for more information on him,” my mom said.

      “Your mother is right. We don’t know anything else about home right now. You know that we went dark when we came to Earth to protect our identity. It’s only been in the past month that we have begun to make contact with other Europans who we know are on Earth.”

      “Is what Principal Stevens said true? Is there a cure?” I asked.

      “We don’t know, Charlie. Nothing that he has said can be confirmed yet. I know you like him, but I haven’t gotten great information on him. Our friends in the ambassador core do not speak highly of him,” my dad said.

      “Why?”

      “Honestly, they say he’s a jerk.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yes, Charlie. As soon as we know more, we will tell you,” my dad said.

      “And, Charlie,” my mom said, “we want you to be happy here. This news can distract you from your life in Silver Lake, and we want you to be happy here.”

      “I know. I like Silver Lake, and I don’t want to move on Earth again, but I guess in the back of my mind I thought someday we would go back to Europa.”

      “We might not ever go back,” my dad said.

      “I know. It’s just hard accepting that.”

      “We know,” my dad replied. He paused. “Charlie, we promise to tell you everything, but you have to stay away from the principal. If you break the rule, you will be grounded.”

      “Will I be duct-taped or superglued to the ground?” I asked with a smile.

      My dad started laughing, then my mom caught on to the joke, and we all laughed together. The heaviness in my heart started to fade.
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      When I woke up on Thanksgiving morning, I shuffled down the stairs to the living room, where the television was on. I watched giant inflatable creatures and stuffed animals float through the streets of New York. In between the floating animals, people would sing, dance, and play musical instruments. I watched in both amazement and confusion.

      “Mom, what is this?” I asked.

      “The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. It’s a Thanksgiving tradition.”

      “But what is it? Why the big balloon animals?”

      “I’m not sure. I thought you might know,” she said.

      “Nope.”

      “It’s just a parade. You watch everything go by, and it’s fun,” said my sister, Katie. My mother and I looked at each other. I still don’t get it, I said in my mom’s head.

      Me either, she replied, but we couldn’t look away.

      When the parade ended, my mom went in the kitchen with my dad to make a casserole for Amy’s house. It was noisy in the kitchen, so Katie and I stayed away. When it was time to go to Amy’s house, they grabbed the dish, insisting it had turned out right. We’d have to wait to see. They wouldn’t let us try it until dinnertime.

      When I knocked on the door at Amy’s house, a loud, deep barking started, but it stopped seconds before Amy opened the door.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” she said with a big grin. “Come on in. Take your shoes off. I’ll take your coats.”

      My family followed her directions carefully. Amy led us into the living room. Her father, brothers, and mom were sitting watching football on the television. A large brown dog with floppy ears and a long nose sat on the ground in front of her dad. The dog’s tail was wagging.

      “That is not a pug,” I said.

      “Nope. That’s George. He’s really friendly,” Amy said.

      Mrs. Kleft called for my mom to join her in the kitchen. I heard the start of their conversation about dinner. I knew my mom had a million questions, but I trusted her to seem normal. She had been studying about Thanksgiving and cooking. While my dad and sister stayed in the living room, Amy led me down the hallway to her room.

      “What’s this?” I asked, pulling out a white stuffed animal bunny whose ear was sticking out from under the bed. The round tail was hanging on to the rest of the body by a thread, and the bunny looked like a dog had been using it as a toy.

      “That’s nothing,” she said. I turned it around in my hands and saw Amy’s name written on the tag on the back of the bunny.

      “I don’t get the stuffed animal thing,” I said. “Like why do you have this? What’s the purpose?”

      “There’s not a purpose. It’s a toy. When I was little, I took her everywhere. She was like an imaginary friend.”

      “Imaginary friend?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t you pretend to have imaginary friends when you were little?”

      I shook my head back and forth.

      “Oh. I should have known. You don’t do anything normal, Charlie Baker,” Amy said.

      “Oh pug, that’s not true.”

      “What you just said is proof,” she replied.

      “What?”

      “You said ‘oh pug.’”

      “You may have a point there, but I’m not that different from you. We are different species, but we still have the same basic needs and goals.”

      “Did you just say species?”

      “No.” Oh booger. I am talking too much.

      “Yes, you did,” she said.

      “Something smells delicious. Let’s go see what’s cooking,” I said, leading Amy out of the room and away from that conversation. We returned to the living room, but it was empty, and the voices were coming from the kitchen.

      “There you are!” Mrs. Kleft said to us, as we walked into the kitchen. “Amy, can you help set the table? Maybe Charlie can help.”

      She nodded and led me to a cabinet, handing me a stack of plates. While we put the plates and silverware on the table, Mrs. Kleft continued to direct everyone else. Food was coming out of the oven, off the stove, and out of the refrigerator all at once.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” my mother said. “I couldn’t manage all of these different dishes at once. I’m not a very good chef.”

      “Prepare as much ahead of time as you can. Then you can warm up a few dishes instead of completely making them on Thanksgiving.”

      “Right,” my mom said. “That makes sense.”

      A loud buzzing sound interrupted their conversation. I turned to see Mr. Kleft cutting the turkey with a chainsaw.

      “Does he really need to use a chainsaw?” I asked.

      “That’s not a saw. It’s a knife.”

      “Sounds like a chainsaw,” I said.

      “I’m with Charlie,” Mrs. Kleft said. Everyone in the room laughed except for Mr. Kleft because he couldn’t hear a thing over the chainsaw knife.

      Within a few minutes, we were seated at the table and ready to eat. The food smelled great, but there was no way anyone in my family could eat all of it. Our bodies couldn’t handle that much Earthly food, and we hadn’t tried most of the food on the table. I looked at my mom and dad and entered their heads.

      Are you going to try everything?

      I want to, my dad said.

      Me, too, my mom answered.

      “I’m not sure about your traditions, but we always say grace before our meals,” Mrs. Kleft said. She looked to my mother for reassurance.

      “Of course,” my mother said.

      “Do you want to say it?” Mrs. Kleft asked.

      “Oh no, it’s your home. You should do it,” she replied.

      I almost wished my mom would have said yes. That could have been hilarious.

      Mrs. Kleft looked to her husband. He shrugged.

      “Fine, I’ll do it, unless Amy wants to,” Mrs. Kleft said.

      “No, thanks,” Amy replied.

      “Okay, Let’s pray. Father, we thank you for gathering us all here today and for this meal you have put before us. We love you. Amen.”

      “Let’s eat,” Mr. Kleft said.

      The food was passed around the table, and before I realized it, my plate was covered in food. Potatoes, turkey, stuffing, green bean casserole, bread, and some pinkish purple sauce. I couldn’t believe how much humans could eat.

      When I took a few bites, I was pleasantly surprised by how good everything tasted—even my mom’s casserole. But after five bites, I knew I was full. I looked across the table to my parents. They were eating very slowly, but I saw my dad sneak a piece of turkey into his hand and place it under the table. The turkey was gone from his hand when it appeared again.

      What is he doing?

      I watched him do it one more time, and then I saw a brown nose peek out from under the table.

      He’s feeding the dog!

      I looked around the table, but everyone was watching Amy’s brothers. They were shoveling food into their mouths as fast as they could. I took a small piece of turkey in my hand and dropped it on the floor next to me. A minute later George was by my side, and the turkey was gone.

      I dropped the rest of the turkey, piece by piece, for George the dog. He ate it in seconds, but I didn’t know how to empty the rest of my plate. The remaining food wasn’t something I could drop on the floor. It was messy food like mashed potatoes and casserole.

      The rest of the table was laughing. I looked up to see Amy’s brother’s face covered in potatoes.

      “What happened?” I asked Amy. “I missed it.”

      “My dad dared my brother to stick his face in the potatoes.”

      “That seems weird.”

      “Yep, that’s my brother.”

      I took another look at my mom’s and dad’s plate. They were basically empty.

      How did they do that? I tried to get in their heads, but they weren’t letting me in for some reason. Now what do I do?

      Without any other options, I took another bite of the potatoes. It tasted good, but as soon as I swallowed, I regretted the decision. My stomach did flip flops. I couldn’t eat anymore.

      “Charlie, how is the food?” Mrs. Kleft asked.

      “It’s great,” I said.

      “You know you have to clear your plate on Thanksgiving! You better get eating,” she said with a smile.

      Lickity split! What happens if I don’t finish my meal?

      In front of me was my plate of food, a glass of water, and silverware. I also had a napkin on my lap. The only option was to feed the dog from my hand. When everyone’s attention was elsewhere, I filled my hand with potatoes and stuffing. It was squishy and warm to the touch. It felt gross, but I put my hand under the table and within moments, I felt George’s nose sniffing my hand. I hope he doesn’t bite my hand. That would be hard to cover up.

      I laughed out loud when George licked my hand the first time.

      “What’s so funny?” Amy asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, holding in my laughter. Every lick made my hand tingle and me want to giggle. I kept my composure the best I could, but I knew I had a stupid grin on my face. My plate was almost clear, but it would take at least one more handful to completely clear the plate.

      I looked around and then shoveled some more food on my hand with my spoon and put my hand next to my leg. The dog hadn’t left my side, so he started eating the food right away.

      “Do you hear that noise?” Amy asked. She was sitting on the opposite side from the dog hand.

      “What noise?” I asked.

      “The slurping noise. Have you seen George?”

      “No,” I lied. I closed my hand. The potatoes and green beans squished around in my hand. “Eww,” I said out loud.

      “What?” Amy asked.

      “Nothing.”

      George was nosing me in the hand, but I didn’t want to open my hand and risk getting caught.

      “Maybe I was hearing things,” she said.

      I nodded.

      “Arrfff, Arfff,” barked George.

      Everybody’s eyes turned to me.

      “Is George begging for food?” Amy asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Amy, why don’t you put him away until dinner is over?” her mom asked.

      Amy backed up and got out of her seat. She circled around to the other side of me, bent over and grabbed George by the collar, and then pulled him out from under the table. She took him to the other room.

      Now I was stuck with a handful of food in my hand. Amy returned a minute later. She leaned over.

      “What’s in your hand, Charlie?” she whispered to me.

      “Umm,” I said.

      “You were feeding the dog, weren’t you?” she asked.

      “Don’t tell your mom,” I said. “I couldn’t finish the food. I didn’t want to upset her.”

      Amy laughed. “She wouldn’t have cared.” She handed me a few napkins under the table. “Use these.”

      I wiped my hands off with the napkins, and we giggled together.

      “What’s so funny over there?” my dad asked.

      “Nothing,” Amy and I said in unison.

      A few minutes later, we all cleared the table and helped clean up as much as we could. With the kitchen clean, the adults retreated to the living room. The boys went downstairs. Amy led me back to her room.

      “Did you really think my mom would get mad if you didn’t finish your plate?” Amy asked.

      “I don’t know, but it was so nice for her to invite all of us over. I didn’t want to offend her because I couldn’t eat all of it. It was good, but I have a small stomach.”

      “A small stomach?”

      “Yeah. I can’t eat like a normal human.”

      “Does that have something to do with what happened on Halloween?”

      Hot diggity dog. Does she know I am an alien? Did Maya tell her?

      I looked into her eyes, and instantly I was in her head. That wasn’t my intention, but it was too late.

      I hope that it’s not something serious. He can’t eat much, plus he passes out sometimes. That doesn’t sound good.

      “Yes, but I’m fine,” I said. “It’s a weird condition, I’m healthy, just different.”

      She looked at me for a minute.

      “You promise?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Okay. Good.”

      I smiled, and she returned the smile.

      “This was fun,” I said. “I’m glad you invited us.”

      “Me, too,” she said. We stared into each other’s eyes, but I didn’t read her mind. I wanted her to tell me what she was thinking. She turned away.

      “I bet dessert is ready,” she said. She grabbed my hand and led me back to the living room.

      We ate dessert, and my family left shortly after. It was by far the best Thanksgiving I’d ever had, even if it was only my second Thanksgiving.
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      When I arrived at school on Monday after Thanksgiving break, Amy met me at my locker.

      “Hey, Charlie,” Amy said. “How was the rest of your break?”

      “Good, but boring. We were going to go shopping on Black Friday to see what it was all about, but when we saw the parking lot, we turned around.”

      “Have you ever gone shopping on Black Friday?” she asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “Me, either. I don’t really like crowds and long lines.”

      “Me, either, or wearing black.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t like wearing black,” I said.

      “What are you talking about?” Amy asked.

      “Isn’t that why it’s called Black Friday? You have to wear black to get into the stores with sales.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “The internet.”

      Amy laughed. “Charlie, don’t believe everything you read on the internet.”

      Maya walked up to her locker.

      “Hi, Maya,” Amy and I said in unison and giggled.

      “Hey,” she replied, but didn’t look up from her locker.

      “How was your Thanksgiving break?” I asked Maya. I hadn’t seen or talked to her in almost a week.

      “Pretty good,” she said. “I need to go ask Mr. Goshen a question. See you later.” She left as quickly as she’d arrived.

      “Did she seem upset to you?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. School is really important to her, so I think she needed to see Mr. Goshen.”

      “Right,” I said, but I didn’t think that was true. I couldn’t figure her out lately.

      “Come on, let’s walk,” Amy said. We walked a lap around the school before the bell rang. When we passed the office, Principal Stevens was standing in the doorway.

      “Hello, Amy and Charlie,” he said.

      “Hi,” we both said.

      Is that your girlfriend? Principal Stevens asked in my head. You should stop by during study hall again, he said.

      I didn’t want him in my head.

      I don’t want to talk now, I replied, and then I closed myself off from him.

      “Charlie, Charlie,” Amy said.

      “What?”

      “Where were you?”

      “I’m right here.”

      “I know, but it’s like you were in outer space for a moment.”

      “Not anymore,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry, I zoned out for a moment.”

      “Are you going to pass out?” she asked.

      “No, no, I’m fine.”

      The bell rang.

      “If something’s wrong Charlie, you can tell me,” Amy said.

      “I’m fine. I swear. I’ll see you later,” I said.

      As I walked to class, I couldn’t shake this weird feeling I had in the pit of my stomach.
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      “Have you talked to your buddy Blake recently?” Caden asked in the locker room before practice.

      “Not really, why?” I replied.

      “We play them tomorrow.”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot about that. Blake said his school always beats Silver Lake.”

      “Yeah, but we have a chance this year. Do you know any secrets to guarding Blake?” Caden asked.

      “Not really. He’s really good.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re stronger than him,” I said, and then regretted it. I didn’t want Caden trying to take Blake out of the game.

      “He’s faster than me,” he replied.

      “You’re not going to ... you know?”

      “What, Baker?”

      “Hurt him?” I mumbled.

      Caden glared at me.

      “No,” he said. It seemed like he was being honest.

      “If you have any ideas of how we can stop Blake, tell me or Coach. It’s our only shot.”

      “Okay,” I said. Caden and I walked out of the locker room together onto the court.

      Blake and I hadn’t talked much lately because of the cold weather. I couldn’t wait to see him on the court. It was going to be fun to play against him and Malik.

      At the end of practice, Coach Graves called us together. “We have a big game tomorrow, and so I’m changing things up a little bit. The starters will be Justin, Charlie, Caden, Jordan, and Jeremiah. Get some rest, boys, so we can pick up a win tomorrow.”

      Holy guacamole! I am starting! I skipped to the locker room and out the door. I couldn’t wait to tell my family.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow’s game?” Principal Stevens asked as I nearly crashed into him in the hallway.

      “Yep,” I said. “I need to get home. Later.” I marched past him toward the doors.

      “Wait,” he said out loud and in my head simultaneously. I felt the force of his command. I stopped, intimidated by the sudden compulsion in his voice. “I need to tell you something.” He grabbed my hand and led me into a classroom out of sight from my teammates leaving the gym.

      “Charlie, did you tell your parents about me?” he asked. I looked at him, and I had a bad feeling.

      “Not yet,” I lied. “Why?”

      “This needs to be our secret right now. Okay?” he said. I bit my lip. “Telling them will just make things complicated, and all I want is to be your friend.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Charlie, it’s okay. I’m learning more about Europa lately. I think it will be safe to go back soon.”

      “Okay,” I said, but each second I stayed with him, the knot in my stomach grew. “I need to get home,” I said, and then I bolted out of the classroom, searching for my parents in my mind as I ran.

      Charlie, are you okay? my dad asked in my head.

      Are you at the school? I replied.

      In the parking lot.

      Be there in a few. I sprinted back to the gym and out the doors to the lot. When I saw my dad’s car, relief ran through me. I got into the car, and in seconds he knew everything that had happened.

      “Charlie, you did the right thing by getting out of there,” my dad said.

      “I don’t want to go back to school with him there,” I said.

      “I agree. You should stay home until we know what this guy is after.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” I said.

      When we got home, I went upstairs and changed out of my basketball clothes.

      “Hot diggity dog!” I shouted, and dashed down the stairs. “Mom, Dad, I have to go to school tomorrow.”

      “Charlie, what’s going on?” my dad asked.

      “Tomorrow is the big game against Adams Middle School, and Coach said I’m starting. I can’t miss it.”

      My mother and father looked at each other. I knew they were talking to each other, so I waited. After a few minutes, they turned to me.

      “Charlie, we are worried it’s not safe for you to be in school,” my mom said.

      “I know, but this is important to me.”

      “We can see that,” my dad said. “We’ve been connecting with all our contacts across this planet. Originally, we checked in with them last week and sent out our request about your principal. There’s only three we are waiting to hear back from, but so far all the information has come back favorable.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nobody has any information about him being dangerous to Europans, especially those loyal to President Hitep.”

      “That’s good, but he kind of scared me today.”

      “I know. He might just be a jerk like everyone has said.”

      “So what do we do?” I asked.

      “We are going to talk to him tomorrow,” my mom said. “Your father will get off work so we can come in at the end of the school day. Then we will stay for the big game.”

      “I can play?” I shouted.

      They nodded.

      I jumped off the bed and gave them high fives.

      “We want what is best for you, but we also want to keep you safe. It’s a thick line,” my mom said.

      “I think you mean fine line.”

      “Exactly,” my dad said. We all laughed. “But Charlie, you need to be on your guard tomorrow. Promise us.”

      “I promise,” I said.
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      “Hey, Caden and Jordan,” I said when I saw them in the locker room the following morning before school. I walked past and put my basketball clothes and shoes in my gym locker.

      “Are you ready for the big game, Baker?” Caden asked.

      “I was born ready,” I said. Jordan and Caden laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      They ignored me and shut their lockers.

      “You gotta be quick today. Get some steals,” Caden said. I nodded. “See you later.” They left the locker room.

      The interaction wasn’t much, but for Caden to talk to me in school like a regular human was a big step. He was tough, but I was beginning to understand that wasn’t him on the inside. I didn’t quite understand why he acted that way, but maybe it had to do with some Earthly growing up ritual that I didn’t understand.

      I left the locker room and saw Maya crossing the gym floor.

      “Hey, Maya,” I said and waved.

      She smiled. “Are you ready for your game today?”

      “I think so. Did you hear?” I said. She shook her head no. “I’m starting.”

      “Awesome, Charlie. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks. Maya, can I ask you a question?”

      “You’re going to ask it anyway.”

      “True.”

      “Is something going on? Are you mad at me?” I looked into her eyes.

      She looked to the ground.

      “Nope.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Charlie,” she groaned. “We are fine. We’re friends. That means we don’t have to talk all the time and spend all our time together.”

      “Okay,” I said, but looking in her eyes told me there was something I was missing. What is it?

      “I’ll see you in math.” She went into the girls’ locker room.

      When I walked out of the gym into the hallway, I turned right and didn’t see Principal Stevens standing on the left. He grabbed me and pulled me into a room across from the gym. He shut the door and flipped on a light. We were in a storage room filled with shelves of cleaning supplies and school supplies.

      The one thing my parents told me to do was be careful. It had only taken me ten minutes to screw that up.

      “Hi, Charlie,” he said with a smile. This time his smile didn’t look friendly. It creeped me out.

      “Why are we here?”

      “Did you tell your parents about me?” he asked.

      Before I could react or respond, he was in my head and searching through my memories of last night. He saw everything, every part of the conversation with my parents.

      “I’m sorry,” I squeaked out.

      “Why did you have to do that, Charlie? Why did you tell your parents?” he said, with his fists clenched.

      “They’re my parents. We share everything.”

      “Oh, Charlie. I wish you hadn’t because now I need to figure out a way out of this. They are going to alert the authorities, and my life will be over. I can’t let this happen. You are my way out of this.”

      I stood silent. What do I do? I looked around the room trying to figure out what I could do. He was blocking the door. Principal Stevens was so much bigger and stronger than me. Oh booger. I was trapped.

      “When I figure out a plan, I’ll be back. Until then, you better stay quiet, or else I’ll find Amy, and I won’t be so nice to her.” He opened and shut the door before I could move or do anything.

      I have to get out of here.

      The lock to the door was on the outside, so I started searching the shelves for anything that I could use to get the door open or jimmy the lock. There was nothing.

      The only way out of this room was to use my mind. Maybe I could reach my parents. It was a long shot, since I hadn’t practiced such a long connection with them.

      I sat on the floor and began to concentrate, thinking about my dad while I closed my mind to anything else.

      When I heard the bells ring, I stopped. School was starting, and I had been in the room for about fifteen minutes. I couldn’t connect with my parents. I needed another idea.

      Charlie, you better be staying quiet. Otherwise, I will find Amy and then Maya, and their families will never see them again. Do you understand me, Charlie?”

      “Yes,” I said, and then shut Principal Stevens out of my head. He was not going to hurt Amy or Maya. No way.

      I will find a way to stop him before he hurts Amy or Maya. Wait, Maya ...

      I might have a shot to reach Maya during gym class, but that wasn’t until fourth period. I’d have to wait a long time, and I didn’t know how much time I had. Yikes, stripes, that’s the only plan I have.

      I kept track of the bells with one of the extra dry erase markers and boards in the closet. When I made the tally mark for the end of third period, I sat down and concentrated. I began to think of Maya and picture her in my mind. Since we were friends and I had read her mind before, I knew I should be able to get in her head without seeing her.

      I could feel her presence coming closer, but I wasn’t in her head yet. I felt my energy draining, so I took a break as the second bell rang to signal the start of fourth period—gym class.

      Maya would be in the locker room, on the opposite side of the gym from this closet. I counted to 360, then started focusing again. She was in the gym. I could sense her presence, so I gently tried to enter her mind.

      Maya, I said. I need your help. I was in her head, but I forgot that she couldn’t respond. Only I was telepathic. There was no way to know if she heard me.

      “Maya, I’m sorry to be in your head. Principal Stevens locked me in a closet in the hallway outside the gym. There’s not much time. I don’t know what he’s planning. You need to get me out of here.” I paused, trying to think of a way she could respond. “Please, Maya. Help me, and if you heard this let me know somehow.” I waited for a response, but got none. I left her head. All I could do was wait.

      When the next bell rang, I startled awake to a light knock on the door. I had drifted off, exhausted from expending energy getting in Maya’s head.

      “Charlie,” Maya whispered.

      “We can’t talk long. He might hear us. He’s dangerous,” I said.

      “I’ll get you out of there,” she said.

      Then I was alone again. Maya was getting help. I hoped it was in time. It had to be. She was my only option.
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      When the bell rang to dismiss fourth period, I heard students leaving the gym and walking in the hallway outside the door. I wanted to say something, but I knew it didn’t matter. They couldn’t help me, and I didn’t want to risk Maya or Amy if Principal Stevens heard me.

      I moved to the right of the door. If Principal Stevens returned before Maya got help, my idea was to make a run for it. I hope it doesn’t come to that.

      While I waited by the door, I tried focusing on the voices in the hallway, but without being able to see them, I couldn’t do anything. It was no use.

      I’m not sure how much time had gone by into fifth period when I began to doze off. I jerked awake and slapped my face a few times.

      Knock. Knock.

      “Charlie,” whispered Caden. “Hold on. We’re getting you out of there.”

      “Caden?” I said.

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      “Hold on to what?” I asked. Caden groaned.

      “Wait a little bit longer. Your parents are coming.”

      “Holy guacamole. That’s good news!” I said.

      Caden snickered.

      “Wait, how did you know I was in here?”

      “Maya told me, and told me to check on you. I need to get going. Your parents will be here soon.”

      Charlie. Who are you talking to? asked Principal Stevens in my head.

      Oh pug.

      I shut him out, hoping that he wasn’t on his way to get me or that he knew I had talked with Maya and Caden. What if my parents are too late? I moved back into position by the door and waited. I don’t know how much time passed before I felt another mind in my head again.

      Charlie. We are here. Are you okay? My dad said in my head.

      “Hot diggity dog! My dad is here!” I shouted. I jumped in the air.

      I’m fine. Do you know where I am? I said to my dad in his head.

      Charlie. We are almost there. Be on the lookout.

      I waited by the door for what seemed like three hours, but was maybe five minutes, before I heard keys jingling the door. It opened, and Mrs. Turner stared at me, wide-eyed. I saw my parents standing behind her.

      “Oh my goodness,” she said. “He is here.” She stepped out of the way.

      I burst out of the room and gave my dad a hug. When I turned and gave my mom a hug, I saw Caden and Maya standing a few steps back. I let go of my mom.

      “Are you okay?” my mom asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Did he hurt you?” she asked again. Then added in my head, Did he mind control you at all?

      “No,” I said and shook my head. “Where is Principal Stevens?”

      “We don’t know,” my dad said. “Come on, let’s take you home.”

      “Okay. Give me a minute first.”

      I turned to Maya and Caden.

      “Thanks so much, Maya,” I said. “I’d still be stuck in there if you hadn’t heard me.”

      “Caden helped,” she said. “He got sent to the principal’s office on purpose to distract him while I got ahold of your parents.”

      “Thanks, Caden. But how did you get involved in this?”

      “I saw you this morning in the locker room, but then you weren’t in class. I asked Maya, and she said you were in trouble.”

      “You told him!” I said.

      “I didn’t know what else to do, and he offered to help.”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty easy for me to get sent to the principal’s office. Most of the teachers don’t like me,” Caden said.

      “I know how that goes.” We both chuckled. “Thanks again for helping.”

      “It was nothing. I’ll see you at the game. You’ll be there right?”

      “Yes.” I looked to Mrs. Turner. “Can I play tonight?”

      “Yep. You’ve technically been in school for the day.”

      “Come on, Maya and Caden, you should get back to class. I’d appreciate it if you two can keep this quiet until we speak with the police.” She led them down the hallway.

      I turned back to my parents.

      “Where is he?” I whispered.

      “He’s not in the building. When he sensed us, he ran out of the office and drove off. I don’t think he will be coming back,” my dad said.

      “You don’t?”

      “No, but I don’t know that for sure.”

      “What happens now?” I asked.

      “Mrs. Turner wants us to talk to the police, but we are going to try to avoid that,” my mom said.

      “How come?”

      “We don’t need any more eyes on us.”

      “Eyes on us? How do we grow more eyes?”

      “No, Charlie. Eyes on us means we don’t want more people asking us questions or paying attention to us.”

      “Because we’re aliens,” I said. A girl down the hallway turned our direction. “Oh, pug.”

      “Come on, let’s go home and eat some lunch, and then if you’re up for it, you can come back for the rest of the school day and the game,” my mom said.

      “I’m not missing the game.”

      “I know, Charlie,” my dad said. He wrapped his arm over my shoulder, and we walked down the hallway and out the door.
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      I ended up going home for a little bit after lunch and resting. I didn’t realize how exhausted I was until I sat on my couch. After I woke up, we hurried to the school. As we parked, students were filing out of the doors. I looked at my dad.

      “He’s not here,” he said.

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Don’t worry, Charlie. We are here. You’re safe,” my mom said.

      As much as I didn’t want to admit it, today had shaken me. What would have happened if Maya hadn’t believe me? Or if she hadn’t gotten to my parents in time? I didn’t want to think about it.

      We walked to the gym. My parents took a seat in the stands while I met my team in the locker room. Caden pulled me aside.

      “I didn’t tell anyone about what happened. They think you were in the nurse’s office for the day,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      A few minutes later Coach came in to tell us the game plan. When he finished talking, Caden led us in the huddle.

      “Win on three. 1... 2 ... 3 ...” Caden said. We all shouted “Win!” and jogged out of the locker room.

      I waved to my parents in the stands. I turned to see Maya and Amy sitting together, so I waved to both of them. Then the sixth grade team from Adams Middle School came on the court.

      I started to walk to Malik and Blake to say hello when Caden stopped me.

      “You can’t talk to them now,” he said.

      “They’re my friends.”

      “I know. Wait until after the game.”

      “All right,” I said, turning back to join my team in pregame warm-ups.

      When I walked onto the court with the rest of the starters, my hands were shaking. Blake came over to me.

      “Hey,” he said quietly. “You’re going to lose.” He smiled.

      “Ummm ... no?” I said. He laughed.

      The ref signaled the game was about to start, so I didn’t have a chance to respond. I lined up around the circle at half court. The referee blew his whistle and threw the ball in the air. The game was underway.

      By halftime, Blake’s team was up by ten points. I knew that Blake was a good player from the park, but it seemed like he was on another planet this game. Not Europa though. They don’t play basketball there.

      At halftime, Coach Graves decided we were going to have two guys guard Blake whenever he had the ball. It seemed like a crazy idea to me, but he had scored most of their points.

      We started the third quarter strong. Caden couldn’t miss, and double-teaming Blake was working. Blake didn’t know what to do with multiple guys coming after him. Jordan and I each stole the ball from Blake, and by the end of the fourth quarter, the game was tied.

      I had played most of the third quarter, so I had a break during the start of the fourth. Both teams were trading baskets. Blake had adjusted to the double teams by passing the ball, and his teammates were scoring easy baskets. Coach called a timeout to change our defense back to normal.

      I went back in the game with three minutes left. We were down by two. I passed the ball to Caden, but Malik stepped up and stole the ball. Before we knew what happened, he had passed the ball up to Blake, who scored another easy basket. We were down by four with a minute left.

      Coach yelled to hurry up on offense. I passed the ball to Caden. He turned to shoot, but Blake ran over and blocked Caden’s shot. The ball bounced right in front of Malik. He grabbed the ball and dribbled up the court. We couldn’t catch up to him. Adams was winning by six points with twenty seconds left.

      I hurried down the court and passed to an open Jordan. We scored as the buzzer went off, but it didn’t matter. We’d lost the game by four points.

      I looked around at my teammates. They were giving each other pats on the back with a few smiles and laughs mixed in. Coach Graves walked over to me.

      “Coach, I didn’t expect everyone to be so happy we lost,” I said.

      “Charlie, they aren’t happy we lost. They are happy that we played so well against a very good team.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      Blake and Malik walked over to me.

      “Good game, Charlie,” Blake said. “You guys almost beat us. That’s the closest we’ve come to losing so far this season.”

      “You were amazing out there,” I said. “When are you going to teach me how to play like that?”

      “I don’t think you’ll ever be as good as Blake,” Caden said, walking up to us. He shook Malik and Blake’s hands. “Good game,” He said, and walked away.

      “What’s gotten into him?” Blake asked.

      “Gotten into him? What do you mean?”

      “He was nice,” Malik said.

      “He’s not that bad once you get to know him,” I said.

      “Don’t tell me you’re turning over to the dark side,” Blake said.

      “Dark side?” I asked.

      “Like in Star Wars?” I asked.

      Blake and Malik started laughing.

      “Charlie, I don’t know where you come up with the stuff you say,” Blake said.

      “I’m not used to the language of this planet. Errr … Silver Lake,” I said, quickly correcting myself.

      Blake squinted at me.

      “I wish it wasn’t so cold so we could play at the park,” I said, changing the subject.

      “Me, too,” Blake said. “But it’s winter in Silver Lake, so I don’t expect it to be warm enough until April. Was it cold on your planet?”

      “No, but on Europa, you don’t go outside much. It’s not like here on Earth.”

      Blake and Malik stared at me with their mouths wide open.

      Lickity split. I can’t believe I just said that. Maybe they didn’t hear me.

      “Where is Europa?” Malik asked.

      “It’s a suburb of Cleveland,” I said, looking to the floor.

      “Right,” Blake said, but he raised his eyebrows. “We have to go.” He nodded to Malik.

      “Yeah. See you at the next game,” Malik said.

      “The next game?” I asked.

      “Yep. We play you at our school in January,” Malik replied.

      “Holy guacamole! I didn’t know that,” I said.

      “Sorry you lost,” Maya said, approaching us with Amy.

      “Hi, Maya,” Blake said. “And I didn’t lose.” He flashed a big grin at Maya.

      “True,” Maya said.

      “Hi,” Amy said. She cut in between Blake and Maya so she was standing next to me. “You played great,” she said.

      “Blake, Malik, time to go,” shouted their coach.

      “Nice to see you two again,” Blake said. They joined their team on the opposite side of the court.

      Amy whispered something in Maya’s ear. She chuckled.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s nothing to do with you, Charlie,” Maya said.

      Amy glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry, Charlie. I need to get going or else Mom will be upset. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Amy smiled and touched my hand for a brief second before she left. I watched her hurry across the court to the doors.

      “Charlie, what happened today with the principal?” Maya asked.

      “He got mad that I told my parents about him. I guess he’s not a good guy.”

      “So who is he?”

      “We haven’t learned any more about him except what I’ve already told you.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” Maya said.

      “Thanks, Maya for all your help today. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I paused. “Is everything okay with us?”

      She looked at me and bit her lip. “Do you like Amy?” she asked.

      I looked at her and realized that the answer to that question had changed since my mom asked me.

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      She nodded.

      “Wait, do you like me? Is that why you’ve been weird?”

      “Ewww. No Charlie. I just miss us, as friends. Can you promise to not leave me behind?”

      “Leave you behind where?”

      “No, Charlie, I mean. I want us to still be friends. Since you and Amy, we haven’t hung out as much. I miss that.”

      “Oh, pug. You’re right, Maya. I won’t leave you behind. You’ll always be my best friend,” I said.

      Maya snorted. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how you talk.” We both laughed, and then her grin disappeared. “Charlie, do you want to go back to Europa?” She looked at me and bit her lip.

      “I don’t know, Maya. Silver Lake is great, but it’s not my home. No matter what I do, I feel like I’ll never fit in here.”

      “I don’t think that’s true, Charlie.”

      I shrugged. “But, Maya, I don’t think it matters. My parents said there’s a good chance we’re never going back to Europa.”

      “Since you can read my mind, I’ll just tell you. I hope you stay here.”

      “Maya, before I met you, all I wanted to do was get back home, but you have helped me start to find a home here.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Now I have Amy, Blake, Malik, and maybe even Caden who I can call my friends. That wouldn’t have happened without you.”

      “You know it,” she said with a smirk. We both laughed.

      I saw my parents waving in the bleachers.

      “Maya, I need to go. My parents want me to get rest.”

      “Okay, see you tomorrow,” she said.

      I walked to the bleachers. It had been a crazy day.

      “How are you feeling, Charlie?” My dad asked.

      “Good, except for the losing thing.”

      “Let’s go home then,” my mom said. “We have some new information to share with you.”
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      “We finally learned something else about Principal Stevens,” my father said when we got home.

      “How?”

      “One of our contacts. It was one we hadn’t heard from yet. She said that Stevens was in the ambassador core, but he deserted not long before the plague hit.”

      “Deserted?” I asked.

      “Yes, to Mars.”

      “Lickity split! He locked me in a closet!”

      “We are sorry, Charlie. We should have never let you go to school today,” my mom said.

      “No, it’s my fault, I wasn’t paying attention, and I pushed you two to let me go to school.”

      “Still, Charlie, it’s our job as your parents to protect you, even when you don’t want to be protected,” my father said.

      “So what now?”

      “We don’t know, but we are pretty sure he’s gone. He wants to keep his alien identity secret.”

      “Good. He definitely seemed upset that I told you guys. What’s that Earthly saying? Knowledge is power?” I said.

      “I don’t know, but I like it,” my mom said.

      “You still need to be on your guard, Charlie. We don’t know if he will come back for some reason,” my dad said.

      “If that happens, will we leave Silver Lake?” I asked.

      “Probably. But for now, I think we are safe,” my dad said.

      “Dad, will we ever go back to Europa?”

      “Do you want to Charlie?”

      I thought about my conversation with Maya. My answer wasn’t cut-and-dry anymore.

      “I used to think so, but I don’t know anymore. Do you want to go home?” I asked my parents.

      “We do, but for now, we are here, and we will continue to figure out what is best for us as a family,” my mom said.

      “So nothing is definite yet? I asked.

      They nodded.

      “But there is one thing that is definite,” my mom said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your training is starting this weekend.”

      “Hot spaghetti! I can’t wait!” I said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My mom was on the second floor of the mall with my sister, looking down on my dad and me. My task was to enter her head to know what store she would go to next.

      I focused on my mom. She was in sight, so even with the people everywhere, I knew I could do it. As I started to concentrate, a tall, skinny man walked right past my line of sight. In seconds, I was in his head. Maybe jewelry? That seems so boring, he thought. I popped out of his head and looked back at my mom. I was so close.

      “Charlie?” Blake said. I looked to my left to see Blake walking toward me with a woman. She had the same eyes as he did. She had to be his mom.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi, I’m Dave Baker, Charlie’s dad,” my dad said, outstretching his arm toward Blake’s mom.

      “Lisa Reddick,” she said, shaking his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked Blake.

      “Doing some Christmas shopping,” he said.

      “Me, too,” I said.

      “It doesn’t look like it. You were just staring into space.”

      “No, I can’t see outer space from here,” I said.

      “Very funny, Charlie. But for real, you look strange just standing here staring. It looked like your eyes were going to pop out of your head.”

      “Can human eyes pop out of heads? If so, that’s really gross.”

      “Charlie, what are you talking about?” Blake asked. “You’ve been really weird lately.” I paused and thought back to what I’d said. Lickity split. I’m in trouble.

      “Charlie, we better find your mom and sister,” my dad said. He pulled me over to him. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “’Bye!” I waved as my dad hurried me away from them.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” I said when we were out of earshot of Blake and his mom.

      “You need to be more careful.”

      “It’s just Blake. He’s my friend.”

      “Charlie, we have to keep our identity a secret from everyone.”

      “I know. I know. I don’t mean to. Sometimes, I just say stuff by accident.”

      “Come on, let’s get back to training,” my dad said.

      I looked back up on the second floor and zoned in on my mom.

      Good work, Charlie. Now you come upstairs. We’re moving into the toy store. Try to reach me there, my mom said.

      “We need to go up,” I told my dad.

      Once I was up the stairs, I saw that the toy store was on the other end from where we were.

      “Jiminy cricket. I don’t think I can do this, Dad.”

      “Yes, you can, Charlie. Focus.”

      I could see the outline of my mother and sister, but there was no definition. I concentrated, and then I was in.

      I never know what to get my Grandma. I mean, what do you get a grandma for Christmas?

      That wasn’t my mom’s thoughts.

      “Dad, isn’t it wrong to keep accidentally reading humans’ minds?” I asked.

      “Yes, but this is the only way you can learn. Come on, keep trying, it will get easier. I promise,” he said.

      “If you say so,” I said.

      Maybe this training wasn’t going to be as fun as I’d thought it would be.
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      Thanks for reading Alien Kid 3. Alien Kid 4 will be out soon. In the meantime, please sign up for my email list at kristenotte.com so you are the first to know about the next book in the series!
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      Brian, I couldn’t do this without your support. I love you. John 14:12
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