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        They’re cute, they’re smart, and they’re out of this world

      

      

      After a tough year, life’s finally looking sweet for space cadet Cherry Trubill, seventeen. Just days away from graduation, she and besties DeeDee and Allegra “borrow” a prototype spacecraft for a joy flight. But the fun is short-lived when the ship malfunctions and catapults them from planet Blixod into another galaxy. Straight to Earth. Specifically, rural Montana.

      Although figuring out a way home is priority number one, the trio seizes the chance to study Earthlings. Cherry soon discovers a few things: they’re goofy, fragile, and besotted with pumpkin spice. In stark contrast, Blixodians are superhumans—unbreakable and able to leap tall buildings pretty much.

      Blending in to avoid the authorities and suspicious mean girls isn't easy. And joining a cheerleading squad was so not on Cherry's radar. Neither was one intriguing blip—Nick Wilder, a boy who might just be the antidote to her homesickness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      You are about to read the English translation of a journal belonging to an inhabitant of the planet Blixod. The English and Blixodian languages share many words and concepts, some of which I haven’t translated because you’re smart enough to work them out. I’ve included a glossary at the end of this book in case you find yourself whisked away to Blixod one day.

      

      Please be aware the journal features depictions of laser shootings, bullying, and loss and grief themes.
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      The middle of Montana is the ideal spot to land a damaged spaceship, not the Pacific Ocean, as my navigator Allegra suggested.

      “Trust me. This ship isn’t seaworthy,” I tell her, gritting my teeth. I should know. My mother designed the GalaxyCruiser for the Directorate’s latest top-secret project.

      An alarm on my left panel screams, making it hard to think. Low power. Did that last lightning strike fry our electronics?

      “It won’t survive crashing into the ground at three thousand kilometres an hour,” Allegra growls.

      “All I need is a reasonably clear patch of land,” I insist. “We’ll glide to a stop. Then we’ll wait for a rescue team. Stick to the protocol. Follow the systems.”

      Allegra starts arguing, but I don’t have time to listen. I send another distress call to AeroCentro. We need help. Firstly, our power circuits are failing. Secondly, we need to be towed home by a tractor beam. Straying off course by more than two million light-years tends to burn through a lot of fuel.

      Why won’t anyone answer our call?

      Thanks to the ship’s titanium-boron exterior, we passed through the atmosphere without burning to a crisp. Yay. Right now, my priority is to land in one relatively whole piece.

      I didn’t even have a nanosecond to appreciate how seamlessly our systems detected a satellite that could provide us with geographical data and other statistics. We know where we are. How we got here? Well, I’ll have to ponder that later, too. Much later.

      “How could this happen?” Dee-Dee asks for the umpteenth time.

      It’s the umpteenth time she’s wailed that question since we came out of our light-speed jump and realized we’d flown into a foreign galaxy. We were supposed to take a quick hop to one of Blixod’s moons, the pyrite-rich Viera. Just a harmless little joyride on the most advanced interplanetary ship yet.

      A ship we borrowed.

      Okay. Stole.

      “We’ll be back before anyone notices!” Dee-Dee said after watching chief engineer Felix leave AeroCentro for the day.

      The ship captivated me from the moment I boarded. It sat in my parents’ sprawling hangar, waiting, urging me to take it for a spin.

      So I did.

      This time, I gave Dee-Dee the silent treatment. Yet, her question keeps gnawing at me. Perhaps Allegra’s navigation skills really aren’t up to scratch.

      I shake my head at the disloyal thoughts. Allegra’s a top cadet with great instincts. Once in the cockpit, she becomes a true professional. It’s possible she input the wrong coordinates before our jump to light speed. Just a Blixodian error, that’s all. I had confidence in the ship’s complex systems. My mum is an award-winning designer, working in perfect harmony with my shipbuilder dad. They don’t build lemonurrs.

      Oh, Gad, my parents.

      There’s no way I can sneak back to Blixod without them knowing. By now, they must realize I’m missing along with their pricey pride and joy. When I get home, they’ll make me work in the quartz mines until I’m ninety. I’ll never see the sky, stars, moons, or anything remotely astronomical again, let alone fly among them.

      I can imagine Dad’s anger. And Felix, who worked on this ship from dusk until dawn, would be livid.

      Pushing thoughts of my impending punishment aside, I swipe my screen to bring up a map. A mountain range is the only barrier between us and a suitable landing area. Through the viewshield, I confirm the visuals. Massive peaks loom over the dark horizon far ahead. However, the ship, despite losing power, is descending at breakneck speed. I engage the thrusters to help slow the craft.

      Dee-Dee cranes her neck to look at us. Y-shaped straps keep her securely seated, even as turbulence rattles the ship. “We don’t have a choice now. The ship won’t reach the coastline, much less the open sea.”

      I take control. The ship can fly itself, but I want to crash with dignity. Besides, I could circle the area and glide down so the ship wouldn’t disintegrate on impact. At worst, we’d break into two or three big chunks.

      “Friends.” I swallow hard. My gaze stays locked on the Montana wilderness, shifting only to glance at the instrument panels lining the cockpit. The readings show that the air is safe to breathe. Whether we’ll be safe from the planet’s inhabitants is another matter. “Brace for a crash landing.”

      “I’ve been bracing myself for the last half-hour,” Allegra says.

      I scrutinize the map, then make a snap decision. “Allegra, send these coordinates back to AeroCentro. They might assist our rescuers if...when they get close to Earth. Latitude 47.076057. Longitude 111.706648.”

      She taps her touchscreen. The numbers glow steadily beneath her fingers. “They haven’t even responded to our distress calls, Cherry. Who knows if they’ll receive our coordinates now?”

      “You just have to try,” I say grimly. Allegra purses her lips and sends the communication. “Now set the cabin pressure to automatic.”

      “Done.”

      “Pray to the gad of safe landings,” Dee-Dee blurts out.

      I glance sharply at her. No gad can save us. It’s up to me to remember my training and guide the ship with the skills I’ve learned. If that fails, I’ll pray to all the gads and the angels. “Check the status of the cloaking shield first.”

      She types in a code. “Done. We’re still invisible. On radar, anyway. At least it’s nighttime out there. Maybe we’ll look like a falling star.” She gives me a wobbly grin. “Now, can I pray?”

      A falling star. What happens to a falling star when it lands? Does it shatter into a million tiny atoms?

      “Go for it.”

      Dee-Dee whispers softly to herself while I keep my senses on high alert. Our descent pattern has brought us down to five thousand metres above Boynton, Montana. Earth. Random facts about the location flash on my information screen. I store each one in my mind while focusing on flying. You never know what might come in handy later.

      Population: One thousand, six hundred and three.

      Local time: 10:56 pm.

      Weather: 16 degrees Celsius. High cloud. Light winds.

      UV index: Very low.

      The control stick shudders beneath my hand. It feels like I’m bearing the ship’s weight with my thumbs. In a way, I truly am.

      “Two thousand metres,” Allegra says, prayers complete. Her calm but grim. I can always count on her to remain professional in a crisis. I’m not keen on babysitting Dee-Dee while we’re stranded. Not that we’ll be here for long. Rescue is on the way. It is.

      “Do your best to relax your muscles,” I suggest. “You’re less likely to jolt yourself on impact.”

      “Lots of trees down there,” Dee-Dee says. “What if I get impaled on a branch?”

      “Fifteen hundred,” says Allegra.

      “We’ll deal with that if it happens.” The stick quivers. I yank it sharply to the left, dodging a rock formation.

      “When?”

      “Dee-Dee, relax!” I shout.

      Then comes a jolt. And another and another. We bounce on the ground like a flat pebble skipping across Lake Blixar.

      My head jolts forward. Beneath the control desk, my knees spring upward. Every bone in my body feels like it’s being pulled in ten different directions at once.

      “Feemol!” I swear.

      Lights strobe across the displays. Amid the chaos, I manage to pick out six different alarms sounding simultaneously in various tones. Then there’s Dee-Dee’s high-pitched scream. It’s enough to wake the dead back home, a galaxy away. An interior panel bursts open, sparking wires dancing above her head. She raises her arm to protect herself, her suit absorbing the brunt of the fizzing electricity.

      Branches thump against the viewshield as the ship slides over the terrain. Trees flatten like dominoes.

      “What happened to putting us down in a clearing?!” Dee-Dee shouts in between shrieks.

      Still gripping the control stick, I catch a glimpse of my information screens. Technically, we landed in a clearing one hectare wide—plenty of room for a conventional hover landing. In reality, momentum is pushing us another hectare further—and still counting.

      There is nothing I can do.

      Crunch!

      Except wait for the ship to hurtle into an object big enough, wide enough, strong enough to withstand the force.

      The words Pinous ponderosa flash on my info screens. Common name: pine.

      Well, that’s great to know, computer, but I’m not on a nature tour, am I?

      Our heads jerk forward. Mine crashes into a panel, jolting me from temple to jaw. Cautiously, I touch my skull. My fingers emerge coated in green, thick liquid. Blood.

      I can’t stand the sight of blood.

      The gash doesn’t seem too deep. It will heal.

      Unlike the pine tree.

      The groan of splintering wood echoes like the roar of a thousand treldones. With my mouth agape, I watch the huge tree trunk shudder and lean forward, crushing smaller specimens.

      The ship jolts upward, slamming our spines into the seats. At any moment, we might flip into a backward somersault.

      “Eeek!” squeals Dee-Dee, wriggling against her harness. “What’s going on?”

      Allegra takes in the view. “We’re sitting on the roots of the tree."

      She’s right. Gnarled brown roots press against our viewing shield. They’re no match for the sturdy, resilient enduroglass. Dirt slides off the surface.

      I deactivate the harness lock near my left hip. Then, I stab the alarm display and simultaneously switch off the pings, flashes, and wails. “On my say so, we’ll move out nice and easy, one at a time.”

      “We murdered a tree!” Dee-Dee moans, ignoring me.

      “Several,” I mutter, my heart aching for every tree, leaf, and limb that sacrificed itself for us.

      “But we might end up in jail for this!”

      I try to counter her hysteria by staying calm, but I know she’s right. We’d face severe penalties for endangering the rare flora and fauna on Blixod. The Directorate might sentence me to remain here. I briefly consider omitting details about this mass murder from my rescue report, but doing so won’t bring back the trees or erase the destruction I’ve caused. I just hope I can make amends for it before we leave the planet.

      “We need to get out. Now.” Allegra unclips herself and rolls sideways onto the floor, now at a forty-eight-degree angle, littered with displaced cables. Cables that had once been artfully concealed before we wrecked the ship. Her top lip curls. “I’ll sort out some explorer packs while you two call your law-benders to get you out of this detention.”

      She has minimal trouble negotiating the incline. The door to the storage and living quarters slides open, though a bit jerkily, and she disappears behind it.

      “Dee-Dee, I’ll power down the ship. Give Allegra a hand with those packs.” I try my hardest to concentrate on our survival instead of the loss of habitat.

      “So, I guess we’re not staying on board? Where are we going?”

      I point to the main info screen. “There are some caves not far from here. We can take shelter in one of them while we wait for extraction.”

      “Isn’t it safer to stay with the ship?”

      “Do I need to remind you what happened when that academy crew got lost and ended up on Kuurlian?”

      Fear fills her green eyes. She nods slowly.

      “Yeah, they were rounded up and put in a zoo,” I say, thinking she needed to hear it said out loud one more time. “Our cloaking shield might’ve blocked us from radars, but you never know who could've had a visual on us all along. It’s possible someone sensitive might’ve detected the ground movements. So, for now, we stay out of sight.”

      Dee-Dee salutes me. “Gotcha.”

      I frown. Her language skills have deteriorated since we landed. “That’s ‘understood’, Dee-Dee.”

      Five years back, short transmissions from Earth reached Blixod, sending our population wild with excitement. The Elders debated the similarities in our languages. Some theorized about collective consciousness, proposing that the universes are esoterically connected in ways we haven’t quite grasped yet. There’s a rumor that early members of the Directorate were abductees taken centuries ago from the Milky Way, and that they influenced our culture. But that’s just sheer conjecture. I can’t picture anything more laughable.

      The transmissions were filled with static audio, yet our academy thoroughly examined the visuals. It appears that Earth is home to a humanoid species known as Kardashians. What intrigues me is that Kardashian females bear a resemblance to one another, but they’re not identical copies.

      This was quite a novelty for us, since full-grown Blixodians share the same physical traits. Except for the one in fifteen million who has a curious genetic mutation. We share the same bone structure, silver hair, green eyes, and tanned skin.

      Personality and mannerisms are the only things that help us differentiate each another from the outside. If I were to spot my two friends from a distance, I’d instantly recognize the stiff-backed girl as Allegra and the gangly, twitchy one as Dee-Dee. Only the subcutaneous nanochips implanted in our arms at birth can positively identify us.

      The Kardashian transmissions inspired the Directorate to invest substantial resources into planning a reconnaissance mission to Earth. My mother was entrusted with developing an appropriate vehicle. As for an appropriate crew, I doubt the Directorate had three academy undergraduates in mind.

      Dee-Dee carefully slides out of her seat, rummaging through the compartment for a wrist-comp, and hands me one. I return to my info screens and download the computers’ memories to my data-tab. Once the transfer is complete, I’ll delete the ship’s memory, making the craft useless to anyone who might find it. Not that an Earthling would know how to operate a top-of-the-line GalaxyCruiser 6000-K12, anyway.

      Another screen displays the initial damage report in straightforward Blixodian. I skim through the information as it uploads.

      Heat shield: below average.

      Oxygen: satisfactory.

      Communications: critical.

      Exterior titanium: below average.

      Enduroglass: satisfactory.

      Power: thirty per cent.

      Fuel level: critical.

      Vegetation destroyed: two hectares.

      A tiny gasp escapes my lips. It’s loud enough to make Dee-Dee stop what she’s doing.

      “Cherry? Are you all right?”

      Two hectares have been destroyed. On Blixod, unlawful destruction of trees attracts the harshness of penalties—a life sentence in an underground prison. No chance of seeing so much as a blade of fresh grass ever again.

      As I step outside, the scale of destruction caused by our landing hits me hard. A vast stretch of dirt and flattened trees marks our path. If Earth’s forests are anything like Blixod’s, they could be home to countless animals. I pray that we haven't harmed anyone. It’s bad enough to destroy precious vegetation, let alone the lives it supports.

      Adding to the misery, light rain beats down on our heads. “Precipitation wasn’t in the forecast,” I mutter.

      “Neither was a crash landing,” digs Allegra.

      Glaring, I say, “I brought us down here alive. Isn’t that something to be grateful for?”

      “Thank you, Cherry,” Dee-Dee pipes up without a hint of sarcasm. A burst of steam from the ship’s underbelly punctuates her sentence.

      Allegra offers a reluctant thank-you, then runs her fingers over the once-sleek cruiser. The ship is intact, thank Gad. But the titanium-boron is scored with impact marks. Some sections are crumpled like an old paper bag.

      “What do you reckon, Allegra?” I ask, wanting her to feel included and not like a casualty. Plus, being the daughter of an engineer, she has a solid understanding of a ship's airworthiness.

      She sighs. “It’s not in showroom condition anymore, that’s for sure. Let’s hope the rescue ship is big enough to hold it. I doubt a tractor beam can tow us through this great distance.”

      “You mean it’s beyond repair?” Dee-Dee asks, looking at me.

      She knows what I’m thinking. I’m in deep trouble for so many reasons: grand theft spacecraft, complete destruction of said spacecraft.

      Are there any silver linings in this situation? Ah, yes, I might’ve exaggerated about the destruction of the vehicle. I reckon it could be salvaged for parts and sold for a few blixes.

      “I’m not sure yet.” It’s the truth. No sense in denying it. “Let’s head to the cave shelters. We could all use some time to regroup. Allegra, activate chameleon mode, please.”

      She nods, then taps her wrist-comp. We step back and wait for the ship to visually adopt the characteristics of the surrounding forest. Metre by metre, the ship disappears, blending into the trees.

      “Why’s it taking so long?” Dee-Dee remarks. “It’s meant to be instantaneous.”

      Allegra shakes her wrist vigorously. “The app is frozen.”

      A quarter of the ship is still visible in its shiny yet dented glory. I die a little inside. Mum was so proud of her chameleon tech innovation. It would break her heart to see what I’ve done to it.

      Before I can begin troubleshooting, a distant rumble grabs my attention. To my trained ears, it’s the unmistakable sound of a primitive diesel engine.

      And it’s heading in our direction.
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      “Cherry, what should we do?” Dee-Dee whispers.

      We are mesmerized as a pair of white lights makes their way us through the woods. The engine noise grows louder in the thin air.

      “It’s a humanoid. Feminine energy. A Kardashian?” I inhale. “I’m detecting another presence. Possibly a canine?”

      “Are they dangerous?” Dee-Dee sidles up next to me. There’s a hint of exhilaration in her voice.

      I concentrate on the approaching vehicle. “Not if you count overexcitement as threatening behavior.”

      Brightening, she says, “Maybe the Kardashian can help us.”

      “I’ve no idea how,” I say. “Unless we can use her to mine titanium-boron for us. Come on. We need to move.”

      “But she’s heading straight for us. She’ll spot the ship,” Allegra says, stabbing her wrist-comp. This time, chameleon mode engages, fully hiding the ship.

      “I want our rescue team to find us alive. That means we must hide from Kardashians until we’re sure we can trust them. Agreed?”

      Dee-Dee looks at me and shivers, not from my penetrating glare but from the chilly rain. Her wide green eyes silently implore me.

      Allegra shifts her weight. “It’s your call, Captain.”

      I’m not technically a captain yet, but hurk, I just traveled into a new galaxy—how many officers can say that? I draw my spine straight. “We’ll hide nearby and observe her behaviors until she leaves. Then we locate the caves and await extraction.”

      Without waiting for their responses, I stride to the head of the once-mighty fallen tree. The smell of sap leaching from ruptured plant cells makes me feel nauseous, and the sight of splintered ancient timber nearly brings me to tears.

      Almost.

      I could stand here, mourn the tree, get captured by an excitable humanoid, or slip away and assure my liberty.

      A tree similar in size to the pine I’d slaughtered stands not far away. Three sturdy branches stretch about five metres above the ground, at least twice our height. I wipe my brow. The blood on my temple has dried. Now, all that remains is green-tinged sweat.

      “Allegra, Dee-Dee,” I say, turning to them and pointing to our temporary hiding spot. “We’re heading up. Are you both ready to jump?”

      Dee-Dee inspects the location. “I guess so.”

      “Go on, then. Quickly.”

      She hands me her pack and hesitates for a moment before bouncing once, then twice. Seated on a branch, she swings her legs like a kid. I toss her pack up, keeping cognizant of the approaching vehicle. It’s only a few minutes away, I reckon.

      “Allegra, your turn.”

      She releases a sigh. The vehicle’s twin lights shine brighter. She has no choice but to follow my order.

      I swing a pack onto my back and leap onto the branch above Dee-Dee. Rough bark grazes my palms, but that’s a small price to pay to avoid being captured on an alien planet.

      “Don’t even twitch an eyelash.” I inch closer to the trunk, thankful our clothes give us some padding. Even more grateful that they’re as dark as coal. We would’ve stood out like beacons if we’d worn our golden officer uniforms.

      We wait.

      And wait.

      Eventually… “What’s that sound?” Dee-Dee can never keep the silence. Talking is an automatic reflex for her.

      I tune my senses away from the woman’s vehicle. There’s a buzzing near my ear, the sound of leaves rustling in the breeze and fast-flowing water nearby. It reminds me of home. In fact, Earth is far more like Blixod than I ever imagined. We can breathe easily here without needing extra oxygen.

      “Nature,” I say with a wry smile. Have we been away from our planet for so long that the sound of insects has become foreign to us?

      “I want to go home.” Allegra’s words are so faint at first that I think I imagined them. Then her deep sigh confirms she’d spoken.

      I try to reassure her. “We’ll be back before you know it. Just hang in there, all right?”

      There’s a pause, followed by a snort of laughter from my friends. I grin, then shift my focus back to the approaching humanoid. Lights flicker as the vehicle bounces over the bumps in the ground. It slows, stopping ten metres from the ship—close enough for keen Blixodian eyes to see there’s more rust than steel holding the vehicle together.

      “That thing can’t possibly fly,” Allegra murmurs.

      I point to the rubber tires at each corner. “It’s not designed to hover like our cars.”

      “That’s right, I remember now,” Dee-Dee says. “I’ve seen Kardashian cars on the transmissions. But they did look a lot sleeker than this.”

      I glance at my ship and nearly fall off the branch. “Oh, no. It’s visible again.”

      “What?” Allegra whispers, then looks down and gasps. “I’ll try to get chameleon mode working again.”

      “It’s way too late for that,” I say, my mouth going desert dry.

      Inside the vehicle, the humanoid gapes. Her heavy-lidded eyes slowly widen into spherical shapes. Her lined, weary-looking skin suggests a lifetime of solar exposure. The small, floppy-eared canine companion is beside her, its white paws on the control panel. Sharp barks make my eardrums contract in pain. The dog looks not at the stricken ship but straight at the trees.

      Our tree.

      “Uh, do you reckon we should find another hiding place?” asks Allegra. “That canine is smarter than the Kardashian.”

      I look around. We could all jump from tree to tree, but that might disturb the other creatures in the forest and, in turn, attract unwanted attention. “We’ll stay put. For now.”

      The engine shuts down, but the twin lights remain on, catching every scrape on the battered cruiser. Inside, the dog scratches at the door by its side. Finally, it takes matters into its own paws and leaps over the woman and out the window.

      “Stay calm. The creature doesn’t have the skill to reach us at this height,” I say confidently. It’s not like the animal is a superior purrkle.

      The woman’s voice reverberates across the landscape. It’s a strikingly raw sound, deeper than most feminine voices on Blixod. “Otto! What’s wrong with you, buddy? Get back here right now!”

      But Otto, whom I presume is the canine, sprints and leaps across the terrain. He stops directly below us. After each short, ear-splitting bark, his four little legs kick up leaves and dust.

      “Get back to your human! Shoo! Retreat!” I hiss in a harsh whisper, but it’s no use. I reach into my pack and pull out a protein stick. Canines on Blixod love them. Without even pausing to unwrap it, I toss it sideways. It makes a whistling sound as it flies far into the woods. I’d say about a kilometre away. Not my best throw, but it should keep the dog distracted.

      One of Otto’s fuzzy ears swivels. His keen eyes judge the distance. Suddenly, he gallops after the stick.

      “Otto!” The woman sighs. “Some guard dog you turned out to be!”

      As she turns toward the ship, I assess her further. This is the first Kardashian any of us has seen in the flesh. She looks sinewy and vital, moving hesitantly yet with the ease of someone who gets plenty of exercise. Her tall frame is clad in a peculiar one-piece suit similar to ours but much less flattering. A bib arrangement forms the bodice, held at the shoulders with metallic buckles. White shirtsleeves cover her arms, while shapeless blue trousers complete the outfit. Her long hair is more gray than blond, twisted into a single braid down her back.

      “I think she’s a farmer,” Allegra informs us in a whisper.

      “Yes.” I nod. “Her hands look very rough. Obviously, a worker of some description. Strange that she doesn’t resemble the Kardashians we know from the transmissions.”

      In the distance, Otto barks with the bravado of an animal much larger than he is.

      The farmer woman turns in his direction and whistles. She squints after him. When it’s clear the dog isn’t returning in a hurry, she purses her lips and creeps to the cruiser. The light rain appears to have little effect on her.

      The clunky black boots on her feet strike a long stick. She pauses, bends down, and grips it so tightly it might snap the makeshift weapon. Her other hand reaches out to the ship’s surface.

      “Ow!” she yells. “Jeez! DAMMIT!”

      Dee-Dee looks at me, concerned. “What is wrong with her?”

      I shrug. “The metal is still holding residual heat from the flight. Perhaps humanoid hands are very sensitive.”

      We watch as the woman drops the stick. She edges around the ship, taking in its every curve, every marking.

      “Holy Mother of God. It’s a frickin’ UFO. I’ve gotta get some photos of this,” she says in a coarse voice. She digs into her pocket and pulls out a device. Holding it up at arm’s length, she beams. “I don’t believe this. I do not believe this. A frickin’ flying saucer on my ranch!”

      Allegra snaps her fingers. “Ah, that’s the word I was thinking of—ranch. She’s a rancher, not a farmer.”

      “There’s a difference?”

      “I’m not sure, Dee-Dee.”

      “Dee-Dee, activate your scrambler,” I order, nodding at her wrist-comp. “She’s documenting the scene. We can’t have her distributing evidence of our landing.”

      “Why can’t you do it?”

      “I’m busy surveilling. And you’ve picked a lovely time to question me.”

      A blinding light flashes over the crash site as the rancher snaps several more photos of our ship.

      “I’m sorry.” Biting her lip, Dee-Dee focuses on her task. “Just a little stressed here.”

      “It’s okay.” I soften my tone.

      “No,” she moans. “New problem. My wrist-comp’s dead. Add it to the list of things to repair.”

      A loud gasp from the woman catches my attention. Suddenly, she crouches down and traces the dirt with her uninjured hand.

      “Good Gad, she’s found our footprints.” As soon as I utter the words, the woman’s head snaps up. She gazes into the woods, her expression wild. Alarmed. Excited.

      She leaps up and rushes to her vehicle. Objects inside rattle and clatter. Instinctively, I hug the tree. My heartbeat pounds. We know so little about the Kardashians and Earth’s humanoids in general. What if they’re prone to using mind control on others? Or physical violence? Those spiked-heel shoes they often wear might double as weapons.

      Please don’t come back with a stiletto!

      “Aha!” the woman exclaims. Otto barks in response. Tiny feet make big noises as he bounds through the forest. I wonder if he was smart enough to find the protein stick.

      Oh, what does it matter?

      The woman rushes back to the cruiser, brandishing a baton the length of my forearm. The baton is larger than any laser pistol I’ve ever seen. I can feel Allegra and Dee-Dee recoil in fear.

      “Steady, girls. Stay calm,” I say in a low, reassuring voice. Inside, I’m quivering. The woman slaps the baton against the heel of her palm. She appears impatient now. Annoyed. “See? Her weapon clearly isn’t working.”

      “What if she has a spare one in her vehicle?” Allegra says.

      Then Dee-Dee gasps. “Look!”

      We follow her gaze to the woman. A feeble light beams from one end of the baton.

      “That’s no laser!” I start to laugh until I realize that she’s carrying a flashlight. She directs the beam on our footprints, seeking out where they lead.

      “Hello?” she calls. “Anybody there?”

      A disgusting panting noise makes me turn around. Otto, in a flash of brown and white fur, bounds into view. In his jaws—a saliva-coated protein stick proudly made on Blixod.

      “Otto! Oh, thank God. Don’t you run from Mommy ever again!”

      Is she the canine’s mother? Now, that would be an interesting factoid to take home to Blixod. Maybe it would divert attention from the crimes I’ve racked up in the past few hours.

      The dog runs straight past her and makes a beeline for our tree. Frantically, I fumble for another bar to throw.

      “Otto!”

      The animal stops and drops the bar. He’s not as energetic as before, choosing to sit and shout at us in his peculiar canine dialect. Finally, I find another bar and hold it up. This makes Otto’s tail spin faster than a windmill on Keulawa Plains. As the woman treads closer, I fling the food further this time. Otto takes off almost at the speed of light.

      “Heel, Otto, dammit!”

      To my astonishment, the dog slides to a halt, its front legs splaying forward.

      “Come back!” the woman orders in a voice that sounds eerily like a dog’s bark. A much larger dog. Otto trots to her.

      Fascinating.

      Canines on Blixod aren't popular as companion animals, mainly because of their disobedient nature.

      “What’s got into you, running off like that?”

      I cringe as Otto returns to the tree, snuffling eagerly. He barks three times—once for each Blixodian perched on the branches.

      “You see something, buddy?” Leaves and twigs snap under the woman’s feet as she moves closer to Otto. There’s a hint of terror in her voice. Honestly, she has nothing to fear from a crew of three seventeen-year-olds from a planet far, far away.

      In my head, I urge her to move on.

      On Blixod, we’re not encouraged to use mind control to change another Blixodian’s will.

      But clearly, we’re not on Blixod anymore.

      We’re on Earth and we’re stuck.
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      My hypnosis skills, like the ship, are in tatters. The woman doesn’t respond to my telepathic commands. It’s as if her feet have sprouted roots and anchored her into the ground. The little canine, however, is more determined than ever to get to us—or my protein stick. Its scrappy white feet claw at the tree trunk. There’s no danger of the clumsy animal climbing up to nip at us.

      Still, the excessive attention it’s directing at our hideout makes our situation more dire by the second.

      Below me, Dee-Dee fidgets, once more attempting to secure her veritable twig of a branch. Spicy-smelling pine needles sprinkle to the ground like autumn rain on Blixod.

      “We’re dead,” Allegra says, just loud enough for us to hear.

      Otto, startled by the unexpected shower of vegetation, grows more vocal.

      “Who’s up there?” the woman yells.

      While I’m sure she’s aiming for bravado, her voice vibrates with fear. I wonder if this humanoid’s vision is as sharp as ours. On a good day, I can read a tiny flight traffic sign five hundred metres away. No assistive technologies necessary.

      I grip my temples as if that could help my mind connect more closely with hers. My teeth grind together in concentration.

      You saw nothing. You heard nothing. Go back to where you came from. There’s nothing to see.

      Behind my closed eyelids, I sense faint orbs piercing the darkness. I open one eye, then the other, to find the woman shining her flashlight straight at me—at us.

      She gasps.

      Dee-Dee screams.

      The dog barks so ferociously that fur shimmies off its body. His clawed feet scratch the hard ground below.

      “Dee-Dee, for Gad’s sake, be quiet!” Allegra snaps.

      “Too late for that,” I say. “The woman already knows we’re here.”

      Her bony fingers clamp the flashlight to her chest. She eyes us, gaping. Then, her expression clears with realization. “Oh, you’re just a bunch of girls! How did you get up there? Are any of you hurt?”

      The woman radiates maternal concern. Astonished, the three of us exchange glances.

      “I don’t know how you managed to climb that tree. Adrenaline makes you do strange things, huh?” She licks her lips and glances back at the damaged cruiser. “Now, you kids are on my property without permission, and usually, I’d ring Sheriff Flynn straightaway. But we’ve got bigger issues to deal with.”

      My crew looks at me, a single question burning in their identical gazes: What the hurk do we do now?

      We should answer the woman. She can see us. We can’t just remain silent.

      Our languages share many similarities, more than I ever realized, even after viewing those limited Earth transmissions. This woman, this rancher, has an accent quite different from the other Kardashians. She speaks in deliberate tones, as if she has all the time in the world to savor each vowel.

      I feel self-conscious and conspicuous about being the first Blixodian to make meaningful contact with a being from another galaxy. My brother, Rex, would know what to say. He’d know what to do. He’d have her hypnotized in an instant.

      I wish you were here.

      Since Rex’s death a decade ago, my parents have tried to keep me wrapped in a virtual bubble that tended to suffocate me more than protect me. Bit by bit, I’ve created tiny perforations in that bubble. Dee-Dee’s always telling me I should make one massive slash for freedom and just get it over with. Well, now I have, and the damage is irreparable.

      I blink away a tear for my brother before anyone else notices.

      My unsuccessful attempt at hypnosis concerns me. Has suppressing my natural skill for so long drained my ability?

      The dog settles. Its mother inches closer to our tree.

      “Girls, you need to get down. I’m sure you noticed a big-ass spaceship just crash-landed in your camping spot, and that’s probably why you’re all huddled up there. I don’t know who or what the hell is in that thing, so we should leg it out of the woods before some alien performs live autopsies on us.”

      My eyes widen. She has no clue that we are the so-called aliens.

      Dee-Dee finds her voice before I do. “Live autopsies? We’d never stoop to that!"

      “Shhh!” hisses Allegra.

      I shift my gaze from my crew to the woman rancher. She’s dropped both her jaw and torch to the ground.

      “Your ship? You’re not campers?” She trembles from her fluffy silvery hair down to her dark blue overalls. She takes a few steps back, then forward, as if curiosity has won out over fear.

      In a commanding voice, I state, “We’re from planet Blixod. We had to make an unscheduled landing⁠—”

      “We crashed,” chimes in the ever-helpful Dee-Dee.

      “We’re not here to hurt you, nor did we deliberately trespass,” I continue. “It was merely an accident.”

      And for Gad’s sake, listen to my hypnotic suggestion—it never really happened. Go home, rancher woman!

      She gestures at the ship’s resting place. The scent of broken wood mingles with that of acrid, burnt fuel. “That’s a hell of a chunk of land you plowed through.”

      A pang of regret knocks the air from my lungs. “I’m truly sorry for your loss. If there’s anything I can do in that regard⁠—”

      The woman chuckles. I estimate she may be of my mother’s vintage. Perhaps even older if the lines creasing her forehead and eyelids are any indication. “You’re talking as if you’re at a funeral for trees.”

      Bowing my head, I say, “It’s a tragedy.”

      “We’ll deal with that later.” She sighs and rubs her neck. “Are you three gonna come on down where I can get a proper look at you?”

      A flight school lecture from long ago resonates in my mind. When visiting other worlds, always avoid capture. But if the worst should happen, we mustn’t reveal anything about our way of life. This is the only way to preserve peace on Blixod. Or so the Elders used to say.

      Squaring my shoulders, I say, “No, thank you. We’re quite comfortable here.”

      Dee-Dee casts me a dark look. I know her backside must be burning with pain from sitting on the perch by now, just like mine is. It’s the forest’s revenge. I’ll accept this punishment gladly.

      “What if we say we’ll come down if you promise you won’t harm us?” she says.

      I groan. “Dee-Dee, stop interacting. You know the rules.”

      The woman snorts. “I should beg you to let me keep my brains intact.”

      Dee-Dee crinkles her nose. “Why would we dismantle your brain?”

      I throw my hands up and nearly lose my balance.

      The woman replies, “I know all about you alien types. Sticking probes where they’ve got no business prodding. Taking people from their beds in the dead of night. Spooking them on lonely country roads.”

      “We don’t want to probe you. We just want to return home,” I say in a tight voice. “Please, just leave us alone until our rescue team arrives.”

      “There’s more of you coming?” Her eyes burn with interest.

      “We hope so,” mutters Allegra. Both of us suspect that the communications failure on the ship is irreparable.

      Determined to maintain a brave front, I say, “They’ll find us. Our parents must be searching for us by now.”

      And no doubt whatever punishment they dole out will be a piece of calke after anything we could possibly endure on Earth.

      “Whoa, what do you mean ‘find’? Don’t they know where you are?”

      I puff out my chest. “Our ship has sustained minor malfunction, that’s all. We’ll be extracted soon.”

      She nods. “So, theoretically, how long will it be before the cavalry arrives?”

      “Cavalry?” Dee-Dee asks. “I don’t understand.”

      The woman waves her hand. “Figure of speech. Funny, I figured that since you’re speaking English, you’d understand what I meant.”

      “No, we’re not speaking English,” I say in an icy tone. “We’re speaking Blixodian.”

      “Humph!” she exclaims. “What I meant by ‘cavalry’ was ‘your people.’ Do you have an ETA? Uh, estimated time of arrival?”

      With a sinking heart, I glance at the steaming remains of the once-flawless GalaxyCruiser 6000-K12. The fastest ship ever built. The only one of its kind. Its predecessor could travel at light speed, but it didn’t have the range. It would require a mother ship to ferry it within striking distance, which could take several months.

      I don’t want to stay that long on a planet where tree funerals are treated as a joke. I want to graduate with my class. And even though Rex left us long ago, I want to be close to the places we visited as kids, where his presence remains.

      No, Earth is the last place I want to be.

      Schooling my voice, I launch into an outright hypnotic assault. “Our rescue team is on its way, and soon you’ll forget that this incident happened.”

      She snorts. Strangely enough, the canine imitates her. What a strange connection between woman and beast. It’s then I realize they resemble each other. I wonder if she, too, has floppy ears under that fuzz of hair.

      Why am I even thinking such things? I should concentrate on shooing her away so we can establish a signal to Blixod and get the hurk off this rock.

      Pity fills her eyes, and her face softens. “No one’s coming to your rescue, am I right?”

      No, that’s not right! I scream in my head.

      It’s Allegra who answers, her voice soft and sorrowful. “We don’t know.”

      “But we’ll keep trying to contact our planet,” I add.

      The woman reaches for her flashlight. She bends slowly as if moving causes her pain. Even from my perch, I hear the joints in her solid frame creak.

      “You know, Otto and I have a big old farmhouse to ourselves. Plenty of room for you three. Why don’t you come with me? I bet you’re starving, too.”

      On cue, Dee-Dee’s stomach grumbles so loudly that Otto’s ears stand at attention. She faces me, a silent plea filling her wide green eyes.

      Then Allegra’s stomach growls.

      “I can’t help it,” she says with a sheepish grin. “I haven’t eaten since our pre-graduation party.”

      It feels like a lifetime has passed since then. My stomach twinges. I hope it won’t join in the gastric chorus.

      “Okay, that settles it,” the woman says. “You’re coming home with me for some good old-fashioned Montana grub. Uh, that’s chow. Food.”

      Dee-Dee claps her hands.

      The woman smiles at her. “I like you already. Come with me.” She heads for her vehicle, then stops short. “Lord, I almost forgot. I’ve gotta find a way to get you down. How did you get all the way up there, anyhow?”

      “Well, it was like this.” Dee-Dee takes a controlled leap off her branch and lands beside Otto, light as a feather. “But in reverse.”

      Startled, the dog yelps and then cautiously sniffs her toes.

      The woman’s mouth falls open. “You jumped twenty feet?”

      Allegra glances at me, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Feet? I didn’t see twenty feet.”

      “It’s a unit of measurement,” the woman clarifies. She and Dee-Dee smile at each other.

      I want to remind my copilot of her duty to be more cautious when dealing with Kardashians. The woman may seem hospitable, but who knows what kind of being she is?

      I jump down, landing a metre away from the woman.

      She puts a hand on her chest and gasps. “Lordy, please be careful. You could shatter a leg doing stunts like that.”

      “Shatter a leg? Our bones are pretty much unbreakable,” Dee-Dee says.

      “Dee-Dee!” I roll my eyes. She could never be a spy. It’s fortunate her parents encouraged her to fly instead. But if she survives to embark on another mission to new worlds, her commander better keep her muzzled in the cargo hold.

      “Really? What else⁠—”

      I push between the curious Kardashian and Dee-Dee. Otto now deems me interesting, slobbering first at my toes before standing on his back legs to inspect my knees. “Maybe if we’re going to be civil to each other, now would be a good time to introduce ourselves."

      The rancher blinks. “Oh, of course. Well, you met Otto. Cute little critter. Been with me for seven lucky years now. Takes up so much of the house he ought to have his name on the deed.”

      She chatters like a fast-running brook. I sense she’s trying to mask her anxiety. Interesting. Could I use that to my advantage?

      “Fascinating,” I say. “And you are...?”

      She holds out her hand. I detect a slight tremble. “Karen Gribble’s the name.”

      I stare at her empty, fleshy palm. What is she offering me?

      She chuckles. “Don’t you know how to shake hands?”

      “For what purpose?” I ask.

      “Just a friendly greeting. So you know I’m not going to bite.”

      Dee-Dee throws her a nervous glance. “Kardashians bite?”

      Now it’s the woman’s—Karen’s—turn to look bewildered. One pale eyebrow arches toward her hairline. “Most folks aren’t likely to sink their teeth into you. Unless they’re vampires.” She laughs and snorts simultaneously. “I guess you wouldn’t know what bloodsuckers are. Well, they don’t exist, so you’ll be fine.”

      Tentatively, Dee-Dee extends her left arm. “My name is Dee-Dee.”

      Karen pumps her right hand up and down like she’s drawing water from a well. “Dee-Dee! That’s a very normal, Earth-like name!”

      “Is it?” Dee-Dee sounds pleased to hear this. Her full name is Doreaulianeeda-Doreaulianeeda, which I’m pretty fond of, but it’s a mouthful when giving her quick commands during flights.

      “I was expecting something like Mork or Spock. How about that?” She turns to me, again offering her hand. Her palm feels warm and sweaty. But her smile is infectious. I’ll give her that.

      “And what’s your name?”

      “I’m Cherry.”

      “That’s, um, a nice name, too. Let me have a proper look at you.” She reaches into a pocket at her hip and pulls out what looks like two orbs of glass linked by a slender gold frame. She sets them on the bridge of her nose, just in front of her eyes. The thick glass magnifies her blue eyes, almost doubling their size. She looks at me and Dee-Dee, and her eyes become even more striking. “You’re identical! Are you twins?”

      Maybe curious about the sight of Karen’s glass orb contraption, Allegra leaps down from the tree. Otto conducts a thorough inspection of her shoes. He seems pleased with his little brain’s conclusions and sits among fallen pine needles.

      “Triplets!” Karen says. “You’re sisters?”

      I shake my head.

      “We all look like this,” Dee-Dee informs her, flipping her long silver hair. “That’s Allegra, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Allegra.” Karen attempts to shake her hand, too, but Allegra keeps her hands clamped to the straps of her explorer pack as if her life depended on it. Karen turns back to Dee-Dee. “And what about the males of your species? Are they all as gorgeous and tall as you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean by gorgeous,” Dee-Dee babbles. “But the blokes are taller than us.”

      “And they all look like each other?”

      “They’re identical, yes.”

      “I can’t wait to hear more!” Karen heads for her vehicle. Otto trots at her heels.

      With one big leap, I catch up to her. “Will my ship be safe here?”

      Karen staggers and clutches her chest. “Whoa! You move fast.”

      “My ship,” I repeat. If she thinks that’s fast, I can only imagine what she would make of my running speed.

      She nods. “It’ll be fine where it is. My nearest neighbors are fifty acres north of the crest over there. They drive their cattle down by the western half of my land. But sometimes campers find their way here and set up for a few days. If I didn’t keep my eyes peeled, there’d be squadrons of freeloaders here every weekend.”

      “We must conceal the ship. Put it under cover,” I say. I need to protect what’s left of my parents’ ship.

      “I’ve got a barn. Don’t suppose your ship has wheels and a tow bar?”

      In a bright, hopeful voice, Dee-Dee says, “If you have a tractor beam, we could tow it easily.”

      Karen’s lips turn downward. “I’ve got a tractor that’s seen better harvests. It can pull about a ton at the most, maybe two. What you got there looks like a good ten tons or more.”

      Allegra glances at me, and we shrug. If she’s talking about weight, I’m not about to divulge any information about the cruiser. Who knows what she could do with that knowledge?

      Karen chews her lip as she considers the ship’s size. “We’ll deal with it tomorrow. Things always look better in the morning.”

      Casting a long gaze at the hurt ship, I doubt its condition will improve overnight. If anything, the harsh morning sun will highlight every graze and crumple. Not to mention the devastation to the environment. I shiver.

      Karen opens one of the two doors of her vehicle. Otto pushes in ahead of her, settling onto a seat. His head is just high enough for him to see out the viewshield with alert brown eyes. “There’s room for one more here in the cab. Two, if you let Otto sit on your lap. Whoever misses out will have to sit in the back.”

      The three of us stare at the rusty metal vehicle. Its rear section features an open-air tray covered in a thin layer of straw.

      Karen, now at the wheel, thumps her palm against the door. She might dent the flimsy metal if she’s not careful.

      “Who’s getting in here with me?” she asks.

      Dee-Dee opens her mouth. “I⁠—”

      “We’ll sit in the back, thank you,” I say, grasping Dee-Dee and Allegra by their elbows. They grumble as they jump into the rear compartment. The vehicle splutters to life and rolls along a dirt track. We grip the edges of the tray, our bodies jolting with every bump.

      “It looks more comfortable inside the vehicle,” Dee-Dee moans. Otto turns and looks at us, his front paws pressing against the rear viewshield. His white tail wags from side to side.

      “This was our best option,” I tell Dee-Dee. “We can get away easily if she doesn’t take us where she claims she’s taking us.”

      “Get away?” Allegra asks. “Where on Earth would we go? We’re on a strange planet in a strange galaxy.”

      “Whose fault was that? You’re the one who got lost in the first place.” The moment the words come out, I wish I could drag them back in. But it’s too late. Allegra’s expression crumples.

      “It wasn’t my fault!” she cries. “I swear I put in the right coordinates. You saw me!”

      I frown. Yes, I saw her enter the information into the nav display, but I didn’t watch her closely enough. It was not a mistake she was inclined to make. Still, I had to think of all the possibilities in analyzing what went wrong.

      She looks at me, angry tears welling in her eyes. “I know what you’re thinking. Just say it out loud.”

      “What?” I ask in surprise.

      “Say it was my mistake. There’s no chance that your gazillion-blix, state-of-the-art, fancy-pants ship malfunctioned. It was perfect, just like everyone else in your perfect little family.”

      The sarcasm in her voice stung my ears and pierced my heart. I didn’t mind so much that she’d jibe about the ship’s capabilities. My family isn’t without its flaws, especially since Rex’s death has left us floundering in a deep, dark hole. Of course, we’ve all become skilled at pretending our lives are perfect.

      “Stop fighting, you guys! You’re all I’ve got now. We have to stick together!” Dee-Dee moans. “If you want to blame somebody, put it all on me. Whose bright idea was it to go for a joyride? Mine. We wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t been so pushy.”

      “We all have free will, Dee-Dee,” I say. “I could’ve said no and locked that hangar, but I didn’t. I wanted to take flight just as much as you did. It’s my fault.”

      Allegra gazes into the distance, her mouth set in a tense, straight line. I fiddle with my wrist-comp. It, too, is silent. I might as well hurl it into the dark wilderness flanking the narrow road. Deep down, I know that no one has heard our distress call. I just didn’t want to face it until now. That doesn’t mean I’ll share my growing panic with Dee-Dee and Allegra. As a captain-to-be, I must uphold my decorum, whatever the cost.

      “And no ship is infallible, a prototype especially,” I continue. “Maybe the cruiser wasn’t ready to fly yet.”

      It’s an out-and-out lie, and just saying it makes my mouth taste sour. My parents carried out extensive test flights. So did Directorate officials. But Dee-Dee was right. All we have is each other. We can’t squabble like this. We need to work together. Because, hurk it, help isn’t coming from Blixod. We’ve got to save ourselves.
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      Dee-Dee’s already up when I open my eyes the following day. She couldn’t have had a comfortable night sleeping on an inflatable mattress. Karen had put the three of us together in a room she described as “feminine.” Allegra’s snoozing in one of two narrow beds, her ankles and feet poking over the end of the bed. I’m coiled up in the other.

      “Blixod and Earth have so many similarities,” Dee-Dee whispers, sensing I’m awake without even turning to face me. In her underwear, she leans against a windowsill bordered by a filmy white curtain.

      I yawn and roll over. “Such as?”

      “There’s a night, which we’ve already experienced.”

      “Earth has one moon,” I point out. “We have two.”

      “And now it’s a new day.” She crosses to my side of the room, sidestepping Allegra. “Come see your first Earth dawn.”

      I tear a sheet from the bed and wrap it around me. Leaning out the window as far as possible, I breathe deeply.

      Vast mountain ranges stretch across the horizon. Towering pines blanket the landscape, reaching up to a deep blue sky. A few stars linger. Soon, an even larger one will rise higher and outshine them.

      “It’s so much like Blixod,” I say, amazed.

      A bird flies over a distant peak, flapping and gliding at regular intervals. When it disappears, we focus on the goings-on closer to Karen’s ranch house.

      Plump pikus snuffle in a muddy pen next to a dusty-red barn. Two cute pikulets chase each other, tiny legs churning. They slam head-first into their tolerant mother’s bulging pink belly. Beyond the piku pen, a seemingly never-ending line of white timber marks out a field of velvety green. Pegasuses nibble grass.

      “I’ve always wanted to ride a Pegasus,” Dee-Dee says, rubbing goosebumps on her lean arms. “Do you think Karen will let us?”

      “No idea,” I say. “First, we’ll have to find out whether Kardashians ride Pegasuses at all. Those animals might be just as wild here as the ones at home.”

      “Why else would they share their land with them?”

      “To help them keep the grass short, of course,” Allegra says behind us.

      I see her radiant smile and breathe a sigh of relief. She barely spoke to me after our rough journey in Karen’s car. Perhaps a good night’s sleep has put her in a better mood.

      “Hey, sleepyhead.” Dee-Dee shifts so we can all squeeze together and take in the view. The sun climbs higher, painting the landscape a golden hue.

      Allegra breathes in deeply. Bit by bit, her smile fades, and a grimace takes its place. “Oh, dear Gad. Is that manure I smell?”

      “Yep!” Dee-Dee says, laughing. “There’s no escaping poop whatever planet you’re on.”

      “Can I quote you for my mission report?” I joke. But my insides churn as I imagine what else I could document for the Directorate’s benefit.

      Day one. Stole the most advanced and expensive ion-driven ship in the history of the universe.

      Day one and a half. Destroyed the most advanced and expensive ion-driven ship in the history of the universe.

      Day one and three-quarters. Discovered by a seemingly benign rancher and her canine child.

      Day two. After being lulled into a false sense of security, we found ourselves captive and tortured by a now malevolent rancher and her vicious canine offspring.

      I shudder. What have I done to my crew? My best friends?

      “Something wrong, Cherry?” Allegra asks. “You look like you’re about to throw up last night’s meal.”

      “I enjoyed the gruel she fed us,” Dee-Dee says. “What did she call it? Minnie-str-stro⁠—”

      “Minestrone,” I say automatically. The word is at the forefront of my consciousness. I’d memorized several other odd but somehow familiar Earth concepts. Many objects, for instance, have similar purposes to those used on Blixod. Of course, they are also much more primitive in appearance. A so-called microwave does the same task as a zingbot—warms food and makes a zinging noise when the process is complete.

      The similarities are fascinating. Although I’m keen to return home, I want to learn more about Earth’s parallels to Blixod. More importantly, I would love to discover the differences.

      “I’ve been assessing our predicament, and I have an idea.” I pull my crew away from the window and its breathtaking view. “This much is clear—for whatever reason, our emergency calls haven’t been answered. Yet. We’ll keep trying to get through, of course.”

      “I hope so,” Allegra says, her eyes darkening. “We all have a reason to get home. There are our families, graduation. And in case you forgot, there’s a small matter of my marriage arrangement.”

      Dee-Dee clamps a hand over her gaping mouth. “That’s right. You’re scheduled to meet your fiancé next week.”

      I watch a mournful-looking Allegra and bite my lip. Deep down, I believe seventeen is too young to be betrothed. But it’s tradition. You turn seventeen and a half and—bongo!—you get a fiancé for your birthday. By eighteen, you’re married, tied down. I’m mere months away from learning who my husband will be, and I dread every passing day.

      The benefits of this Earth detour are becoming increasingly apparent.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “You will meet him, Allegra, and he’ll be adorable and fall in love with you instantly. In the meantime, we’ve got work to do.”

      Allegra sits on my bed, legs crossed. “Even if we could get replacement panels and heat shields, which I very much doubt given the rural environment here, none of us know how to rebuild a ship.”

      “You’re right. I could help with electronics, but that’s about it. However,” I pause dramatically, “I mean, we should treat this like a real deep-space mission.”

      Dee-Dee perks up, curious.

      Excitement builds within me. “We observe, record, and collect samples. Think about it. We’re the first Blixodians to travel this far. And we’re mere space cadets! But when we return with a detailed, first-hand account, we’ll be famous. Celebrated, even.”

      “I have a feeling we’re already infamous now that people have probably figured out what we did,” Allegra says dryly.

      “Maybe the Directorate will pardon us based on our thorough mission,” Dee-Dee points out.

      I suck in my cheeks. “To receive a pardon, we must present more than observations.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Allegra holds up her hands. “Now you’re saying we ought to interact? Doesn’t that go against protocols, too? Also, where will we find more Kardashians to study and mingle with? All I see here are trees, rocks and animals.”

      “We have Karen,” I say.

      “A single subject? She’s hardly a fair representation of this world’s inhabitants.”

      A gentle tap at the door makes all three of us jump in fright. Karen opens the door a crack. Otto wedges his head in and pushes the door wider. He leaps onto my bed, turns clockwise three times, then curls up by the pillow. Strange little bloke.

      Karen edges into the room. “Morning, folks. I heard my name. I mean, I just happened to. I was about to knock anyway ’cause breakfast is ready, and I’m sure you’re hungry. I’ve got real food here, so if you’re thinking about koshing me over the head and boiling me in oil or whatever it is you do, let me tell you, bacon and eggs taste a heck of a lot better.”

      In contrast to last night, Karen’s words come out laser fast. When she finishes speaking, a weak smile forms on her lips.

      “Bacon?” I ask, confused. Eggs, I know. I’d heard the familiar sound of cluckens milling around somewhere on the ranch.

      “You’ve never had bacon? Wow, you’re in for a treat. There’s sausages and grits, too. I’ve gone all out.” She spins to the door. A moment later, she spins back. “Do y’all have a change of clothes?”

      Wearing nothing but underwear and bed sheets, we shake our heads. We’d only intended to go on a ten-minute joyride after all. All we have are the dark-gray day suits on our backs and the standard explorer packs from the ship.

      “I’ll dig up something for you from my closet later. Just put on your coveralls for now and come down.”

      She closes the door, leaving Otto behind. When we’re dressed, the dog follows us into the hallway. At the top of the stairs, a beguiling, heart-warming scent wafts into my nostrils. It’s so enticing that I need to grip the gleaming wooden handrail and steady myself.

      “What’s that incredible smell?” I moan.

      Dee-Dee shoves past me. “I’m not sure, but I’m not hanging around any longer to find out.”

      Allegra and I race down the stairs after her and into the kitchen, where we’d dined the previous night. This time, every centimetre of the table is covered in serving plates and on top of those is an array of foodstuffs in every color and shape imaginable. Their aromas waltz through the air.

      The three of us can do nothing but gawk and drool. Karen is busy at the stove. A frilled wisp of checkered fabric cinched at her waist swings as she stirs vigorously.

      “Grits,” she says. “I’m terrible at getting the lumps out.”

      “You made all this for us?” I ask, circling the table in wonder. I recognize the bright orange yolks of fried eggs. And fluffy flotcalkes buried under syrup look just like the ones Granny used to whip up for Rex and me on Sundays. I’m not sure what to think about the dark brown cylindrical items oozing oil on a plate. Nor the wavy, glistening, reddish strips piled high in the very center of the table. Whatever they are, their scents make my taste buds vibrate in anticipation.

      “I figured you’d be hungry since you all just picked at the soup last night. So I thought I’d give you a spread with all the food groups. Go on, grab a plate.” She gestures at floral-patterned crockery on a worn kitchen bench.

      I hand the girls plates, and we drift back to the food table. Using silver tools, I scoop small amounts of the obvious items, like roosenberries. Frankly, it’s odd seeing them in their raw, unprocessed form. Fruit, grains and vegetables have long been synthesized in laboratories to protect Blixod’s oxygen-giving plants.

      Karen stands back and watches us make our selections. “Uh, are y’all vegetarians?”

      The three of us exchange worried glances.

      “It’s just that none of you have touched the meaty stuff. You don’t eat meat? You know, from animals?”

      “Animals? Meat is from animals?” Allegra asks. “But you have them in your paddocks. You keep one as your child. Why would you eat creatures?”

      Karen gapes at us, then at Otto, who looks slightly puzzled. “I guess that’s what we do here. Selling animals for food is how I make my living. But thanks to you, I might be able to sell some lumber as well.”

      She smooths the frilly fabric against her thigh and bites her lip. I throw Allegra a look to subdue her and move toward Karen.

      “Karen, I’m sure all the food you’ve prepared tastes delicious. Maybe it would help if you could tell us what’s what. We avoided the table’s brown things, not because they didn’t look or smell appetizing but because we had never seen them before. Now, you mentioned bacon?”

      Smiling, she points at the glistening reddish strips. “That’s bacon there. Cooked two ways—crispy and not-so-crispy. I like it crispy. If you don’t want any, I won’t force it on you. Otto and I will happily scarf it down.”

      I lean over the bacon. It has a woody, slightly charred fragrance. Again, my taste buds throb. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to have a little bit, especially since an animal’s life was sacrificed for us.

      Karen hands me a strip. Warm juices slide down my hand. I pop the bacon into my mouth and chew slowly. The rich, salty flavor explodes on my tongue. I make sure every taste bud gets to sample the morsel before swallowing. Dee-Dee just about drools as she watches me eat.

      “Hurk!” I exclaim.

      “Are you cursing or hiccupping?” Karen hands me a glass of liquid that looks and smells much like orange juice.

      After gulping half the juice, I thank her and say, “I don’t know what hiccupping is. But I do know I like bacon.”

      Love bacon. I even love the greasy film it deposits in my mouth.

      Dee-Dee tastes a piece. Her eyes roll to the back of her head, and I know she’s enjoying it as much as I did.

      “Good.” Relief spreads over Karen’s face. “Eat up. Lord knows there’s a ton of it. Try the sausage, too. It’s got real meat. No fillers.” Using tongs, she drops a plump, glistening sausage on Allegra’s plate.

      I spear one with my fork and gaze at it in wonder before taking a small bite. It’s even juicier and more flavorsome than the bacon. “Do you eat like this every day?”

      “Are you kidding? I’d be dead in six months.”

      “Why? Is it poisonous?” Allegra almost drops her plate. She turns to me. “We shouldn’t be eating everything in sight. Who knows what it could do to us!”

      “But it tastes so good!” Dee-Dee mumbles through a mouth stuffed with bacon and flotcalkes.

      “It’s not poisonous,” Karen explains. “You’ll hear words like fat, sugar, corn syrup and salt. They’re all the things that make food taste wonderful. But sadly, you can have too much of a good thing. Even pumpkin spice. So long as you don’t eat all this three times a day every day, you should be fine.”

      An old-fashioned bell peals, one of four strung up in a row above the exit.

      “Is that an alarm? What’s wrong?” Allegra asks.

      I give her an appraising glance. I’m concerned about her increasing level of hysteria. Earth seems to have made her jumpy and nervous. Could it be she doesn’t have the heart for interplanetary travel? Where she’ll be thrown into the deep unknown daily as a fully-fledged officer?

      Karen, too, appears flustered. “Sort of. That bell tells me someone’s just opened the front gate. It’s a couple of miles away.”

      “A Kardashian?” I murmur, scratching at an itch tormenting my forehead.

      I move to a window covered with those sheer curtains Karen seems to favor. Discreetly, I peek through a gap. Outside is a view of the property we couldn’t see from upstairs. Masses of white daisies border a brick path leading from the kitchen door to a white picket fence. Beyond the fence is the gravel road we’d traveled on the night before. The road continues around a corner toward the barn and garage. There is no sign of another humanoid.

      “You’ll have to fill me in on this Kardashian thing you keep mentioning.” Karen bustles around the room. “Nick should be here in a few minutes. The kid’s got a lead foot. He always drives like he’s being chased. Help me hide this banquet so he won’t get suspicious.”

      “What about us?” Dee-Dee asks.

      “We’ll have to hide as well,” I say, secreting the bacon under the sink. The itch moves to my arms. I pray I haven’t caught fleas from the canine. Or Karen.

      “That would be best. He’s shy around girls as it is. I imagine he’ll clam up.” She clears her throat. “You know, by ‘hide’, I meant to stick the food in the fridge.”

      “Oh,” I say, flushing with embarrassment as she points to a large white cabinet in the corner. “Uh, this Nick, I’m presuming he’s one of your kind?”

      “He’s a lot younger and a lot prettier than me. But he is human, if that’s what you mean.” Karen shoves plates of food into the frigidbox. “He’s my neighbor’s kid. Comes around a few mornings each week to help me out. Sweet of him, seeing as it’s just Otto and me here. I had to let go of my ranch hands. Oh, Dee-Dee, honey, leave those hash browns on the table. They’re Nick’s favorites.”

      A dull rumble reverberates around the farmhouse. I look out the window again. In the distance, a shiny green dot zips along the road, dust plumes in its wake.

      “Where’s the best place for us to hide?” I ask. There’s no room in the crowded kitchen cupboards, though I am tempted to curl up with the sausages.

      “Run upstairs. He never goes there. Oh, and try not to move. Some of those floorboards squeak.”

      We bolt upstairs, taking three steps at a time. Otto, stirred up from all the excitement, races behind us, his pink tongue lolling out from the exertion.

      Below, Karen whistles. “Wow. Those aliens sure can move.”

      In the bedroom, we head straight for the window, taking cover behind the curtain. The vehicle slides to a halt directly below. Pikus squeal loudly at the disturbance.

      “Get down!” I tell my crew as one of the vehicle’s doors swings open. I flatten myself against the wall. My crew crouches and peeks through the curtains. Otto squeezes between us and pokes his head out the window.

      A strong-looking hand grips the door. Then an arm emerges. A booted foot. Finally, a head of light-brown hair.

      Otto’s tail wags wildly. Then, without warning, he barks to draw attention to himself.

      To us!
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      Nick cranes his neck and looks up at the house. I quickly duck out of sight, but not before registering his features. Dark blue eyes framed by long black lashes. A determined-looking jaw. A nose that’s not too broad, not too narrow. One cheek is punctuated with an adorable divot.

      “Hey, Otto! What are you doing, little buddy?” Nick calls. I detect a note of distraction in his resonant voice, like he’s worried about something.

      Perhaps I should be worried that he expects Otto to answer him.

      “What is it?” Dee-Dee whispers next to me.

      I’m on the floor, breathing hard and not understanding why my heart is racing. “The visitor. He’s...he’s...beautiful!”

      Allegra and Dee-Dee gaze at each other with wide, eager eyes before leaping up as if they’re on springs. I pull them back down again.

      “Ow! No need for brute force,” whispers Allegra, rubbing her arm. “We couldn’t see him.”

      A door slams in the house.

      “He’s inside,” I say.

      I crawl to the open bedroom door and stop at the doorjamb. The girls follow my lead. A floorboard emits the slightest of creaks under our weight. Carefree Otto bounds into the hall, his black claws tapping on the wood floor. The house is constructed from a hurk of a lot of timber. Could it be that trees aren’t as revered on Earth as on our planet? Further investigation is warranted, but I’m more interested in studying Karen’s visitor right now.

      Their voices float upstairs.

      “How about hash browns before you start the day?” Karen asks over Otto’s excited yapping.

      “Hell, yeah,” he replies. I can almost hear the smile in his voice. But there’s still that little element of concern. “Mmm, good. Thanks, Karen.”

      The sounds of chair legs scraping against the floor mingle with the clinking of knives and forks. For a few moments, an awkward silence hangs in the air. I hold my breath, even though I know they can’t possibly hear me breathe.

      Unless, of course, Kardashians have acute hearing. I have no reason to believe their sense of hearing—or any other sense, for that matter—is equal to or greater than ours.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Karen says.

      A few seconds pass before he answers. “You know that astronomy project I’m working on?”

      “The one you’re bored with because the teacher thinks all you seniors are in fifth grade?” Karen asks slowly.

      Senior? Allegra mouths. He’s an elder?

      I’m just as astonished as she is. Nick looked to be around the same age as us, seventeen. If he’s a senior, Karen must be ancient! There’s so much we don’t know about Earth’s inhabitants. It makes me realize how invaluable our research will be to those on Blixod.

      “Well, I’ve been up most nights, staring at stars, mapping the transit of planets. Nothing groundbreaking.”

      “Textbook stuff.”

      “Right. But last night, I saw something interesting.”

      “You did?” Karen’s voice pipes out in a high pitch that hurts my eardrums.

      My heart thuds a little faster when I realize what he’s getting at. I feel Allegra’s gaze burning into me. She has reached the same conclusion.

      “I’m about to tell you something, and I know you’ll think I’ve gone off the deep end, but I think...” Nick’s voice lowers, and I hear fabric rustle. Allegra, Dee-Dee and I stretch our necks through the doorway. “No, I’m sure I saw a UAP.”

      “A spaceship?” Karen says faintly. “You’re sure you’re sure?”

      Otto barks, as if saying, “So did I! So did I!”

      “One hundred percent sure.”

      Dee-Dee whispers, “I think I just figured out what a UAP is.”

      “Yes.” I gulp. “A GalaxyCruiser.”

      There’s a long pause before Karen speaks. “If I remember correctly, you told everyone who’d listen a few years ago that you saw a spaceship.”

      Boots shuffle on the floor. “No one believed me, but I know what I saw. And last night, I saw a UAP again. A different one this time.”

      “It wasn’t a weather balloon?”

      “Nope.”

      “A bird?”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “A plane?” Karen’s voice pitches increasingly higher.

      “The flight path is west of here. This thing was circling in the south.” In contrast, Nick sounds unruffled, confident.

      “A hang glider?”

      “At night?”

      “Could’ve been a lost, time-challenged hang glider. Stranger things have happened.”

      “No, listen to me, this thing was huge and shiny and shaped like a football.”

      “And lit up like a Christmas tree, too?”

      “Not exactly. Just the undercarriage. It had an oval-shaped ring of lights. Bright, but flickering.”

      Nick’s still talking. “Karen, I’m for real. A UAP circled over Montana last night. I saw it. And what’s more, I saw it land. If you’ll just let me search your property⁠—”

      “All twenty thousand acres of it?”

      “No, just a tenth of it. I calculated the angle of its descent and narrowed the landing site to one of two areas on the southern paddocks. Around the caves.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t go around there. Bears, you see. Dangerous time to hike when the grizzlies are fattening themselves up for the winter.”

      She’s doing an excellent job of deflection. At the mention of bears, Otto galloped back to our room and settled under my bed. Only the coarse white fur of his tail sticks out from under the bedclothes.

      “Karen, I’m telling you—” Nick says, but she cuts him off.

      “I’m sure you saw something, or maybe it’s your imagination getting the better of you, but we’ve got chores to do.”

      “It’s not my imagination. Did you see any news reports this morning? There were other UAP sightings over the Canadian border. It wasn’t just me.”

      Footsteps began to march. It sounds like they’re rapidly approaching the staircase that leads to the upstairs bedrooms.

      “Where are you going? Don’t go up there!” Karen warns.

      The footsteps cease.

      “I wasn’t planning to. I saw your iPad on the hall table. I was gonna grab it so you could see for yourself what people are saying.” Nick speaks slowly, carefully.

      Suspiciously.

      I ease the girls back into the bedroom and shut the door without a sound. Nick and Karen’s voices become muffled.

      “I have a feeling this bloke isn’t going to let this go,” I whisper. “He’s going to either keep haranguing Karen or go out and search for the ship whether she likes it or not.”

      “You could try hypnosis, fool him into believing it was only a shooting star that he’d seen,” says Allegra.

      “Good idea,” I say. “Except, it didn’t affect Karen last night.”

      Dee-Dee taps me on the arm. “We could combine our hypnosis efforts. Suggest that he totally forgets looking at the stars at all last night.”

      “Okay, that’s a better idea.” Standing on the rug in the center of the room, I hold out my hands. Allegra and Dee-Dee grab them. “Concentrate on his features. Picture his face.”

      “But only you saw his face,” Allegra reminds me.

      I’m stumped for a moment. “Fine. Just visualize the deepest blue eyes you’ve ever seen.”

      This time it’s Dee-Dee who corrects me. “But Karen is the first and only person I’ve ever seen with blue eyes. What if I accidentally hypnotize her instead?”

      I breathe a deep, frustrated sigh. “This isn’t gonna work.”

      Otto decides he’s had enough of hiding under a mattress. He trots over to the door and scratches at the wood. When that doesn’t give him the result he wants, he barks. Loudly.

      “Shhh, Otto! Shhhh!” I hiss.

      He turns to me and gives a yip, which I interpret as a definite no.

      “Please, Otto!” Allegra begs and grabs his little body, making him bark even more. She puts him on her bed, where he stands, yipping, his legs messing up the linens.

      Nick’s voice comes ringing down the hall. “How did he get stuck in there?”

      “Oh, the wind probably blew it shut,” Karen says in a casual voice. “Here, let me get him. No, wait⁠—”

      Two sets of footsteps come racing, one set much heavier than the other and presumably Nick’s. Before we can dive into the few hiding spots, the door swings open.
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      “H-hello,” I stutter. My gaze crashes into Nick’s astonished sapphire-blue eyes. Now that we’re closer—much, much closer—more details reveal themselves in his irises. Thin wedges of gold radiate from the pupils at irregular intervals. They reflect more than just color. Bare curiosity and a hint of shyness, and dare I say it, awe shines back at me. The lightly burnished skin of one cheek is speckled with tiny red spots. The longer he stands there, the pinker his cheeks become.

      Interesting.

      “Um, hi.” Nick stares at each of us uncertainly. His light-brown head dips forward as he tries to cover his cheek with a shaky hand. “Karen, there’s a set of triplets in your guest room.”

      Standing behind Nick, Karen mouths I’m sorry to us.

      What for? I want to reply, totally disregarding the rulebooks on contact with extraterrestrials. I’m supposed to run from him. No, erase his memory and then run. I already know my mind-control powers are shot, and I’m sure my legs aren’t going to obey.

      Allegra and Dee-Dee nudge me forward, ignoring another rule—never reveal rank. Enemies are more likely to eliminate the leader first to scare the underlings into surrender. Yet here’s my loyal crew pushing me front and center.

      Ready to surrender.

      Karen face appears dark with worry, then suddenly she brightens, as if an idea has just occurred to her. “Nick, meet my goddaughters. They’re visiting from, um, California. Yes, that’s right. Don’t they look like typical California girls to you?”

      His brow furrows. “You’ve never mentioned goddaughters before.”

      “You’ve never asked,” Karen retorts. “They’re staying with me for a while to get a taste of ranch living. That’s Cherry standing in front of you. I think.”

      Gathering my composure, I recall my newly acquired Earth manners and extend my right hand. “Yes, I’m Cherry. Pleasure to meet you, Nick.”

      He gazes at me for an inordinate time.

      “He’s charmed, I’m sure,” Karen says, nudging him.

      Nick snaps to attention and pumps my hand once, then releases it as if he’d received an electric jolt. He regains the use of his voice. “Good to meet you.”

      “This is my nav—” I catch my words just in time. “Uh, these are my friends, Allegra, and Dee-Dee, by the window.”

      “Your friends? Don’t you mean your sisters?” His brow rumples in confusion, and I realize my mistake.

      “Right, right. They’re my sisters and they’re my friends.”

      Karen nods. “Very close, these girls.”

      A smile spreads across Nick’s face. His teeth are creamy white and straight, except for a top incisor that slants ever so slightly toward a front tooth. On Blixod, this would be considered a rare flaw, yet the errant tooth gives me an odd feeling of affection.

      “Hey, it’s cool you all get along. Me and my brother fight all the time.”

      Tapping him on the shoulder, Karen says, “Now that we’ve found Otto and met the triplets, it’s time to get back⁠—”

      Nick pays no attention to her. “So, are you in town long? I mean, it’s fall. I’m guessing you’re still in school.”

      Ah, more common ground with Earth inhabitants. I mentally note that in my report. “Yes, we attend school on Bl…uh, back home. Though, we’ll soon be graduating.”

      “I’m a senior, too,” he says, brightening. “It’s a shame you’re not staying here long enough to enroll in Boynton. Or maybe you could. When are you heading home?”

      Now adept at deflection, Karen ushers him from the room. “Kid, when you get an idea, you hang onto it for dear life. Come on, chop-chop. What am I paying you for?”

      “Wait! Maybe I could ask them about last night.”

      Waving him off, she says, “Oh, no. They didn’t see a thing. These girls were so exhausted after traveling such a long, long way. When did you get to bed, Cherry? Around nine?”

      Wide-eyed, I realize I must play along. “Perhaps earlier.”

      “Did you hear anything out of the ordinary? It’s real quiet here at night. Sound travels a good distance through the valleys,” he persists.

      I swallow a lump in my throat. “No. We were fast asleep from precisely nine. All of us.” A flicker crosses his face. If I didn’t know better, I’d guess he doesn’t believe me.

      “Ever since birth, these girls have been able to fall asleep at the drop of a hat,” says Karen. One thing’s for sure, she can think on her feet. She’s smoothed over countless slip-ups.

      “I wish I could do the same. I’m an involuntary night owl,” he says.

      “Oh.” I reply, not having the faintest clue what he means.

      “Okay, well, let me know if I can show you around. You know, there are some great trails and caves right here⁠—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, kid,” Karen interjects. “We’ll keep that in mind. Now, for the last time, let’s move it. There’s a bunch of equipment in the barn that needs a good slurp of oil pronto.”

      This time, she succeeds in dragging him away. He looks over his shoulder at us and yells goodbye.

      Only when I hear a door shut downstairs do I dare to breathe a sigh of relief. I’d nearly blown our identities a few times. If it weren’t for Karen, I might’ve gotten my crew into deeper trouble. The less the Kardashians know about us, the better.

      “That went well!” Dee-Dee says brightly.

      Allegra asks, “What do you think he meant by ‘cool’? Would it be the same as ‘cor’?”

      “He did say it in a positive tone, so maybe you’re right,” I say. “This makes me even more excited about our research. We’ve got so much to learn.”

      “Yeah, yeah, for the good of Blixod.” Allegra frowns. “Do you want to know what I think? I think you’ve become exponentially enthusiastic ever since Nick showed up. We can’t lose sight of returning home.”

      “You have to admit he’s made this unofficial mission even more interesting,” Dee-Dee says with a dreamy look in her eyes.

      “Frankly, I found him odd,” Allegra huffs. “Not that I care for the blokes of this planet. There’s only one person for me, and he’s two million impossible light-years away.”

      “It’s ironic that you’ve met a Kardashian, yet you haven’t seen your fiancé. You don’t know a thing about the bloke your parents picked for you,” I point out.

      “I know what he looks like,” she replies indignantly.

      “But what if he turns out to be a jurka? At least Nick seems sweet,” Dee-Dee points out.

      Allegra snorts. “Nick is not on my radar. He’s all yours, Cherry.”

      “Wait a minute,” I speak up. “Who said anything about keeping him? I would merely like to study him.”

      The girls snort.

      A soft bleeping makes us freeze in place.

      “Whose wrist-comp is that?” Dee-Dee asks.

      “It’s mine!” I gasp, lunging on the device I’d stashed in my explorer pack. “Maybe it’s a message from home.”

      Allegra claps excitedly. “We’re saved! We’re saved! Thank Gad!”

      My heart races as I scroll through the enduroglass display. I frown at the message.

      “Don’t keep us in suspense!” Allegra chides. “Telecast it so we can all see it.”

      I grimace. “It’s just a software update.”

      “Boring!” Dee-Dee says, deflated. She falls back on my bed.

      Allegra snatches my wrist-comp and activates telecast mode, projecting the display onto a wall. “No! It’s exciting! If we can get a software update, it means we’re still within range. Let me try sending another distress call.”

      “Be my guest.”

      A part of me is disappointed. What if we’re rescued before I can conduct at least one day of research? I’ve been handed a chance to prove to my parents that I was born to this job, that I’m capable of carrying on their legacy as well as Rex’s.

      Allegra keys in the coordinates of where the ship landed. She presses “send” and all of us hold our breath, waiting for an answer.

      “It’s got to work this time,” she murmurs. A blue LED light slowly pulses on the display as it tries to connect with the Blixod base.

      Eventually the device beeps again. But this time, we all know what the long, dull sound means because we’ve heard it before.

      “Connection failure.” Allegra groans. In a fit of temper, she throws my wrist-comp to the floor. It bounces one, twice. On the third thump, it breaks apart.

      I die inside.

      “Oh, no! What have I done?” Allegra wails, collapsing alongside it and picking up scraps of silicone. “That was our last hope! We’re gonna be stuck here forever!”

      Dee-Dee crouches beside her. “It’ll be okay. Look at it this way, you’re not alone. You’ve got Cherry and me. Hey, and we now have Karen and Otto.”

      “They’re no use to us at all!” Allegra sobs. Her hands shake as she desperately tries to fit the pieces of the deconstructed device back together.

      “Not true! They’ve fed us, housed us.” Dee-Dee looks around the room for more facts to comfort Allegra with. “Introduced us to a handsome bloke. They smoothed out what was a very bumpy arrival.”

      “I highly doubt they can contact Blixod or fix our ship! You’ve seen the vehicles these people get around in—they still use diesel, for Gad’s sake.”

      Fists clamping and unclamping, I stare at the broken device. If this were a real mission, Allegra would be disciplined immediately. Sent home on the next available transport. As captain, it would be my job to punish her.

      But as her friend, my heart rips in two. Try as she might to appear tough and impress the Star Academy, Allegra can’t hide that she’s a Blixod being first, space flier second. Here we are on a comfortable but foreign planet. The sights are lovely, but it’s not home. Deep down, I know we don’t belong here. She’s right—we must do everything in our power to get ourselves home.

      Gently, I take the device from her hands. “The lights are still flashing. And look, the touch display is still in one piece. Oooh, and look! So is the memory chip!”

      Allegra’s disbelieving eyes are wet with tears. “Are you just saying that to make me feel better?”

      Dee-Dee grabs a tissue off the nightstand and lovingly dabs Allegra’s tear-stained cheeks.

      I rock on my heels. “Yes, but only because it’s true. You know what else? We can also go back to the ship and transfer the memory back to the onboard systems. And we’ll keep trying to make contact. Don’t forget, I’ve got a data-tab in my bag, too.”

      “But the power is going to fail sooner or later, and⁠—”

      “It won’t,” I say with as much confidence as possible. She’s probably right, but I will not let her dissolve into negativity again.

      Dee-Dee opens her mouth. I silence her with a warning look.

      “Since you’re so worried, why don’t we go to the ship now? We can get a better assessment of the damage. It might not be as bad as we think,” I say. My sunny outlook on our dire situation surprises me.

      Even the ever-optimistic Dee-Dee throws me a doubt-filled stare. We all saw the carnage on the ship’s hull.

      But the suggestion makes Allegra perk up. She hands me my explorer pack, and I check that it includes the necessities. “Let’s do that.”

      “How will we find it again?” Dee-Dee asks. “We don’t have maps.”

      Allegra taps her temple. “I kept track of land formations and estimated distances as we drove.”

      Grinning broadly, Dee-Dee says, “You’re a genius.”

      She gives a modest shrug, but I can tell she’s pleased with herself for remaining alert after the crash. “I’m the navigator. What else would you expect? But hold off on telling me how brilliant I am until I get us back to the site, okay?”

      “We’ll follow you,” I tell her. My belly rumbles loud enough for the girls to laugh. “On second thought, I’ll follow my stomach to the bacon stash, then follow you.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour after we set off on foot, I’m certain that Allegra has uncannily led us in the right direction.

      The first sign is sheared-off treetops scattered amongst the undergrowth. I pick up a thin branch. Sticky sap clings to my fingertips. Just a few metres ahead lies a flattened pine, then another and another and still yet another. The scent of the fractured timber burns my nostrils, filling me with deep sadness. We walk in a row, speechless. Under our knee-high boots, rich dark dirt looks as if it’s been freshly plowed.

      And it has. But not by farming equipment. By a GalaxyCruiser 6000-K12.

      A long rut of scraped dirt and exposed rock leads to the ship. It rests against the giant pine that stopped us from rampaging further through the forest.

      Under the moonlight, the crippled ship looked terrible enough. Now the sun casts an unforgiving light over the once-pristine titanium. The underbody is crusted in black residue from entering the Earth’s atmosphere. That usually washes off under high water pressure, so it’s not a concern. But the gruesome deep grooves carved into the metal can never be buffed out. The alloy is hardy, but it’s not indestructible.

      Clearly.

      I run my hand over the metal, feeling every pit and dent. “What do you think, Dee-Dee?”

      She sighs. “The panel damage will affect drag. It could interfere with travel at light speed. But that’s just one thing. We need to assess the engines and flight systems.”

      I chew my lip, remembering the computer assessment I’d gleaned before we’d disembarked last night. Even if we have enough fuel to escape the atmosphere, without a working heat shield, we’d be roasted inside like breakfast sausages.

      Dee-Dee asks for my keypass and data-tab. “I’ll upload the memory and start the assessments.”

      Something in her tone tells me she’s going through the motions. She knows as well as I do that we’re not going anywhere in that wrecked ship. Thanks to the stealth mode that I’d so diligently activated, no one on Blixod knows that we’ve jumped this far out of our solar system. So, yeah, help is not on its way.

      I kick the dirt and shake my head, furious at myself. We shouldn’t have come out here. Yet another stupid mistake on my part. I gave Allegra false hope. She frowns at the wreckage, no doubt mentally cursing me.

      “It’s time to face reality,” I croak.

      Allegra refuses to meet my gaze. She says in a bleak voice, “And what’s that?”

      My voice shakes with guilt and sorrow. “That Earth is our new home.”
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      We hear the vehicle coming before we see it. Without turning around, my ears pick up the sound of gears shifting.

      “We need to leave,” I say. “That’s Nick’s car.”

      Distant barking rings out over the engine noise.

      “Is that Otto’s voice?” Dee-Dee asks.

      I jump onto the trunk of a fallen tree to get a better view. Nick’s green car is about two kilometres down the dirt road, close enough for me to see Karen sitting next to Nick in the front seat. On her lap, Otto hangs his head out the open window, barking nonstop.

      “Karen and Otto are with him,” I report.

      Dee-Dee’s eyes widen. “Why would she bring him here?”

      “I’ve got a much better question. Why are we still hanging around?” Allegra screeches. “Let’s run for the caves we were trying to reach last night. If Nick sees us here, he’ll know we’re connected to this ship. But if we go now, he’ll be none the wiser.”

      “We don’t know if Karen’s already told him the truth about us,” I reason.

      She shakes her head. “You heard how skillfully she covered for us.”

      “Yes, but I can tell Nick is pretty persistent. He might have worn her down.”

      “Cherry, doesn’t this tell you we can’t trust either of them?” she yells and steps toward me so we’re eye to eye, just centimetres apart. The faint smell of bacon on her breath makes me swoon for a split second.

      Hurk! Where was I? Oh, yes.

      “We’re stranded,” I say as calmly as possible. “We have no viable resources, no food, no clothes. Do you want to live out the rest of your days here in the wilderness?”

      “No viable resources? There’s vegetation all around us. Look at the berries on those bushes. We could survive on those until the rescue team comes.”

      “Allegra, that could be months from now. I would rather we do something useful while we wait instead of becoming fugitives.”

      “By useful, you mean conducting an in-depth study of a lowly farm boy. And for your information, we are fugitives.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What’s got into you? Ever since we landed on Earth, you’ve become a different being.”

      Her usually luminous face flickers, like I’ve hit a nerve. She looks confused and lost. “I could say the same for you.”

      “Um, girls?” Dee-Dee clears her throat. “They’re here.”

      My mouth snaps shut. Nick sprints out of his vehicle before it stops rolling. His eyes burn with a mixture of wonder, excitement and disbelief. Mostly wonder and excitement. Karen and Otto chase him at a slower rate, both panting.

      Karen runs to Dee-Dee and says quietly, “Cherry, I’m sorry, I tried to send him on a bum steer, but he mentioned his crash-zone calculations—triangulations, strangulations, permutations, I don’t know what else—and drove straight to this area.”

      I sidle up to her, keeping an eye on Nick as he walks open-mouthed around the ship. He slides his hands into his hairline. Grim-faced Allegra, standing at the edge of the clearing, looks set to run away.

      “I’m Cherry. That’s Dee-Dee,” I say to Karen. “Couldn’t you stop him somehow?”

      “I didn’t know where you’d gone. I figured you wouldn’t have walked too far, but I expected you’d want to check on your ship. He offered to drive me along the service road to see if we could find you. I hadn’t intended for him to drive this far. The further south we went, the more he started talking about the crash and⁠—”

      “Karen,” I interrupt with a whisper. “Does he know that we’re...?”

      “From…?” She points at the sky, then shakes her head vigorously.

      Near the ship’s closed entry door, Nick shouts, “Are you guys seeing this thing?”

      Dee-Dee squints at him. “Of course.”

      Nick’s blue eyes scan every millimetre of the ship. When he disappears around the other side, Allegra seizes the chance to dash over and huddle with us.

      “Let’s try mind-controlling him again,” she says in a low, dark tone. “Make him turn back and forget everything he’s seen since he arrived at the ranch.”

      Karen takes a long step back. “Whoa! Mind control? I thought you said you didn’t perform experiments on people.”

      “It’s not quite an experiment,” I begin. “It’s a survival mechanism that dates back millions of years in our people. These days, we’re discouraged from employing it because of recent abuses. In any case⁠—”

      “Today would be a good day to employ it,” Allegra interjects.

      “In any case, our skills aren’t working as well as we’d like,” I say diplomatically.

      Karen tilts her head. “Did you mind-control me into making that enormous breakfast? ’Cause I’ve gotta come clean. I don’t cook like that every morning. Black coffee and charred toast are about all I’m normally good for, not bacon and plates of fried fat.”

      “I did not force you to do anything.”

      “Okay, good,” she says with a sigh of relief.

      I bow my head slightly to hide my disappointment about the bacon prospects. If I were desperate, maybe I could use my powers of persuasion on Karen.

      No. That would be unethical. Besides, we need to channel all our mental and physical energy into getting back to Blixod.

      Nick comes back into view, his gaze still glued to the GalaxyCruiser. Tentatively, he brushes his long fingers against the metal and begins another orbit of the ship. I pick up on a thudding, racing heartbeat. His? Mine? One thing’s for sure—we’re both in uncharted territory, where the impossible has become possible.

      “Nick’s excited to see the ship,” I note, flicking a look at Allegra. She nods at my silent command and follows Nick’s every step. “Excited enough to tell the world?”

      Karen lifts her chin. “I’ve known Nick since he was a little guy. He’s smart. Like scary smart. He’ll probably figure it out if you don’t tell him. You want my advice? Tell him. And, uh, if I can be selfish here, it’d take the pressure off me. Save me from lying to the kid all the time.”

      “Hey!” Nick yells.

      “Give that to me!”

      Allegra.

      “Oof!” grunts Nick.

      Dee-Dee and I exchange concerned glances, then race to the other side of the ship.

      I gasp. “Allegra! Put him down!”

      With one thin, straining arm, she’s got him pushed up against the ship. Nick’s feet dangle in the air. His face is red and filled with shock.

      “What were you doing with this device?” In her other hand, Allegra clutches a sleek, palm-sized object.

      “Allegra!” I yell. “Put him down this instant!”

      Nick chokes. “I...was...taking photos.”

      Allegra shows no sign of obeying my command. I tackle her to the ground, and she cries out. The device slips out of her grasp.

      “Are you trying to start an intergalactic war?” I hiss. “What’s gotten into you?” She rolls away from me and wipes her brow. I stand up and approach Nick. “I am very, very sorry.”

      Nick rubs his neck and coughs. “It’s okay. She didn’t hurt me.”

      Karen stares at us all, probably wondering if we’re not harmless, homeless teenage “aliens” but something more sinister. Allegra, meanwhile, bursts into tears and runs into the woods.

      “Shall I go see if she’s okay?” Dee-Dee asks. I nod, and she dashes off.

      “Allegra’s usually very mild-mannered,” I tell Karen and Nick. “She’s just going through a difficult time.”

      He nods warily. “Remind me to ask who her personal trainer is. Most guys would kill to have that kind of grip.”

      “Yes, I will ask her,” I say solemnly. Once I find out who or what a personal trainer is.

      “So, what happened, Nick?” Karen asks. She picks up the device that had been the object of contention and hands it to him. It looks remarkably like person-to-person communicators used on Blixod. I can see why Allegra was so interested in it.

      He inspects it before carefully inserting it into his shirt pocket. “I was taking photos of the UFO. She just came out of nowhere.”

      Trying very hard to sound casual, I ask, “And what were you planning to do with the photos you speak of?”

      Nick shrugs. “Keep them as proof that I’m not imagining things this time. Karen, do you know what this means? Vindication!” He laughs. “God, all those people who thought I was a complete weirdo⁠—”

      “Pardon me.” I clear my throat. “Are you saying you’ve seen an interstellar ship before?”

      “Interstellar ship,” he repeats softly, then chuckles. “Sounds better than UFO or UAP.”

      “Yes,” I say, making a mental note to find out exactly what he means by those acronyms. For some reason, I didn’t want him to think Blixodians are ill-informed or simpletons. It’s bad enough that we inexplicably ended up in a strange galaxy—that was not a great sign of intelligence. At least according to my academy instructors.

      “A couple of years ago, I was out on a—” He stops and cringes. “I was out late one night with a friend. Next thing I knew, this interstellar ship came up over a ridge and hovered. Didn’t make a sound. But it was huge. Like, as big as a basketball court.”

      “I have no frame of reference for that, but I gather that’s an impressive size. How did it compare to this one?”

      Nick glances at our GalaxyCruiser. “I’d say this is a half-court.”

      “I see.” One thing I won’t be revealing to him is that not only can our ship expand but it can also change shape. “Did your companion see the ship, too?”

      He shrugs. “Apparently not.”

      “Why didn’t you take a photo or video?” asks Karen. She brushes stray pine needles from the back of his checkered shirt.

      “I was frozen,” he says. “Couldn’t even twitch or scratch my nose until it shot up into the sky. So, of course, no one believed me then. But they will now.”

      While I’m fascinated that a ship from another world has come to this spot, I’m also concerned. Nick is hurk-bent on seeking vindication. But I can’t allow him to expose our ship. Expose us. We’ve only met two humanoids on this planet, and the others might not be as friendly.

      There’s no question. I need to use mind control on them. Or, at the very least, on Nick.

      Focusing on the middle of his forehead, I chant internally. You will destroy the evidence. You will forget seeing the ship. You will never remember Allegra choking you with her bare hands.

      Suddenly, Nick looks up at me. “Did you say something?”

      I put a hand over my mouth. “No.”

      Nick shakes his head. “I must be imagining things. Could’ve sworn you said something about destroying evidence.”

      I gasp, but thankfully not loud enough for the Earthlings to hear. He hadn’t obeyed my silent command, but had he heard my thoughts instead?

      “How did you and your sisters find this place, anyway?” Nick asks.

      I glance at Karen, who nods encouragingly. “It’s a funny story. This ship belongs to my…our parents. Until a few hours ago, it was their pride and joy. But then the three of us wanted to take it for a spin to celebrate finishing school, and, um, we somehow got lost after a space jump, which forced us to perform an emergency landing.”

      A smile plays over Nick’s dusty-pink lips as he processes my words. He blinks a few times, then bursts into uncontrolled laughter. He clutches his stomach as if to contain the hysteria. Never in my seventeen years have I witnessed such a strong reaction to my words.

      “Yeah, you were right,” he says, gasping. “That is a funny story.”

      I stare at him, not even halfway amused. “We chose this area because there was a large clearing in a remote, unpopulated area. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, Karen discovered us anyway.”

      Nick’s wide grin slips. He whips around to face Karen. “Is this true? Why didn’t you tell me about seeing a UFO?”

      Karen looks troubled. “I’m sorry, honey. It wasn’t my secret to keep. I had the girls to think of.”

      Turning to me, he says, “Does your dad work for the military? I’ve gotta say, I’m impressed with this hardware.”

      “The military? No.” I sigh mournfully and stroke one small area of titanium-boron that hadn’t been damaged. I’m pleased he also seems enamored of the GalaxyCruiser. He has discerning taste. “But he hoped to land a government contract with this prototype.”

      Now his eyes form into perfect full-moon shapes. “Our government is buying these babies?”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “No! My government.”

      He snorts. “California?”

      Oh, Gad. He doesn’t understand. Karen claimed he was smart. Really, what constitutes “smart” on this planet?

      “Nick.” She clears her throat. “That was another one of my tall tales. The girls aren’t really from California.”

      “Why would you...? Where are they...?” Nick trails off. He stares at me with a puzzled frown, then at the ship. He stares at me again.

      Just like when he first spotted the GalaxyCruiser, he circles around me. He examines me. Even though my body is covered from neck to toe, shoulder to wrist, in a dark-gray jumpsuit, I feel exposed. His gaze seems to scald every millimetre of my skin, and I’m not entirely sure that’s a bad thing. It’s almost exhilarating. Blokes on Blixod don’t give most girls a second glance. They definitely don’t give them lingering, appraising stares. Why would they? We all look the same.

      Under such intense scrutiny, my head throbs. I rub my temple to soothe the pain and hit the little scab that had formed over my wound. A small amount of viscous green blood clings to my fingertips. Discreetly, I wipe the blood onto my sleeve.

      Nick completes his circumnavigation of me. With his fingertips, he scratches his scalp vigorously, making hair stand up at different angles. I gather this action helps his comprehension skills. Yet, he still looks mystified.

      “Are you even Karen’s goddaughter?”

      “I don’t even know what a goddaughter is. Until last night I had never met this woman, or any other Kardashian.”

      “You haven’t met a Kardashian?” He laughs harder than before. “Where have you been? Under a rock?”

      I turn to Karen. “Why is he so amused?”

      She shrugs, and I’m struck by how universal some gestures are. “They keep mentioning that word, but I’m waiting for a translation.”

      “Keeping Up With the Kardashians? Come on, you’ve never seen that show? And all the spin-offs?”

      Karen scoffs. “When do I ever get time to watch TV?”

      “This conversation is getting very confusing,” I say, wrinkling my brow. “Kardashians are your people, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah, yeah, they’re my peeps.” He laughs again.

      Even with those striking blue eyes, he’s starting to get on my nerves.

      “Sweetheart,” Karen says to me gently, “you really need to spell it out for him.”

      Nick nods. “Yeah, you do. Please. ’Cause if you’re trying to tell me you’re from another planet, I’m sorry, I think that’s far-fetched. I mean, look at you. You’re Amazons in Hazmat suits. You’re not exactly little green men with gigantic heads.”

      I look at him with interest. No doubt, the green men with disproportionate heads he speaks of are the scurrilous inhabitants of planet Xeedox. “You’ve made contact with the Xeedoxians?”

      “The who?” the Earthlings ask in unison.

      “Never mind.” I suppose the Xeedoxians’ Earth mission is still in the reconnaissance phase. History shows their usual pattern involves surveillance for three hundred years before attempting to open diplomatic ties. Ha! If you can call invasion diplomacy. The Directorate had long since thwarted the Xeedox plan to take over Blixod.

      Nick gestures at me. “And you speak perfect modern English, too. It seems bizarre for someone claiming to be from another planet to do that.”

      I grow indignant. “I speak modern Blixod, thank you very much!”

      “Blixod? Is that where you’re from?” He folds his arms.

      Karen slaps her forehead in frustration. “Jeez, Nick, I thought you’d be excited about having aliens landing on Earth! On my property! You were salivating about finding the ship. Where do you think the people who landed this thing are? Well, one of them’s standing right in front of you!”

      “I’m not buying it.”

      “Nick, Cherry is bleeding green blood,” Karen speaks slowly, like he’s an infant. She grabs me by the shoulders and lifts the section of hair that obscures my forehead. “Look at that.”

      Squinting, he steps forward for a closer inspection. “Green blood?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Of course. Like your own, I imagine.”

      “Nope,” Karen says. “Ours is red. Like ketchup. Tomatoes.”

      I make another quick mental note of that peculiar physiology. Do their blood cells also carry oxygen and hormones through the body, or does their blood serve a different purpose? I would need to take samples somehow⁠—

      “I need more proof,” Nick interrupts my thoughts.

      “Proof that I’ve traveled across two galaxies or more proof that I possess green blood?” I hope he doesn’t choose the latter option. My nausea spell had already waned. I didn’t care for another.

      “Let’s take it a step at a time. The ship first,” he says, jerking his chin at it.

      Smiling, I pat the hip pocket of my jumpsuit, where I’ve stashed the keypass. “I can open the door for you.” I rest a hand on his chest. His muscles twitch, and I feel his body tense. “But I can’t let you inside. Not yet.”

      A strange expression passes over his face. He swallows hard, making the dimple in his cheek pulse.

      That is adorable. And worth documenting in my personal journal. I can leave it out of my mission journal, for sure.

      In a high-pitched voice, he says, “Fine. For now.”

      He and Karen step back as I activate the key. The door glides open. Automatically, the ramp glides down, but it’s slow, and the motor grinds and shrieks. Halfway down, the ramp pauses, retracts by about fifteen centimetres, and then resumes its path downward. Back on Blixod, it was a silent, effortless operation. Now it looks like this ship belongs in a scrap yard. My face burns with embarrassment.

      I feel compelled to explain. “Really, it’s a sophisticated craft. There’s nothing else like it on my planet.”

      “Ditto for Earth,” Nick murmurs. He stands on his tiptoes, straining to see inside.

      “Now do you believe her?” Karen nudges him, putting him off balance. I hide a smile.

      Otto, perhaps drawn in by the grinding noise, trots over to investigate. He stops at the bottom of the ramp. To my horror, the little bloke lifts a leg and does what I now reckon dogs across the galaxies do.

      My heart sinks. Thank Gad my parents aren’t here to see this ultimate act of humiliation.

      “Otto! Bad boy! Very bad boy! You do not whiz on spaceships!” Karen chases him, but he runs straight up the ramp. “Come back here!”

      “I’ll get him.” True to his word, Nick sprints after the dog.

      But I can move faster than he can. Much faster. In a split second, I reach into my explorer pack. “I really didn’t want to use this, but I must. Sorry.”

      I jump in his path and pull the trigger.

      Zap!

      The sharp smell of laser fire clashes with the pines around us. Then, in an instant, Nick collapses.

      Karen trembles as she looks from Nick to me. Horror fills her eyes. “Holy smokes! You killed him!”
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      In a daze, I drop the weapon. My throat dry, I croak, “He’ll come round in a few minutes.”

      “He’d better!” Karen crouches by his side and slaps his cheeks. “Nick! Nick!”

      I’ve shot someone. I just shot a humanoid.

      “What in hurk happened?” Allegra says, running into the clearing with Dee-Dee in tow.

      “I had to do it. He disobeyed me,” I say in a robotic voice I barely recognize as my own. What came over me? I’m not the type of person who goes around laser-shooting people.

      Dee-Dee checks over Nick. “He’s still breathing. Pulse is a little high by Blixod standards. I can’t speak for Earthlings.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Karen rasps, then turns to me. Her expression hardens. “Would you have shot Otto, too?”

      “Gad, no!” I exclaim. I cover my mouth. How am I going to fix this? There’s only one solution—mind control. Or at least attempt it.

      Nick, forgive me. I acted out of character. Really, I’m a nice, law-abiding Blixodian. Well, I was until yesterday. I’m about to graduate as a flight captain. Well, I was until yesterday, too. Enough about that. I’m deeply sorry. When you wake from this nano-coma, the last thing you remember will be Otto doing you know what.

      “What are you doing?” Karen asks. Worry creases her face.

      “I’m giving him a hypnotic suggestion.”

      “Uh, nice try, Cherry, but our mind-control success rate has been woeful since we arrived here,” Allegra points out.

      “I’ve got to try something, anything! Haven’t you ever tried to erase an event you regretted?”

      “Yes, but that’s why it’s forbidden on Blixod. Free-will laws, remember?”

      “But we’re on Earth now,” Dee-Dee says.

      “Exactly,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “Having said that,” Dee-Dee continues, “I successfully applied mind control to Otto. He refrained from marking his territory all over the clearing.”

      Dryly, I remark, “And so he trotted here and showered the GalaxyCruiser instead.”

      Karen raises one eyebrow. “Maybe you deserved it!”

      I scramble for a retort, but then my brain catches up with what Dee-Dee said. “Wait a second. Dee-Dee, your mind-control effort did work, just not quite in the way you intended.”

      Her jaw drops. “Of course!”

      “So let me experiment.” I focus my energy on Karen.

      Karen, you will forget what I did to Nick. It never happened. We believe in peace and love and puppy dogs and pines. We have not come here to harm anyone. Nick merely slipped.

      “Experiment? How? Please don’t use probes or take my brain out through my nostrils.” The words slow as they leave her slackening mouth. After a sudden jerk, as if her body is reacting to a dose of strychnine, her muscles release. Her eyelids lower to half-mast, then close completely.

      “Oh,” breathes Dee-Dee. “It’s working. She’s in a full-scale trance.”

      I silently repeat my chant three more times for good measure. When I end with the words “Wake up, Karen,” her eyes snap open.

      She blinks and catches sight of Nick lying on the ramp. “Oh, poor clumsy kid! Did you see that fall? I tell you, it’s those shoelaces. He never ties ’em properly.”

      Thinking quickly, I say, “That was quite a knock he gave himself. I hope he has amnesia when he wakes up.”

      Karen screws up her face. “Come again?”

      “I mean, I hope he doesn’t have amnesia when he wakes up.”

      She gives me a curious look before turning her attention back to Nick. “I think he’s coming around.”

      Nick moans. With his eyes closed, he rubs the rounded part of his chest where I’d aimed the laser.

      Please don’t let there be a burn mark there!

      I crouch down. “Nick, are you all right?”

      “Burn?” he murmurs.

      My heart catches in my throat. “You had a fall, but you’re okay. Can you sit up?”

      He nods weakly. Allegra and I ease him into a sitting position.

      “How long have I been out?” he asks, patting his chest groggily. “I had the strangest vision. You shot me. Right here.”

      “I-I shot you?” Why would the hypnosis work on Karen but not him? I throw Allegra and Dee-Dee a nervous glance.

      Karen squints. “I’ve never understood how men can fall asleep as soon as they’re horizontal.”

      Nick shakes his head, puzzled. “I wasn’t asleep.”

      “You were momentarily unconscious. And you weren’t shot, either.” Some would call that a lie. Today, I’m calling it an attempt to bolster the hypnotic suggestion. “See? You’re in one piece.”

      “No holes or blood,” Karen adds, giving his shoulder a pat.

      “Green blood,” Nick whispers, staring directly at me. “You’re green-blooded aliens.”

      In a soft voice, I say, “We are. But I promise we’ll never hurt you.” Again, I add silently.

      He fixes his deep blue gaze on me. I feel like he’s trying to read my deepest thoughts.

      And he doesn’t like what he sees.
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      Karen serves the remainder of breakfast as lunch at the ranch house. I immediately dive into the zingbotted sausages and bacon. While the mushrooms have a meaty flavor, they don’t have the same appeal. Their texture is too slimy.

      “See? Having aliens here will benefit our livestock industry,” Karen tells Nick. “At this rate, they’ll munch through half a cow daily.”

      Ah, another universal truth. Money.

      “Thank you for that awesome visual,” he says, frowning at the serving platters sitting on the kitchen table.

      I clear my throat. “Karen, we’re genuinely grateful for your help. We intend to repay you in any way we can.”

      I wasn’t certain how, but we would. I’m willing to bet that the four golden blixes in my pocket have no value here. Perhaps, like Blixod, Earth trades in scrap metal. Five tons of titanium-boron would fetch a decent amount of money on our planet.

      Nick picks at a reheated flotcake—or pancake as it’s known here. He’d drowned it in a sweet delicacy called maple syrup, which Dee-Dee had also developed a voracious appetite for. I watch her pour it over scrambled eggs and shovel a big spoonful in her mouth.

      “How long do you plan to stay?” Nick asks.

      “That depends. Our ship’s in a bad way. We can’t establish communications with our home planet, which is approximately two million light-years away. So⁠—”

      “We’re stuck here,” Allegra interrupts. “Doomed.”

      “We’ll figure something out," I whisper, attempting to push aside the tension in my chest. Allegra might be right. But I really hope she’s not.

      Karen’s sympathetic gaze brings me to the verge of tears, and as if sensing this, she chirps, “Well, I’m sure glad to have you! If you don’t mind helping with chores.”

      “I love chores,” Dee-Dee says in total seriousness. Like me, she grew up in a privileged household. Everything was done for her. Making her bed is a novelty. Of course, the fun of it wears off quickly.

      “Perfect.” Karen beams.

      “People will be suspicious, you know,” Nick says.

      Allegra nods. “I agree. We can’t stay here indefinitely.”

      “But it’s so isolated here,” Karen says. “Who’s gonna know?”

      “Um, NASA, for one,” he says. “But that’s the least of our worries. My mom knows your ‘goddaughters’ are here. She wants to know why you’ve never talked about them.”

      Karen groans. “We’re done for. The rest of Boynton has probably heard by now.”

      I hold up my hand. “Two questions. What is NASA? And why is it a problem?”

      “The National Aeronautics and Space Administration,” Nick explains. “It’s an agency dedicated to space travel research, among other things. What worries me is that if I could pinpoint your crash site with luck, those guys would be onto you in no time.”

      “But we flew in stealth mode,” I say, full of confidence and pride. “We would have been invisible on radar and any other surveillance system.”

      “But what about anybody who might’ve eyeballed you in the sky?”

      “You mean, we might’ve been seen with the naked eye?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean. You were seen, and not just by me. A UFO spotter I follow posted something about a sighting. No pics or footage, though.”

      “What’s a UFO?” Dee-Dee asks.

      I’m also trying to make sense of what he’s saying. I feel a bit dizzy. It was silly to think our ship would just look like a falling star.

      “Unidentified flying object. Well, now they call them UAP. Unidentified aerial phenomena, but it doesn’t have the same ring to it,” he says. With his chest puffed out, he looks and sounds like an expert. “NASA and the CIA take sightings seriously, even if they don’t always admit it to the public. But they’re getting better at sharing cases.”

      Shock courses through me. How could I not have taken visual contact more seriously? Engaging cloaking mode wasn’t enough, as it only rendered the ship invisible to scanners and radar. Why didn’t I activate chameleon mode before landing? Sure, I was caught up in trying to land with our bodies and souls intact, but my training should’ve kicked in.

      I don’t deserve to be a space flight captain.

      Karen touches my arm. “Honey, don’t be too worried.”

      “My name’s Cherry, not Honey.” And I am worried. Very.

      She chuckles. “‘Honey’ is a term of endearment. I’ll call you by your name from now on.”

      “Honey sounds comforting,” Dee-Dee says.

      “Exactly what I intended,” Karen says, then turns to me. “No one’s got video evidence of your landing. I sure as hell ain’t gonna sell you girls out. I don’t even think of you as being aliens.”

      Her answer barely satisfies, but I move on to keep my racing thoughts in check. “Actually, I have three questions in total. What does Nick’s mother have to do with your township knowing about our presence?”

      Karen thinks carefully before answering. “Julie—God love her, I love her, too—is what I’d call talkative. She knows everything about everyone, and she doesn’t hesitate to pass information on.”

      “An urge to broadcast information? We have names for those sorts of personalities,” I say.

      “Goosips,” Dee-Dee confirms.

      “Goosips?” Karen asks. “You mean gossips?”

      Nick clears his throat and seems embarrassed. He pays close attention to the glass container holding the salt, turning it over in his callused hands.

      “No, goosips,” Dee-Dee says matter-of-factly. She flicks her tongue out to snag a droplet of syrup coating her lips.

      “Isn’t that something? It’s almost the same word except for one letter.” Karen laughs. “I’m gonna enjoy discovering what else we have in common.”

      I lean forward. “I’m also eager to draw up some comparisons. Maybe you can help me.”

      “Sure!” she says. She looks at Nick, then at the rest of us. “But if you really want to know what life on Earth is like, you should hang out with Nick.”

      “Me?” He looks surprised. “What do I know about anything except school and the ranch?”

      Karen snaps her fingers. “You said the magic word. Girls, how would you feel about going to school here? See, I think you have two choices. Either learn from reality TV or live the reality.”

      Nick shakes his head. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. Like, if you’re worried about Mom going to the school board, why don’t I just tell her they’re being home-schooled?”

      Hand shooting up in the air, Dee-Dee says, “I would like to attend classes here.”

      “But we’re on the verge of graduation,” Allegra complains. “Our school days are over.”

      Earth school. My mind spins this thought around. If it’s anything like the Star Academy, it’d be a perfect microcosm to study Earthlings. And maybe we’ll find the elusive Kardashians, too.

      “It’s only for a little while,” I tell Allegra. “Until the rescue crew comes for us. Which I’m sure will be sooner rather than later.”

      “Why bother with all this for just a few days?” Allegra asks. “We ought to be focused on getting home.”

      “For fun?” Dee-Dee suggests.

      “For study,” I say. “And I’m certain we can work and play while we’re here.”

      Nick frowns. “What about transcripts from their ‘old’ school, Karen? How are you gonna get around that?”

      “I have an idea.” She pushes her chair closer to the table, its legs screeching on the wooden floor. “Being a cattle rancher was my Darren’s big dream. That’s him there in the photo.”

      I follow her gaze to a framed picture on the wall. A jolly-looking man with thinning gray hair has his arms wrapped around Karen. They look so in tune with each other. And why wouldn’t they, with their lyrical names? A golden band glints on Darren’s thick finger. Karen’s grin, bright as a solar flare, tells me Darren is her world. But now, in the flesh, her somber expression tells me he’s no longer in it.

      “He passed away two years ago this summer,” she says in a subdued tone. “But like the girls here, he had some secrets.”

      “We won’t judge if he was from another planet as well.” Dee-Dee pats her hand. I feel like scolding Dee-Dee for being insensitive. Instead of expressing outrage, Karen just laughs.

      But I squirm, thinking of the truth behind Nick’s collapse back at the ship. My eyes squeeze shut as I try to block out the shock on his face when I lasered him. When I open my eyes again, I discover his gaze is on me. Quickly, he looks away and focuses on Karen.

      “No, Darren was born in Brooklyn. Shaking her head, Karen continues. “He worked for the FBI’s fraud unit. He told me that to catch the perps, he had to be like the perps. You know, learn how to forge documents for undercover agents and have them verified and digitized. Darren was the go-to guy for detecting fake licenses or passports. There was a real art to it. High school transcripts would’ve been a cinch for him.”

      Nick stares at Darren’s picture as if he’s seeing him in a new light. His blue eyes are deep pools filled with fascination. They are quite mesmerizing.

      “What’s the FBI?” Dee-Dee asks on behalf of all of us bewildered aliens.

      “I know, so many acronyms, rights? It’s a law enforcement agency,” Nick explains patiently. “They look into criminal investigations, fugitives, that kind of thing.”

      I gulp. If Karen is connected to Earth authorities, who’s to say she won’t turn us in? What if she’s playing the long game, earning our trust, holding us isolated here until the FBI storms the ranch and captures us?

      Then again, she’s urging us to go to school and appears determined to be our surrogate mum. And my intuition says she has a big, generous heart.

      “Darren used to say his position was just a glorified desk job.” Karen chuckles. “The closest he got to any action was a stand-off with the photocopier from hell.”

      A distant look comes into her eyes. It suddenly strikes me that I might never see my parents again. They’ve already lost Rex. What would happen to them if I never got off this planet?

      “Anyway, back to my idea,” she says, snapping back to reality. “I still have access to Darren’s top-notch printing gear if we need to wrangle IDs for you three.”

      Excitement sparkles in Nick’s eyes. “And I can help you set up social profiles and create a backstory so it doesn’t look like you just dropped in from nowhere.”

      “Blixod is hardly nowhere, but I see your point,” I say. “What exactly are social profiles? Is this something your government requires of its citizens?"

      “We have these apps on our phones to help keep in touch with people and share pics or whatever.” He pulls a device out of his pocket and taps the screen. A series of animal and astronomy images flash as he swipes to the left. Before I can get a closer look, he puts his “phone” away. “You don’t have to have any social accounts, but some people think it’s weird not to have one.”

      Dee-Dee rubs her hands in delight and reaches for the maple syrup again. “Earth sounds like so much fun! I can’t wait to see what the education system is like here. Do you reckon it’ll be like the Star Academy? I wonder what the other kids will look like. When do you think we can kick things off?”

      Allegra rolls her eyes at me. I know what she’s thinking. That’s Dee-Dee, always chasing fun, fun, fun. At least her personality seems unchanged since the landing.

      On second thoughts, she’s become even more optimistic and sunny. Could it be thanks to the high concentration of pine in the mountain air?

      “Remember, Dee-Dee,” I warn. “Research and finding a way to get home are our top priorities.”

      “And I intend to do that without being a wet blanket,” she says, then pops a spoonful of syrup on a spoon and licks it off. Nick studies her. I’m unsettled by the fascination on his face, but I can’t understand why.

      You know why, Cherry. You’re attracted to the humanoid.
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      For Gad’s sake, it’s ridiculous to be attracted to Nick mere hours after landing on his planet. There’s been no time to conduct in-depth studies of his foibles. Admittedly, I’ve cataloged several physical attributes. The slope of his muscular shoulders, for instance. And lean hands that seemed strong yet capable of giving tender caresses.

      Without warning, Nick faces me, his gaze carrying an intensity I’m not used to. It’s more than curiosity, more than fascination. It’s something deeper and scarier. Fidgeting, I turn back to Karen.

      “I’ll get started on your IDs and transcripts,” she’s saying. “And then we’ll need to tackle some major issues.”

      “Such as?” I ask, mentally trying to shake off Nick’s searching gaze.

      “Fitting in.” She eyes my clothing meaningfully. “Those overalls are all you’ve got, right?”

      We all nod.

      “What’s your normal wardrobe like? I’m guessing the overalls you’re wearing are a special flight suit?” she asks.

      Allegra shakes her head. “This is our day suit. We have a blue one for night. We sleep in a black suit. For special occasions, we have a silver suit. And officers wear gold.”

      Karen and Nick exchange glances.

      “The same design? Same shape?” she asks.

      “Yes and yes.”

      Karen scratches her chin. “It’s been decades since I was in school, but I know one thing hasn’t changed. Kids can be ruthless when it comes to image. I don’t care what town, what city, what state, what country, what planet you’re from. There’s always a meanie who’ll pick on you for not fitting in. Don’t get me wrong, you’re all gorgeous. Aren’t they, Nick?”

      His face reddens, and he shifts his gaze. He mumbles, “Oh, yeah, yeah.”

      “Beautiful. But you’re gonna need clothes that are a bit more fashionable.” She straightens. “Like mine, for example.”

      Nick coughs. She pushes him lightly.

      I observe Karen’s outfit, which consists of two distinct parts—top and bottom. On the bottom are trousers crafted from a tough-looking, mottled blue fabric, featuring an elasticized waistband complemented by a woven belt. The hems of the trousers sit a few centimetres above the tops of her white lace-up sneakers, revealing light-pink socks decorated with illustrations of Otto. Her shirt is a darker blue and seems to be made from a lighter material. She has rolled the sleeves up to her elbows, making the shoulders puffy.

      The whole ensemble strikes me as unflattering. Karen’s clothing sags around her sturdy body, unlike our jumpsuits and black knee-high boots. Ours cling like a second skin.

      Nick also sports trousers in the same fabric as Karen’s. But his are a uniform dark blue color, and they hug his legs more closely. So close I can see his thigh muscles flex as he shifts. I quickly avert my eyes, but the vision of his physique is still imprinted in my mind. I draw my attention up to a brown belt, then a snug-fitting white shirt emblazoned with the letters “MIT.”

      “Where do you obtain clothing supplies?” Allegra asks briskly, not giving away her opinion of Karen’s style.

      “Everyone goes to the mall,” Nick says. His face screws up like he’s eaten a lemonurr, skin and all.

      “But you find that distasteful?” I ask.

      “It’s not my idea of fun,” he replies. “There’s nowhere else to go in this town, so everyone hangs out there and watches your every move.”

      Dee-Dee elbows me in the side. “That sounds like the perfect location to conduct your research.”

      “Absolutely,” I say, warming to the idea. Apart from the morsel about being under scrutiny.

      “There’s also online shopping,” Karen suggests. When I give her a puzzled look, she says, “You use your computer or phone to go on the internet, pick out what you want, and it’s mailed out to you. Sometimes sizing can be a crapshoot, but it usually works for me.”

      Allegra nods. “We have a similar system.”

      “Not quite,” I interject. “On our birthdays, the Directorate, our governors, gives us seven new jumpsuits. They’re specifically designed to withstand a year’s worth of wear and tear.”

      “A birthday present from the government. How do you like that, Nick? All I get from the government is a tax bill.” She chortles.

      “You don’t have any say in what you even wear?” Nick asks.

      I blink. “Are you allowed to choose?”

      “Honey, this country wouldn’t have any entrepreneurs if we had no choice. Plus, I’m sure kids would find a way to rebel anyway. Human nature, I suppose.”

      “When do you attend school?” I ask Nick.

      “Monday through Friday. Eight to three. It’s Saturday today, so the day after tomorrow, you can enroll.”

      “That will give us enough time to obtain suitable clothing, yes?” asks Allegra, her voice wound tight.

      “We’re what people call out in the sticks. Shipping can take a while.” Karen shakes her head. “How about you borrow my clothes for now, and we’ll take you to the mall today?”

      “We?” Nick parrots in surprise.

      She waves a hand at him. “You’ll know which shops all the teenagers like.”

      “I don’t know if I’m qualified for this job,” he says.

      “I’m content to continue wearing my jumpsuit,” Allegra declares. “I see nothing wrong with it. We’ll be rescued shortly anyway.”

      Karen’s lips twist. “If it means that much to you, okay. But will you wear the same thing every day until you’re picked up by your people?”

      Dee-Dee nudges Allegra. “You’ll have to wash it every day, too. It’s not like we packed any more jumpsuits.”

      Allegra looks smug. “I’ll wash and wear yours, if you’re going ahead with adopting local dressing customs.”

      I latch onto something else Karen said. “Are you saying you wear something different every day?”

      “You can wear whatever you want, whenever you want.”

      With eyes as round as the oranges sitting in a bowl on the table, Dee-Dee asks, “Can you buy anything you want at the mall?”

      “Even an emergency beacon?” Allegra says with more than a hint of sarcasm.

      Nick sits up straighter. “Howard’s Outdoor Store carries them. But somehow, I don’t think they’re advanced enough—or strong—enough to send a signal to your planet.”

      “Perhaps with modifications, they’ll work,” I muse. Nick shrugs. “Karen, there is the problem of making purchases. I’m sure clothing and emergency beacons aren’t free.”

      “Not if you’re buying brand-new.” She pats me on the hand. “But I have some money after the last cattle sale. It should be enough—if you don’t shop like an heiress.”

      She doesn’t need to know I’m an heiress. I offer her a thankful smile. “We’ll pay you back somehow.”

      “Let’s talk about that later. Now,” she says, looking straight at Dee-Dee, “who wants chocolate cake?”
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        * * *

      

      Nick’s vehicle is more than capable of seating all of us. Otto, too. However, Karen left the indignant canine behind to guard the ranch. She encouraged me to “ride shotgun” next to Nick so that I would have a more expansive view. In the backseat, she and Dee-Dee chatter incessantly, talking over Allegra, who glowers between them.

      It takes some time for me to adjust to the vehicle’s motion as it travels first over a crude dirt road out of Karen’s property, then over concrete and asphalt. After forty minutes of driving, wide open and empty pastures give way to a more densely populated area. We pass more cars. More humans. More creatures. It’s both exhilarating and frightening to see the various shapes and sizes of all those things. The landscapes are just as breathtaking as those at home, if not more so. But compared to us bland and uniform Blixodians, Earth is vibrant, diverse.

      His blue eyes darkening with apprehension, Nick intones, “We’re here.”

      My chest pounds as his words, eerily like my thoughts, register. I blink, remembering what had happened earlier when he’d regained consciousness. Is it possible that he—and other Earthlings—can decipher the thoughts of others? Shuddering, I warn myself to be careful of not only what I say around Nick but what I think as well.

      Karen says, “It’s not the biggest mall in Montana, but it’s the closest one to our neck of the woods. You’ll find the essentials here for at least a week. And if you stick around for more than a week, we’ll shop online, too.”

      I sneak a glance at Allegra to gauge her reaction to being here for over a week. She stares at the scenery. Her hands are clenched into fists, resting on her knees. No doubt she’s thinking about her upcoming nuptials. I offer her a sympathetic smile and turn to the front once more.

      Nick pulls into a spot where vehicles are parked in bays marked with dull yellow paint. He noses his car into a space shaded by a tall pine, keeping it away from the other cars.

      “It doesn’t seem too busy today,” he observes.

      Karen unbuckles her safety harness and nods. “Folks just don’t have the money to spend anymore.”

      Following her lead, I exit the vehicle. I’d caught on fast to the fact vehicle doors don’t open and close automatically on Earth. On the opposite side, Nick’s door slams, making me jump. He catches my eye for a moment, then bites his lip. He seems nervous. Should I be worried about entering this establishment, too?

      Karen casts her gaze over us. “Cherry, let me fix those jeans for you. You’re just swimming in those things.”

      She tugs at my waistband, pulling it decisively closer to my armpits instead of my natural waist. The polo shirt she gave me to wear was baggy, just like the jeans. It keeps trying to untuck itself, but Karen solves that issue by cinching my belt tighter. Since Karen’s feet are much broader than ours, we had to wear our knee-high boots. I can’t say my outfit is particularly stylish, but I trust Karen knows best about fashion. Allegra chose to wear her Blixod jumpsuit. She stands by the car, her nostrils flaring in defiance.

      “Much better!” Karen says with a satisfied smile, smoothing a wrinkle on my shoulder.

      She faces Dee-Dee, who is dramatically sniffing the air. It’s filled with the unmistakable scent of fossil fuels.

      When we checked Karen’s closet earlier, we were confused by the fact that her wardrobe had dozens of jeans. After all, Earthlings seemed to relish the freedom to choose their clothing styles. However, there were some compromises regarding color and shape. Dee-Dee picked a pair that Karen referred to as her favorite “stonewash” jeans. Indeed, the mottled blue-grey appearance of the fabric reminded me of the rocks found on Blixar Beach. Dee-Dee paired it with a loose T-shirt displaying an illustration of a duck in a sailor suit.

      Karen continues, “Dee-Dee, you look wonderful. Don’t you think, Nick?”

      He offers a faint smile. I remember his expression when he saw our transformations at Karen’s place. He wears that same look now. What does it mean? Concern? Worry? Disgust?

      I glance at my outfit. Maybe there’s something he’s not telling us. Should I ask him if I look all right by Earth standards? He starts walking before I can say anything.

      We follow Karen as she weaves through parked vehicles toward a single-story concrete building. Colorful signs scream words like SuperFoodMarket, Homely Homewares, and Doughnut Queen.

      Nick walks beside me, about arm’s length away, hands stuffed in his pockets. His posture is hunched, as if he’s heading for the Commander’s office for disciplinary action.

      “Nick,” I ask, my voice uncharacteristically hesitant. “What do those words on the roof mean?”

      Following my gaze, he says, “They’re the names of the stores inside the mall.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do you, uh, have stores on your planet?” He lowers his voice, eyeing an elderly woman loading bags into her car nearby.

      “We have farmers’ markets where the housekeepers purchase food, but like I said earlier, clothing is delivered to our homes. Most nonperishables are. The Directorate arranges things so most Blixods are free to live life.”

      His eyebrows reach for the sky. “That sounds almost utopian.”

      “I’ve never heard that term. Is that a good thing?”

      With a sideways glance, he says, “This is all new for you. You really are from another planet.” He shakes his head ruefully and laughs.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “That you’re from outer space and you have housekeepers. It just blows my mind. I’m not saying it’s weird that you have servants. Some people here can afford to have help, too.”

      I can feel my face heating up. “Not every family is as well-off as ours. I know that, so I try not to discuss our situation too much."

      For the first time since I lasered him, Nick gives me a genuine smile. His charmingly errant tooth shines down at me, and I feel more confident about the big challenge we’re about to face. A wide grin stretches across my lips as we approach a set of entrance doors. I catch my reflection in the glass. My posture is confident and assured.

      On my other side, Allegra drags her feet. Her face is full of anxiety and fear. The girl who loved to fly at high speed, the girl who helped push me into stealing the ship, is desperately afraid. I put a hand on her shoulder as a reassuring gesture. She returns a grim smile.

      For a moment, her fear is contagious. A shiver ripples up my spine.

      What in hurk are we doing here? We haven’t done any proper reconnaissance. There could be mayhem beyond those doors. Absently, I scratch my neck. The itch I experienced earlier isn’t going away. It just seems to migrate from body part to body part.

      You’re trained for mayhem. You’re skilled at managing others. As a captain, you command respect. You can do this. It’s a piece of calke.

      Right, if I can safely land a busted, stolen GalaxyCruiser on Earth, then I can absolutely handle a shopping center.
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      The first thing that strikes me about mall dwellers is that they stare. Boldly. Some do so with curiosity. Some out of boredom.

      And some, more worryingly, with amusement.

      “Nick,” I whisper. “Are those people laughing at us?”

      His gaze darts. In a tight voice, he says, “Uh, no. What makes you say that?”

      We follow Karen and Allegra. Dee-Dee can’t help touching every surface in sight. I have to keep pulling her along with us. Right now, she’s drooling at a doughnut shop, a deep longing in her green eyes.

      “They’re pointing at us. And laughing. They’re very indiscreet about it, too.”

      He clears his throat. “They’re not laughing. They’re smiling. People enjoy seeing identical triplets. It’s kinda rare. Especially when you’re all so gor—” He gulps. “You all seem like nice people.”

      A voice calls out, “Here comes the Nerd King!”

      I hear Dee-Dee ask Karen, “What’s a nerd?”

      “Someone passionate about subjects most people don’t understand,” Nick replies, rolling his eyes.

      “Oh, then it’s a compliment!” Dee-Dee beams and waves at the person who called out. She turns to me and says, “Kardashians are so friendly!”

      Nick strides ahead, skirting around a disproportionately large fountain spouting water in the center of the mall. We bypass small stores filled with racks of garments in every color, shape, and pattern imaginable.

      “There’s a department store this way,” he says.

      Dee-Dee greets every being we pass, startling shoppers with her friendliness. A group of girls lounging on the fountain’s stone ledge stares at us. A very striking brunette with glossy long hair and red-painted lips holds court. An appraising look fills clear hazelnut-colored eyes rimmed with thick black lines. Her eyelashes flutter like long ebony butterfly wings.

      My gaze sweeps across her clothing. A band of blue fabric, similar to that used for our jeans, sits just below her waist and ends mid-thigh. The top half of her outfit is a fitted black garment tight enough to raise concerns about circulation to her bust. An artistic streak of multicolored glitter stretches diagonally from her shoulder to her hip.

      Her feet are shod with delicate shoes? I’m unsure what else to call the thin, flat boards strapped to her soles. Tiny silver braids form straps that wrap across her feet and ankles.

      But in the end, it’s not the girl’s plumage that captures my attention. It’s the snide expression overshadowing her otherwise pretty features.

      “Oh. My. Sweet. Baby. Jesus,” she exclaims in a loud, nasal voice, silencing her friends. They’re dressed similarly, but with less flair. “Check it out! The Nerd King has a harem! Where did they come from, planet Nerdo?”

      “Omigosh, is that a Hazmat suit?” a companion chitters. She points right at Allegra.

      Laughter reverberates around us. A wave of panic spreads through my chest and engulfs my brain.

      They know we’re from another planet! But how? Aside from Allegra, we’re dressed in everyday Earth clothing. Karen’s idea of everyday clothing, anyway.

      Nick’s face resembles a raging bonfire. He takes my elbow and picks up his pace to jogging speed.

      “Nick, wait!” I whisper furiously, my feet tripping over themselves. “How did she know we’re not from Earth? What should we do now?”

      Out of the side of his mouth, he mutters, “The good news is that it was just a figure of speech—a nasty one. The bad news? You’ve been pegged as a nerd because you’re hanging out with me.”

      He speeds up. Karen and my crew are trailing us.

      “Why is it bad?”

      “Personally, I’m fine with being called a nerd. Like Dee-Dee said, it’s a compliment. I don’t let them know that.”

      “Coming from them, it didn’t sound like a fair way to describe a person,” I note. “They shouldn’t judge us without getting to know us first.”

      Nick grimaces. “Welcome to high school.”

      “What do nerds do that’s so awful?” I ask, genuinely puzzled. “All we did was walk past them.”

      He sighs. “They see anyone who doesn’t religiously follow the football team as weirdos. Those girls back there? They’re cheerleaders. You’ll see them in action at school.”

      “They’re schoolgirls? But they seem so sophisticated!” I’d also like to ask him if being a cheerleader is as simple as it sounds, but I worry I’ve already asked too many questions. I don’t want to come off as childish.

      Snorting, he says, “Yeah, that’s one way to put it. There are a few other adjectives I could throw in, but I’ll let you come to your own conclusions. I’ll say that ‘studious’ doesn’t describe some of those girls, not academically, anyway.”

      “And what about you? Are you the studious type?” I ask. He strikes me as the outdoor type, not one to be chained to school texts. Unlike myself.

      “I like learning new things. To me, studying is fun.” His face lights up briefly, then he ducks his head shyly. “I know what you’re gonna say. I’m begging to be made fun of.”

      “You don’t know what I’m thinking,” I tell him. At least, I hope you can’t read my mind. “I was going to say study is important. Satisfying, even.”

      “Satisfying! Yeah!” He grins. The shyness disappears and the dimple in his cheek reappears. “You hit the books, you sit the test, you get an A. Hopefully.”

      “And how much of your day do you spend hitting the books, as you put it?” I ask, mentally jotting notes. Humans are so very fascinating. And this one’s love of education aligns with my own.

      “Four hours?” He shakes his head. “Something like that. Enough for me to not have a social life anyway.”

      “You’re very dedicated,” I say. I want to tell him that intense study brings many rewards on my planet, but then he stops outside a store filled with merchandise and obnoxious signage.

      “Nah. Those girls are right. I’m the Nerd King.” He sweeps his arm toward the store entrance as Karen, Allegra, and Dee-Dee catch up. “Your fashion adventure begins. Knock yourselves out.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I dry my hands on a soft towel in the bathroom and check my reflection in the mirror. Appearance has never been a priority for me. Or for other Blixodians, for that matter. As long as we went out in public with our hair slicked into Pegasus-tails (or ponytails as Karen calls them), our faces clean, and jumpsuits pressed, there was no need to put more than a passing thought into how we looked. It’s the soul and personality inside that matter.

      I run my fingers over my tied-back hair. The girl at the mall wore her dark hair loose, adding to her glamour. In comparison, my style is severe and uptight-looking. It hardly matches my colorful, carefree new wardrobe. Tentatively, I slide the elastic band down my ponytail and watch silver locks frame my face, softening my features.

      Stepping back from the mirror, I smile at the new Blixodian staring back at me. Then I blush with embarrassment. I touch my cheek, marveling at how my skin remains an even hue. Earthling skin, I noted, turns interesting shades of crimson to match their emotions. Karen bought us tinted moisturizer to cover our faces when she realized we had turned slightly green with exertion. Which is, of course, what happens when you have green blood flowing just beneath the surface.

      I brush hair away from my forehead. The cut on my temple throbs a little. It should have fully healed hours ago, but I detect the tiniest scab. Frowning, I touch the scab gingerly. It’s rough and stubborn.

      “That’s strange,” I murmur, rubbing the scab harder.

      Wait. It’s not a scab.

      It’s fur.

      A patch of blotchy fur.

      I dash into the bedroom. Allegra’s face down on her bed. Bouncing down next to her, I push my face close to hers.

      “What the hurk is wrong with you?” she grumbles.

      “This!” I point to my furry forehead. “I’ve caught a disease from Otto.”

      The bridge of her nose wrinkles as she focuses, then nods firmly. “I knew it. I knew we’d have trouble assimilating. If only we’d quarantined ourselves in those caves when we landed.”

      “You knew this planet would cause fur to grow on our faces, and you didn’t say anything?”

      “Not specifically,” she concedes. “But I was afraid there would be some unexpected consequences.”

      I shift away. Her negativity is starting to grate. But she is right. We didn’t hide, and that’s my fault. “Well, we didn’t quarantine, and now we have to accept what’s happened to us and move on.”

      “Oh, you’re telling me you’ve accepted your brand-new canine disease already?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “And you’ve accepted that we’ll never get rescued, haven’t you?”

      “I’ll always keep hope alive, Allegra. How many times do we have to go over this?”

      She fiddles with the fine cotton bedsheets. “I was supposed to have my dress fitting today. Instead, I was in a discount store, trying on flimsy rags.”

      I bite my lip. The only time Blixodians wear anything other than a jumpsuit is on their betrothal day. Granted, the standard gown is the same for every bride—a clingy, ivory-colored silk sheath that hugs the body from shoulder to ankle, flaring out into a fishtail at the back. Allegra would have looked stunning.

      Rubbing her back, I say, “I’m sorry. We’ll get through this. And when we get home, we’ll have you fitted into your gown and married off in no time.”

      She scoffs. “That’s if the arrangement is still valid. I doubt the fiancé will wait for me if I have to serve time in jail first.”

      “Allegra, you won’t end up in prison. Neither of us will.” Though I’m not entirely convinced that’s true. I’m the captain, so if anyone’s going to be punished, it’ll be me.

      “You honestly believe your Earth report will blow the Directorate away enough that they’ll overlook anything we’ve done?”

      “Yep!” I grab the notepad Karen bought for me at the mall. It’s been some years since I’d written in longhand, but the old-school style is slowly coming back to me. Shoving the pages under Allegra’s nose, I say, “Look at these notes. Since our return from the mall, I’ve taken temperature readings, monitored atmospheric pressure and oxygen levels, observed humanoid activity, and I’ve even begun a study on the pikus...I mean, pigs. There are dozens more features we can report on. Geography, for instance. I would love you to contribute to a comprehensive module on mapping, since that’s your specialty.”

      She frowns as she flips through pages of notes and sketches. Finally, she replies, “This is very impressive, Cherry. I’m sure your notes will be invaluable for future missions to Earth.”

      “You see?”

      “I see.” She hands back the notepad and smiles. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Here you are with fur sprouting on your face, and I’m still moaning about the same issues we’ve discussed since we landed.”

      I hug her tightly. “Don’t apologize. We’ve been through a hurk of lot in the past twenty-four hours alone. I think each of us has dealt with the situation in different ways.”

      She smiles wryly. “Dee-Dee hardly seems affected at all. This is like a vacation for her.”

      “No, I’ve noticed a shift,” I say. “She’s not just happy. She’s ecstatic about everything. Even more so than usual.”

      Right on cue, Dee-Dee bursts through the door. She bounds around the room like a little bling-bong ball. “You’ve gotta come downstairs and see this!”

      She hurries out again. Otto barks, probably telling her to stay put so he can enjoy a quiet night on her lap.

      Down in the living room, Karen’s television screen displays a multitude of girls dancing and chanting in blue-and-white outfits. They’re skimpy but they’re identical. The clothes, that is. Each girl looks different. So, unlike us, it’s easy to tell them apart.

      “What are they doing?” I ask, bewildered by the whirlwind of color and music spilling from the screen. The singing is melodic and catchy, nothing like the solemn strains we’re accustomed to at home. It fills me with a strange sense of euphoria.

      “They are,” Dee-Dee pauses dramatically, “cheerleading. I believe this is a factual chronicle of their lives.”

      I frown, concerned. “Nick mentioned cheerleaders at the mall. He didn’t speak of them in a praising manner.”

      “These ones are very talented. Watch them dance! Give it a try.” Dee-Dee attempts to mimic a move, pushing her chest forward and back. “Isn’t it fun?”

      “What’s so special about that?” Allegra points. A cheerleader with dark corkscrew curls performs dizzying backflips in quick succession. “We can flip much faster.”

      “And for a hundred metres without stopping,” I add.

      Dee-Dee’s gaze is locked on the screen. “This is what high school life is all about. They attend sporting games and cheer.”

      “Fascinating,” Allegra replies, her voice laced with boredom. She starts to walk away. “Make sure you jot that down in your report, Cherry.”

      “No! I brought you down here to show you that we could cheerlead. Don’t you think it’s a joyful way to pass our time here? Dancing with a group in front of a crowd?”

      I shudder. Public displays of physicality can be so uncouth. Now, an air show I could understand.

      On the screen, a muscular boy steps forward and executes a series of twists and twirls. Defying gravity, his solid body flies with the grace of an eagle through a clear sky.

      “We could easily do that,” Dee-Dee says, sliding an armchair out of her way. She flips backward into a somersault, landing softly on the same patch of rug. My muscles twitch as I watch her. “See? Effortless. Give it a go, Cherry. I know you want to.”

      Impulsively, I leap up and do the splits in midair. I’m limited by the wooden rafters of Karen’s lofty living space, but the move feels natural, effortless. After all, acrobatics are as simple as walking to us Blixodians. Perhaps this is yet another thing we share with Earthlings. Adrenaline spirals through my body. Dee-Dee applauds my efforts. I give Allegra a playful shove. “Your turn!”

      Scowling, she eyes the television. “Oh, fine,” she grumbles. “But only because I know you’ll jump on my bed all night if I don’t.”

      Straightaway, Allegra launches into a series of scissor kicks followed by several midair twists that turn her ponytail into a lethal whip.

      Dee-Dee claps again. “That’s awesome!”

      “Awesome?” Allegra cringes.

      “You like that word? I’ve been watching television for hours, and it has been used in fifty-eight instances.” She pulls us both down to sit with her on the sofa. “I want us all to watch this program together. It’s educational, to say the least.”

      “In what way?” Allegra asks, her sneer a clear indication of her skepticism.

      “It’ll teach us how to behave,” I say, already absorbed in the onscreen action.

      “Exactly,” Dee-Dee says. “Did you know there’s an umbrella term for people our age?”

      In a biting tone, Allegra drawls, “Let me guess. ‘Nerds’?”

      “No. ‘Teenagers.’ We’re in our teen years, so we’re expected to walk and talk a certain way.” She stares at the TV. When she speaks again, her voice shifts to a different pitch. “Like, if we want to fit in, we gotta talk like this, okay? God!”

      “Don’t you mean Gad? And what if I don’t like things so much?” Allegra asks, baffled.

      “I’ve also heard God so often that I don’t think it’s a mistake. That’s worth checking out,” Dee-Dee says to me. “Like, for real.”

      It doesn’t surprise me that Dee-Dee is immersing herself in Earth life. But what consequences will that have if—when—we return to Blixod? I agree that the planet has much to offer from a cultural point of view. We haven’t begun to investigate Earth’s material resources yet.

      What I do know is that they have no fear of using timber here. Karen even has a wooden salad bowl that she presented at dinner this evening. Not that I ate much of the leaves, which were a good match to those found in abundance at home. Karen also served a generous portion of meat—chicken. If she had more, I would’ve devoured it and everyone else’s serving.

      As the cheerleaders onscreen gyrate to rhythmic music and wave pom-poms, I gently brush the fur beneath my fringe. The tiny patch hasn’t grown since I first discovered it, but its presence is enough to make me worry. Is there something about Earth’s atmosphere that’s causing this? I’ve never experienced such a growth, and I’m pretty sure nobody on Blixod has either. Both Allegra and Dee-Dee remain unafflicted. At least, they’re not admitting to anything out of the ordinary.

      Absently, I scratch my skin.

      Am I, like, allergic to this planet?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you three want to go through with this? You can pull the plug anytime. Just say the word.”

      Nick leads us out of the school administration office. We’ve just enrolled as official students at Boynton Valley High, which has a population of one thousand four hundred and eighty-six. A cacophony of voices—high, low, shrill, and baritone—bounces off the wide halls. Teenagers jostle each other with little regard for personal space.

      “No, I don’t want to go through with this!” Allegra says. She covers her ears, attempting to block out the overwhelming noise.

      Dee-Dee links arms with Allegra. “Give it a chance. We’ve only been here for ten minutes. Besides, it’s way more fun to share this experience as a crew.”

      “I still reckon it’s far more productive to focus on re-establishing contact with Blixod than to spend our mornings deciding what to wear,” Allegra grumbles. To Dee-Dee’s horror, she’d chosen a dark blue knee-length skirt—the longest one available at any of the boutiques we visited—which she now wears over her gray Blixod jumpsuit.

      She tied her hair back in a traditional sleek Pegasus tail, not a single strand daring to escape its confines. Dee-Dee, on the other hand, unearthed Karen’s crimping iron “from the eighties.” The tool made concertina folds in her silver hair and left a faint burning smell. I let my hair down, ensuring the fur patch was well hidden by my thick fringe. Thankfully, the growth had stalled since Saturday.

      “We’ll work on the communications project after classes,” I tell Allegra.

      Nick adds with a teasing tone, “But you’d better get your homework done first.”

      “Homework?” Dee-Dee asks. “You didn’t tell us about that yesterday.”

      Nick spent some time with us over the weekend, giving us a crash course on the ins and outs of Earth schooling. It didn’t sound nearly as intense as the programs at the Star Academy. I reckon the curriculum at Boynton Valley High will be a piece of sweet calke.

      “I didn’t?” he asks, scratching his head.

      “You did,” I say with a wry grin. “And you sounded pretty keen about it. Dee, you were too engrossed in practicing your backflips to pay attention.”

      “So, am I getting this right?” Allegra asks. “Not only do we spend seven hours at school, but we’re also meant to go home and do more schoolwork?”

      “It’s no different to what we do on Blixod,” I say. “We’re on from six in the morning until eight at night. Here, it’s a better system. You get to head home earlier.”

      Nick’s eyes bulge. “You spend that much time at school?”

      “It’s nothing. The academy was fun for me.” I shrug. What I haven’t shared with anyone else was that school and the academy libraries were places of solace after Rex passed away.

      We arrive at a bustling intersection in the hallway. I’m amazed that students don’t knock each other over. Nick leads us to the side.

      “Listen, it’s time to split up and go into different classes. But we all share the same lunch period, so how about we meet up then? The cafeteria’s right over there.” He points to a set of bright yellow doors with portholes near the top.

      A slight pang hits me when I realize he won’t be around to give me a reassuring smile in my classes. On the other hand, I now have lunch to look forward to. Another opportunity to sample Earth food. For my report, of course. “Sounds good.”

      Dee-Dee grins. “Awesome.”

      Allegra looks glumly at the throngs of people around us. Her expression suggests she’d rather be teleported to an erupting volcano right now.

      “One other thing,” Nick continues. “Try not to mention the ‘B’ word.”

      Dee-Dee says, “Blixod?”

      He stifles a smile. “Yes, that word. And don’t give away too much about yourselves. Just be vague and mysterious.”

      “We can do that,” I tell him. The social media profiles he created for us were vague and mysterious. He ‘photoshopped’ and posted dozens of composite images of us vacationing in places we’d never seen in real life, such as Disneyland and Venice Beach.

      He nods. “Good. And the most important thing. Don’t trust the cheerleaders.”

      “Why?”

      He faces a puzzled Dee-Dee. “They bite.”
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        * * *

      

      Dee-Dee and I settle into our primitive-looking chairs, which have tiny desks attached to them. Once again, the furniture is made from wood. Is there an endless supply of timber on this planet?

      “Poor Allegra,” she says. “She wasn’t thrilled about being separated from us.”

      From our positions near the back of the class, we watch students file in. Most of them give us curious stares. Dee-Dee greets them all with a broad, friendly smile. I’m more reserved, flicking them a glance before studying crude illustrations carved into my desk.

      “At least Allegra’s in the adjacent room,” I say softly. Allegra could be counted on to remain “mysterious.” She’s determined not to get involved with anyone. She might even pretend she has laryngitis and can’t speak.

      Dee-Dee nudges me. The striking brunette girl we saw at the mall sashays down an aisle. She makes slow progress as other teenagers vie for her attention. She wears a short, pleated blue-and-gold skirt with a matching vee-neck sleeveless top. An outfit that reminds me of⁠—

      “A cheerleader,” Dee-Dee whispers, not keeping her eyes off the girl. “Do you really think they bite?”

      In the row behind us, a bloke says, “Hell, yeah.”

      I turn around to see a solid-looking student. His gaze is also locked on the cheerleader. A salacious grin plays about his mouth.

      “She looks friendly enough to me,” Dee-Dee says, wide-eyed.

      The student flicks his gaze over the two of us for a second, then takes another wide-eyed glance. “Hey there. You new here?”

      We nod together. I don’t know about Dee-Dee, but I’m suddenly lost for words, scared at the thought of chatting with a strange new Earthling. There’s no buffer between us and them, no one to interpret colloquialisms.

      “So you’re twins?”

      “No, dude. Triplets! I saw ’em hanging with the Nerd King.” Another bloke chortles. He squeezes past the brunette in a way that hints at a close bond between them. Nevertheless, he barely exchanges a word with her and heads straight for us. “Hey, I’m Dex.”

      Dex sports a blue jacket embossed with the letter “B.” He drops his substantial weight into the seat next to me. A faint whiff of sweat and grass wafts my way.

      “Cherry. And this my, um, sister Dee-Dee.” Politely, I offer my hand. He looks taken aback but shakes anyway.

      “I’m Tom,” says the bloke behind us, thrusting his meaty hand toward Dee-Dee and me.

      Mmm, meat.

      I lick my lips.

      Karen introduced us to the concept of breakfast cereal earlier. I wish she had more sausages and bacon supplies brought to the house, but it was not to be.

      “Nice to meet you, Tom, Dex.”

      “Does everyone have three-letter names in this school?” Dee-Dee asks, and the males laugh.

      “I don’t,” says a haughty yet high voice.

      We look up.

      The brunette from the mall looks down her pert nose at us. She flashes a wide smile, revealing a set of even, star-bright teeth. Yet, to me, she seems anything but friendly. Her hazel eyes are cold and calculating, not so much curious as they are assessing. Still, until she bites or does something else unsavory, I have no choice but to take her at face value.

      “Kaia Merchant.” She flips her glossy hair over one athletic shoulder. “You’ve probably already heard of me.”

      Somewhere else in the classroom, a teenager splutters. I turn around to see two girls in the right-hand corner, stifling giggles behind their hands. Kaia ignores them.

      As oblivious as ever to the subtext, Dee-Dee introduces us with her cheerful voice.

      Kaia nods. “It’s great to have some fresh blood in this school.”

      Blood? Maybe Nick was onto something. Perhaps she does relish biting and drawing blood. We must, at all costs, steer clear of such a situation, considering our blood runs green, not red.

      “I see you’ve met my boyfriend, Tom.” She flutters behind us and lays a possessive hand on his chest. Tom shifts, his expression sheepish.

      “Indeed,” I reply, sticking to a say-as-few-words-as-possible approach. Then I realize how formal I sound compared to the other students. “I mean, yes.”

      Kaia wrinkles her forehead as if concentrating hard. “You look so familiar. Didn’t I see you at the mall over the weekend? With the nerd, what’s his name again?”

      “I’m not sure if you saw us,” Dee-Dee says. “But we were definitely at the mall. Shopping. It was awesome!”

      Kaia gives Dee-Dee a condescending look, as if she were an infant who had yet to learn the harsh ways of the world. The funny thing is that would be accurate.

      “I believe you mean Nick,” I say in a stern, captain-of-an-interstellar ship tone. “How could you not know his name by now?”

      Kaia’s face freezes for a split second, then she gives me a quick smile. “Nicky. Right.”

      A tall, older woman in a floral dress walks in, followed moments later by a shrill bell. I assume she is our instructor as she plonks a stack of papers on the desk at the front of the room.

      “Places, everybody!” she calls out. Teenagers scramble to their seats, but Kaia appears in no hurry.

      She twirls into a seat beside Tom, her skirt flaring. “Come and find us at lunch. Bring your sister, too.”

      “Sister? Oh. Oh, yes, we will. Thank you,” Dee-Dee says before turning to face the instructor.

      “Why did you say yes?” I hiss at her. “We must rendezvous with Nick, remember?”

      “He won’t mind,” she says, waving a hand at me. “I’m sure we’ll all enjoy lunch together like one big happy community.”
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        * * *

      

      I endure two more classes without my “sisters” before finally reuniting with them and Nick at the hallway intersection. To my surprise, calculus is just as it is on Blixod. This reinforces my long-held theory that the language of mathematics is universal.

      Social studies class, however, was a revelation. While skimming a borrowed text, I found that, unlike Blixod, there isn’t just one race across the planet. Races vary from country to country, state to state, and even town to town. I’m eager to learn more about how Earthlings achieved planetary unity.

      It’s odd that I haven’t come across any mention of the Kardashians in the school texts, despite having speed-read quite thoroughly.

      “How’s it going so far?” Nick asks us.

      Dee-Dee responds with her usual child-like enthusiasm. She would make a tremendous cheerleader with her boundless good humor.

      Allegra on the other hand…

      “It sucks ass,” she says, her lips turned down in a sullen pout.

      “What?” My eyes bulge.

      Nick laughs. “That’s what most people say about school. What happened to you?”

      “First, I was put in a gym class, where I had to wear a swimming costume sourced from the lost property office. Then I had to swim four tedious straight laps as fast as possible. What was the point of all that?”

      “Did you win, though?” Nick asks, neatly ignoring Allegra’s negative tone.

      Just then, a girl with curly wet hair walks by. “Allegra, right? Nice job in the pool! You should try out for the team next spring.”

      Startled, Allegra gapes. The girl gives a cheerful goodbye wave and continues down the hall.

      Dee-Dee throws an arm around Allegra’s waist. “Way to go!”

      Allegra shrugs. “I broke a school record, according to the swimming instructor.”

      Nick whistles. “I’m not a jock, but even I know that record has been around since the seventies.”

      “Congratulations, Allegra. I’m proud of you,” I say. As her lips curve into the tiniest smile, the unmistakable scent of meat wafts around us. My stomach growls in response. “I’ve worked up an appetite. Let’s lunch?”

      “Sure,” Nick says, leading us to the yellow doors. “As your tour guide, I’ve gotta warn you, the food’s barely edible in this place. And I know you’ve developed a taste for meat, Cherry. But trust me, steer clear of anything covered in gravy. You don’t know what’s hiding under it. Neither do the cafeteria staff. My advice? Stick with the overcooked vegetables, fruit and salad—stuff you can still recognize as food-ish.”

      Inside the cafeteria, one whole wall is set up like a banquet, with trays of food lined up under harsh lights. Beyond, workers in stained white uniforms bustle about in a well-equipped kitchen. They take orders from teenagers and unceremoniously slop food onto their trays. Although the gravy-laden dishes resemble piles of sloppy manure, my nose catches hints of beef. The aroma lures me like a siren.

      I speak to a worker quietly so that Nick can’t hear me. “Can I have that, please?”

      “The stroganoff?” he asks in a bored but loud voice. He points his ladle at the food dish labeled “Special.”

      “Yes, please,” I whisper.

      Nick swivels his head toward me, eyebrows raised. He watches the worker dump the special stroganoff on my blue plastic tray and grimaces. Though I’m conscious of Nick’s every move, I pretend to ignore him and select a water bottle from a mound of ice.

      We shuffle along the banquet line. I hear electronic beeping and coins clinking nearby.

      “Nick!” I whisper, tugging on his shirt. “Do we need to pay for our goods?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m sorry. I forgot to tell you. Do you have any money?”

      Dee-Dee, Allegra and I look at each other.

      “No,” I reply in a small voice. My stomach growls again. Angrily this time. “If we can’t pay, does that mean we cannot eat luncheon?”

      “Shit!” Nick says softly. I learned that profanity—and plenty more—during my first half-hour at school. He pulls out his wallet and counts the notes inside. “I’ve got enough to cover three.”

      My heart and my stomach sink. I hadn’t foreseen this problem, and apparently, neither had Karen. Not that I’m blaming her. She didn’t have to help us at all. She could’ve turned us over to the authorities for incarceration. Instead, she’s spent a small fortune in the past three days keeping us housed, clothed and fed.

      “I’ll go without,” I say, setting my food on the counter. My stomach is distressed, but I can hold off for a few more hours and eat at home.

      He shakes his head. “You guys go ahead. I’ll cover your lunches.” He steps out of line and urges us forward.

      “We can’t let you do that,” I protest. This is the bloke I lasered just a few days ago, and now he’s offering to buy food for all of us?

      “I’ll pay for you,” says a bloke behind me. It sounds like Tom from homeroom, whose girlfriend has a bite possibly worse than her bark.

      I spin around. It is Tom. And Kaia is nowhere in sight. I wonder if he’d make such an offer if she were there to hear it.

      “I’ve got this, Hoggs,” Nick says in a firm voice. He approaches the cashier and flashes her a charming smile.

      “What you’ve got is a monopoly,” Tom replies in a lazy drawl. He gestures at the three of us. “You can’t keep these hot sisters all to yourself. It isn’t what I call being a team player.”

      Nick’s face turns red as the baby tomatoes rolling in his salad. “Yeah, well, I’m not a jock, as you so often like to remind me. Anyway, haven’t you got a girlfriend?”

      “Yeah, but I’m thinking about the other guys at BV. How did a nerd like you fool these girls into hanging out with you?”

      “What can I say? You guys crowned me the Nerd King.”

      Anger riles up within me again, and not from hunger this time. “Nick is not a fool. And I would rather starve than have you or anyone else purchase my meal.”

      “What’s going on?” Kaia strolls up, a trail of followers in her wake. I spot some of the girls from our mall visit. “You’re not giving my new friends a hard time, are you, Tommy?”

      Tom looks cowed. He stammers, “N-n-no. They just forgot their lunch money, Nick doesn’t have enough to cover it.”

      “Oh, poor, poor Nicky. That’s no way to treat your friends,” she coos at him. She takes out a sleek device, which I’ve learned is a multipurpose communicator, and approaches the cashier. “Let’s see, I’m paying for one, two, three, four, and me. That’s five. Nicky, you have enough for yourself, right? Yes, that’s five of us. On me.”

      The cashier, who doesn’t seem to care where the money’s coming from as long as the bill is paid, points to a machine. Kaia holds her device to it.

      I look at Kaia. “Thanks, but I’m not really comfortable with you paying for us. Honestly, I’m not that hungry.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” She dazzles me with another enormous grin. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “For what?” I ask, confused.

      Kaia pulls me aside and says, “For the favor, you’re about to do for me.”
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      “She wants us to do what?” Allegra asks.

      We’ve survived our first day at Earth school. Sure, there weren’t any flying lessons, and there were many baffling quirks of the local language. But so far, so good. Tomorrow, however, is going to be a different story. A more complex one.

      “Try out for the cheerleading squad,” I repeat. If Dee-Dee weren’t strapped into her car seat with a harness, she’d be turning cartwheels.

      “She calls that a favor for her? She’s doing us a favor!” Dee-Dee says, as if cheerleading and not flying was her lifelong dream. “We’re going to be cheerleaders!”

      “Not yet,” I caution her. “We have to try out first. If we pass the test, then we’ll be leading cheers at sports games.”

      “All of us?” Allegra whines. “I’m not taking part. I won’t! Nick, what do you make of this travesty?”

      He focuses on the road, negotiating with innumerable other teenagers’ cars, all trying to escape the school’s gravitational pull through a single gate.

      “I’m tempted to say it’s awesome, but that’s not really my style. Don’t let me hold you back. It could be killer. From what little you three have shared, it seems you don’t get much time to chill on your planet.”

      “It’s a silly distraction, and I’m certain it won’t advance our cause. We need to use every spare minute we have on the ship,” says Allegra.

      “I’ve been sending signals intermittently,” I say to her over my shoulder. “We’re more than capable of doing multiple tasks at once.”

      “Exactly,” Dee-Dee says. “Tonight, let’s watch Bring It On again, polish our skills.”

      “What did I just say?” Allegra huffs. “We must do more than simply send signals. Perhaps the communication fault lies with the circuitry or the coding. That’s something we could repair ourselves.”

      Nick’s posture straightens. “Circuitry? Coding? I can help you with that.”

      I raise my brows. I’ve encountered Earth’s outstanding technological devices, but none can hold a candle to Blixod’s quality and design. “I appreciate your offer, Nick, but no offence, our ship is exceptionally advanced.”

      He shoots me a sidelong, daring look. “You think I’m not smart enough to understand how a spaceship operates?"

      “No, you are clearly an intelligent life form. But I’m saying the GalaxyCruiser 6000-K12 is ahead of its time on Blixod. Anyone, regardless of their talent, would struggle to understand the systems on board. Your kind is still getting around on wheels and tires.”

      He scoffs. “I guess you haven’t noticed planes in the sky, then? Heard of the space shuttle? The old Concorde? The new Concorde?”

      “No.”

      In a defensive tone, he says, “I’m gonna work for NASA someday. Building spacecraft. Maybe one day, I’ll help establish a colony on Mars. Maybe I’ll even build a ship with the range to visit you on your home planet.”

      “You have ship-building experience?” I ask, surprised.

      “Well, no. But I built a radio when I was ten. And a robot at ten and a half.” He speaks in a proud yet humble manner, simply as a bloke who wants to present his argument to show he’s keen to help.

      “Impressive,” I say. “What else can you do?”

      “Grunt work, calculations, moral support. Anything you need.” He lowers his voice. “Let me help.”

      His words resonate with my thoughts once more. Can he truly read my mind? Slowly, I say, “Fine, you can help us. We’d all appreciate that, right, crew?”

      Dee-Dee giggles. “Sisters. We’re your sisters here.”

      “Absolutely, yes, I appreciate your help, Nick,” Allegra says, sounding much happier than she was moments ago.

      “Now that we cleared that up,” Dee-Dee says, “can we get back to important stuff? Like how to perform a backward somersault?”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I help Karen clear the dishes, leaving Dee-Dee to work out a cheerleading routine based on “hours of research.” Ever since Nick helpfully introduced us to the internet, Allegra’s been glued to Karen’s iPad.

      “Karen, how do people earn money on Earth?” I ask, watching Allegra scroll endlessly through swimwear sites and chortle at “influencer” videos.

      Karen snorts as she rinses a dish. “Is this for your report?”

      “Sadly, I’ve come to realize that money is crucial for living on Earth. So I’d like to find a practical way to support ourselves and take pressure off you.”

      “You don’t have financial worries on Blixod?” She bends down to load the dishwasher.

      “Some families are better off than others. However, no one is left behind. The Directorate pays for essentials because we pay high toxus.”

      She laughs. “Toxus? Is that your word for taxes? It's a lot more appropriate, if I can say that.

      Using a damp cloth, I wipe the kitchen table. It’s funny—at home, I’m not expected to help with chores. We have staff and bots for that. But I’m not so spoiled that I don’t know how to operate a broom.

      Mum and Dad would be so proud if they could see me now.

      A vision of the crashed GalaxyCruiser flashes in my mind, and I shudder.

      Hmm, perhaps my parents wouldn’t be that proud of me.

      “Anyway, Karen. I overheard some teenagers talking about working. For money. And I wondered what kind of jobs they would do.”

      She scrapes vegetable scraps off a plate. “If this is about earning your keep, I told you before that I sold a lot of my cattle not long ago. I’ve got a solid nest egg to keep us all going for a while. Unless you want to go to college. We’d have to figure something out then.”

      We may not need to think about further education on Earth. Not if our rescuers arrive.

      “I appreciate that. We all do. But we’re proud people. We don’t accept charity. And here we are, three days after arriving, and we’ve relied far too much on your and Nick’s generosity.”

      Karen stares at me for a long moment and seems to come to a decision.  “I get it. It’s not how you like to operate. But if you take on a job, where will you find time for your Earth studies, school studies, and cheerleading? And let’s not forget about trying to fix your ship.”

      Crossing to the sink, I rinse the cloth and wring it out. I listen for any sounds from Allegra and Dee-Dee, but both remain in Karen’s den. Otto lies under the table, snorting and snoring at regular intervals.

      In a soft, shaky voice, I say, “I’ve tried to stay upbeat for the sake of my crew. But between you and me, our situation seems hopeless. We should have been saved within hours.”

      “But it’s only a communication issue. You can fix it!” Karen says, brimming with optimism. “Didn’t Nick say he would help? He’s a smart cookie. He’s heading to MIT next fall. They don’t let numpties into an institution like that.”

      I smile weakly as I remember Nick’s offer and picture the complex hardware and delicate software of the GalaxyCruiser.

      “I’m trying to be upbeat for my crew’s sake.” I take a deep breath, willing the tears forming in my eyes to evaporate. “But we might never make it home. And if that’s the case, we must find a way to survive. Taking a paying job would be the first step.”

      Out of the blue, Karen hurries toward me. Just as I’m weighing whether to sidestep her, she pulls me into a firm hug.

      “It’ll all work out just fine. Let me worry about the money. Don’t hesitate to ask me for anything at all. Except maybe for a heat shield.”

      At that moment, even though my mother and Karen have so little in common, she reminds me so much of what I’m missing on Blixod.

      I hug her even tighter. And for the first time since Rex died, I cry my heart out.
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        * * *

      

      When I reach the crash site, a quarter moon is rising. I had taken a shortcut through the woods. I’m alone for the first time since the landing. Sort of. Otto decided to accompany me. He asked to be carried most of the way, but as the clearing comes into view, he leaps from my arms and gallops ahead.

      “Otto!” I call out. My feet crunch against dry pine needles.

      An owl hoots back in response, the sound rising above a choir of insects.

      The night is chilly. Vapor streams from my nose and mouth. I rub my arms to smooth out goose bumps. I wish I had worn my jumpsuit. Thin denim jeans and a sweater can’t compete with this cold.

      “Otto?” I yell again, then listen out for his footsteps. Distant thudding grabs my attention.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk!

      Omigad.

      Otto’s little paws couldn’t possibly be making those thuds.

      How perfectly foolish of me to come out here all by myself. Without a stun gun. Without considering the grizzly bears Karen mentioned on that first night.

      “Otto!” I call out softly. If Earth canines have the same remarkable hearing as Blixod dogs, he ought to hear me.

      Then again, so might a grizzly.

      The thudding stops.

      “Cherry?”

      Otto?

      A tall figure steps out of the shadows, with Otto trotting beside him.

      “Oh! Nick. It’s you.” My heartbeat slows. A little. I brush a self-conscious hand over my cheek. My fingers hit a new patch of fuzz. Swiftly, I pull my hair over my forehead.

      Nick taps his phone, and a light shines from it. “What are you doing here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I could ask you the same thing, Nick,” I say, wary as hurk.

      We walk toward one another. Beneath the weak moonlight, I can make out his sheepish expression.

      “I came to see if there’s anything I can do about your little problem over there.” He jerks his chin at the ship’s resting place.

      “That’s a really thoughtful gesture,” I say in a thick voice. Once again, I thank Gad that we landed on Karen’s ranch and not, for instance, Kaia’s property. “I didn’t expect you to wander through the forest in the dead of night.”

      “It’s nothing. At least I have a car. I’m presuming you got here on foot?”

      I nod. “We didn’t bring our personal jetpacks on this journey, I’m afraid.”

      “Seriously? You guys get around on jetpacks?”

      “Of course. They’re convenient, but incredibly noisy,” I say. “They have an altitude limit of five metres. Not exactly a thrilling ride. Even my grandmother thinks they’re too slow.”

      “What I wouldn’t give to try one, though.” Nick looks wistful.

      “Do jetpacks exist here? I haven’t seen any advertised on social media.”

      Nick grins. “They do, but they’re not exactly sophisticated. Or affordable.”

      “I could give you the specifications of our latest designs. With your skills, maybe you could make one.” The words pour out before I can stop myself.

      I’ve broken a cardinal rule—divulging Blixod tech to someone from another world. Or, at the very least, I’ve offered to hand over our secrets. What was I thinking? Am I trying to impress Nick? To the detriment of my people?

      Then again, what harm could come from Nick learning about jetpacks? It might even benefit him somehow. Karen, too. Heaven knows we must repay them for everything they’ve done for us.

      “Wow! You’d do that?”

      “Mm-hm.” I’ll do a few years’ worth of jail time if anyone finds out. No big deal. “Just, uh, keep it between us. You didn’t get the intel from me.”

      “Oh, yeah. Understood.” He nods eagerly. “But until we get access to jetpacks, be careful hiking around this area. It’s not just bears and wolves on the prowl. There are ditches and cliffs.”

      I freeze. “Cliffs?”

      Nick stops and faces me. “Yeah. They’re like sheer drops. If you don’t know where you’re going, especially on a night like this, you could walk right over the edge.”

      And fall. Like Rex.

      I could fall a long, long way, and there’s no hope for survival if I hit the bottom.

      “You’re shaking.” He reaches for me, but I duck out of the way and start walking again.

      “I’m fine.” I don’t want to confide in him, a virtual stranger, about my brother. I’ve already cried once today, and I want that to be the last time. “I heard a weird noise. Please tell me you weren’t trying to break into my ship.”

      “Um, okay, I won’t.” He raises his palms. “For the record, even if I had been able to find the door, I wouldn’t have banged on it. I would’ve tried to pick the lock first.”

      Nick walks alongside me, using his phone’s flashlight to illuminate the path. It’s a sweet gesture, but my sharp vision doesn’t need the help. Of course, I don’t want to brag about my abilities, so I keep quiet.

      When we reach the ship, I dangle my keypass before his eyes. “There’s only one way to get inside.”

      He grins, then cranes his neck, looking at the ship. Or at the jumble of vegetation covering it.

      “We returned here after the mall trip and used anything we could find to hide the GalaxyCruiser. Karen said we may be far from a metropolis, but the ship could be seen from above by—what did she say?—oh, yes, Google Maps and satellites.”

      “Good thinking.” He pushes aside some branches, swaying slightly under their weight. “These are heavy. I assume you got Karen’s tractor running for this job?”

      Near the ship’s entrance, I toss aside a small uprooted pine as effortlessly as I would pick up a toothpick.

      He watches me, then answers his question. “I guess not!”

      I smile.

      “Are all the girls on Blixod as strong as you?”

      I shrug. “The mature ones are the same size and have the same amount of muscle bulk. I suppose we’d all be equals.”

      “So there’s no need to have, like, sports events like the Olympics to see who can run the fastest?”

      “That’d be pointless.”

      “You don’t compete against each other? Everyone gets along in perfect harmony?” There’s a hint of cynicism in his voice that doesn’t sit well with me.

      I open my mouth to speak. Blixod has its share of disharmony, but I’ll hold back from saying that. Not until I’ve learned more about the discord on this planet. As for competitiveness, I, for one, worked hard to outshine the rest of my class to achieve the rank of captain. Sadly, every hour of study and every minute of flying I’ve done over the years will be for nothing. I’m sure my parents will see to that.

      They must be beyond worried by now. I’ve never been away this long without letting them know where I am. I wish I could get through and tell them I’m alive, at least. Millions of kilometres away, but alive and having a good time on Earth.

      “It simply depends on what’s considered important for advancing our people and planet,” I say, hopeful he’d be satisfied with a hazy answer.

      “As long as the system works,” he says. If he’s unhappy with my vagueness, he doesn’t let it show. He points at a visible section of the ship’s body. “Is this where the door’s at?”

      “Correct.” I scrutinize the alloy, looking for the key sensor. I wave my pass over it. “Stand back.”

      Nick steps back slightly, his face already reflecting wonder despite nothing remarkable happening so far except for the ramp extending. Even that isn't particularly stunning, considering the terrible whining sound the usually quiet motor produces.

      “After you,” he says when the door glides open.

      But it’s Otto who trots into the cruiser first. His excited barks echo.

      With a wry smile, Nick says, “I guess Otto knows his way around after exploring the ship the other day.”

      “You remember?” I ask, feeling a bit panicked. He shouldn’t have any memory of that.

      He stares at me unwaveringly. “I remember.”

      “Do you also recall...” I can’t say it. Can’t admit out loud—especially to him—that I’d lasered and hypnotized him so he’d forget the whole sorry day. As much of it as possible, anyway. I’d be locked up for all my crimes if I were on Blixod.

      “Otto taking a leak on the spaceship?” he finishes when I leave my sentence dangling in the cool air between us.

      Thank Gad, he’s on a different tangent.

      “Yes. Maybe we should go inside before he tries it again,” I suggest. The more attention I focus on Otto, the better.

      Thankfully, the canine hasn’t made his unique mark on the ship’s interior. Yet. All I can smell is a potent blend of pine and burnt-out circuitry. Otto’s wet black nose grazes the floor, the walls, the pods. I’m sure he’ll leave no surface un-sniffed.

      Nick steps in behind me and gasps. “Wow.”

      “That’s all you can say?” I tease.

      He does a slow three-quarter spin and looks at the entertainment area. “Wow.”

      “I guess so,” I say with a grin. I open a pod, and Otto quickly curls up inside. The little bloke walked a long way with me tonight, so I won’t deny him a snooze. A clump of dog fur clinging to the velvet cushions is the least of the GalaxyCruiser’s problems.

      “What is that? A sleeper cabin?” Nick peers into Otto’s pod. He scratches the canine’s ears.

      “It’s for the crew members. They can sleep, read, unwind, watch a program. Whatever.”

      “I love it,” he says, pure delight all over his face.

      “I’m sure you’re dying to see the working parts of the ship, right? The command center and engines?”

      “Yeah, I am.” He squeezes into the pod alongside Otto. “But there’s plenty of electronics in here for me to analyze first. Hey, what do these buttons do?”

      The pod’s shutter starts to close. He jerks his feet inside as Otto barks. Within moments, they’re both sealed in and cocooned. The pod tilts horizontally. If the dog is still barking, I can’t hear him.

      I give the pair a few moments to enjoy the pod before pressing the release button. Otto pops out at lightning speed. Nick unfolds his legs and exits at a more leisurely pace.

      “Poor Otto.” He chuckles. “You can add claustrophobia to his list of quirks.”

      I crouch down and lift the dog into my arms. “I’m sorry, Otto,” I murmur softly. “Blame Nick for messing with things he shouldn’t.”

      Otto’s pink tongue darts toward my face. I hold him out at arm’s length. His little legs paddle in the air. “Otto, what the hurk are you doing?”

      Laughing, Nick tickles Otto’s chin. “He’s telling you he feels safe with you and that he likes you.”

      “You speak the canine language?”

      “Ha! No, dog body language is easy to read, even for humans. I can speak a little French, though.”

      “French?”

      “Yeah. Have you heard of France? It’s a country in Europe. My older brother said I’ve got to learn to parlez-vous français because girls fall for it all the time.”

      “Is that true?”

      “I spoke basic French just then. It didn’t do anything for you?”

      I stare at him blankly.

      “Didn’t work on Kaia, either,” he mutters at a volume he probably didn’t intend for me to hear.

      “Really? When did⁠—”

      He steamrolls over my question. “Hey, can we check out the engine room now?”

      “Of course.” Temporarily distracted, I place Otto into the open pod and lead Nick to the elevator.

      “How many levels are there?”

      “Only two. It’s not like a mothership or anything,” I explain. “They’re like cities in the sky.”

      “Not a mothership. Right, right.”

      In the elevator, I feel suffocated. Not because it’s too cramped, but because Nick is just a hair’s breadth away from me.

      He doesn’t seem uncomfortable with my closeness. He’s lost in thought. “I know it’s just an elevator, but it’s an elevator on a spaceship. Don’t you think that’s incredible?”

      I give a one-shoulder shrug. “Perhaps you can take me for a ride in an Earth-style elevator someday.”

      His hands sweep over the smooth, curved interior walls. “You’re on. Empire State Building. New York City. It’s slow to get to the top, but once you’re in the clouds, you forget all about how much the journey sucks.”

      “That’s a lot like space flight. If you don’t have the right ship, that is.”

      He shakes his head, and I can tell he’s envious.

      The elevator door slides open with a quiet whoosh. I step into the engine room and beckon him.

      “Watch where you’re going. I’ve dimmed the lights to conserve power,” I whisper, even though there’s no chance of being heard. To me, the atmosphere here is rarified. It’s the heart of the ship. The powerhouse that has the potential to launch us into the heavens.

      Used to have the potential. I grimace before letting that thought go for now. I want to enjoy being down here.

      “Does anything here look familiar to you?” I gesture at the banks of computer hardware before us, their multicolored lights flashing like a welcoming committee. Several pieces of equipment beep intermittently, indicating they’re operating as usual. Which is a total relief.

      Nick’s jaw seems permanently dropped. He scrutinizes the multitude of touch screens and patch bays. “This wasn’t quite what I expected from an engine room.”

      “Ah, yes, well, the ion engines are in the next room. All four of them. We’ll visit those later.”

      “Wow.”

      There’s that word again.

      “Sorry, I know I keep saying that.” He gazes at the screens. “The interfaces are pretty neat but not totally out of this world. What I’d have to do is maybe get behind them, pull them apart⁠—”

      I blanch. “Pull them apart?”

      “Yeah, so I can check out the motherboards and solder any loose connections.” He tears his gaze from the screens. “Do these things come with manuals?”

      “Let me see.” I tap on the main administrative touch screen. Instantly, an array of technical diagrams, maps and texts fold out before us in hologram form

      “Whoa!” He skips backward, then tentatively trawls his hand through the virtual architecture. “It’s like augmented reality!”

      “You’re familiar with this?” I ask, surprised.

      “Kinda. It exists here, but I’ve never tried it.” He looks overawed. And overjoyed. “This is amazing. It’s like walking around inside a computer.”

      “This is how you enlarge the viewing area,” I say, pulling on a virtual corner and sweeping my arm out. The screen and its content expand to match his height.

      “Wow.” He gives a lopsided smile. “Sorry.”

      “Enlarging the view allows you to switch to diagnostic and repair mode, enabling you to make your repairs without dismantling anything. I hope the failures we’ve encountered are due to software issues instead of hardware problems."

      He shakes his head in confusion. “Hang on a sec. I’m losing you. Are you saying I can solder a wire...from a distance? Remotely?”

      “In theory, yes. Have I attempted it? No. This ship is at the cutting edge. Many of the technologies onboard have never been used commercially before.”

      “Never been used, period,” he says, shaking his head again. “It’s impossible,” he whispers.

      “Did you think it was impossible to be standing here in a spaceship with an, ahem, intelligent being from another planet?”

      He grins. “Hell, yes.”

      “Since that impossibility has become possible, what other ideas can we make possible?”

      “Excellent point.” He waves his index finger at me. “Speaking of software, I notice you’ve got an update in progress here.”

      “Again?” I study the admin screen.

      “If the ship’s remote connections are shot, how is it possible to get updates?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m wondering. Perhaps it’s a fault that’s developed due to the crash.” I sigh. Then I think back to the day we left Blixod, a lifetime ago, and snap my fingers.

      “What?” Nick asks.

      “Right before we took off, there was another software update.”

      “Maybe it’s just a continuation of that.”

      “I don’t know. Three or four days and a galaxy crossing later?”

      “You’re right. That’d be some update. But still, this is a good sign. Can you tell which systems are being updated?”

      I tap on the screen to bring up the keyboard. “No. I don’t have access to that information.”

      He frowns. “That’s odd. I’ve fooled around with programming before. I could try hacking in, see what’s going on.”

      “Hack? You won’t damage it further, will you?”

      He crosses his fingers. “Can we print out any of these manuals? A flat, 1-D version, not an origami/hologram form. I could study them when I get home.”

      “Let me check.” I navigate around the screens. “Ah, yes, here we go. I’ll do a test page.”

      Seconds later, a slot under the admin screen spits out a page outlining the software update history. I hand it over to Nick.

      “Fancy paper,” he says, rubbing his long fingers over the finely textured page.

      “Yes, compared to the paper I experienced at school today, it’s luxurious.”

      “What’s it made of?”

      “Silk. We use it for many materials on Blixod.” There I go again, revealing more secrets.

      His eyes pop. “Jeez, it must cost a fortune to make a notebook.”

      “What’s paper made of here?”

      “Wood pulp.”

      I can’t hold back a shocked gasp. “From trees?!”

      “Yeah.” He grimaces. “A lot of it’s recycled now, so it’s not so bad anymore.”

      “I’ve noticed Earth sacrifices a lot of trees.”

      “Says the flight captain who mowed down a few acres of pine in an old-growth forest.”

      Even though he acknowledged my rank, my temper flares. “It was an emergency. I did my best to land in an open field.”

      The argument sounds hollow to me. I hope the authorities on Earth don’t track me down and charge me with tree slaughter as well as planetary trespass.

      “It’s okay. I’m not angry with you.” He lifts my chin. His unexpected touch, though gentle, sends a warm tingle through my body. “Though I have every right to be, don’t I?”

      His blue eyes bore into mine.

      For an intense, unfathomable moment, his gaze holds me mesmerized. His warm breath brushes against my face. I can almost feel the blood pulsing in his veins. Just think about what it would be like to kiss those lips.

      But that’s not what he’s thinking about. Not by a mile.

      The laser shot.

      My mind replays the instant the flash of blue struck him in the chest. The ripple effect of the impact on his body. The shock on his face.

      “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” he whispers.

      I swallow with difficulty. Nick, you remember nothing of that incident. I did not fire a laser on you. You tripped and fell. That’s all you need to know.

      He leans forward. His breath seared my cheek. “Cherry, I know what you did to me. I know you shot me with a laser beam.”

      My knees wobble. Swallowing a giant lump down my throat, I whisper, “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t lie. You’re not that good at it.” His words would make me cringe if he didn’t say them with a wry smile.

      My obsession with truth—that’s what Allegra called it. No wonder he could see through me. But that doesn’t explain why he can hear my thoughts. “Yes, I lasered you. Only to stun you. I had no way of knowing whether you could be trusted. And when you insisted on charging into the ship—my ship—I had to stop you. Painlessly, I hope.”

      “It felt like a mosquito bite,” he says, shrugging.

      “Oh. Good.” After a moment, I add, “I’m not really sure what a mosquito is.”

      “They’re tiny insects that can eat you alive.” He gives a rueful chuckle and shakes his head. “Bloodsuckers.”

      “Hurk! Then I did hurt you!”

      “Hurk? Are you swearing at me right now?”

      “It’s a versatile swear word on Blixod,” I say. “Does it have any meaning here on Earth?”

      “Not in any modern language I know of,” he says, raising an eyebrow. “Anyway, it’s all good. You didn’t hurt me.”

      “Okay, are you sure? Because I’m confused. You shrugged as if a mosquito bite wasn’t a big deal, and then you said they’re killers.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. Mosquitoes aren’t totally harmless. They carry diseases, but you can repel them in different ways.”

      “Fascinating! Tell me more about these creatures.”

      “That’s what biology class and AI chatbots are for.” He laughs, then grows serious. “I want you to tell me something. The other day, you were dead against me boarding your ship. I get that—stranger danger and all that. Plus, there was the trauma of crash-landing on a possibly hostile planet. The past few days haven’t been easy on you guys.”

      “I had valid reasons, for sure.” My heart throbs at Nick’s words. I’m touched by his sensitivity and empathy. He would fit in remarkably well on Blixod.

      “But tonight,” he continues, looking thoughtful, “you’re keeping your stun gun in your pocket. Why? What’s changed?”

      “Don’t worry, the gun is not in my pocket. Allegra’s safeguarding it,” I tell him, patting my jeans to prove it. Nick lets out a mock sigh of relief. “Because I’m starting to trust you. Believe me, I need someone to trust right now. You’ve already helped us so much. You and Karen. I don’t know what might’ve happened if we’d landed somewhere else with less open-minded Earthlings.”

      He squeezes my shoulder. “You’re right. You could’ve been held hostage by Kaia.”

      I smile. “Kaia. I’m intrigued. Tell me about her, something I can’t google or learn in a classroom.”

      He raises an eyebrow and pockets the printout. “You want to know for your Earthling research project?”

      “Yes. Her behavior puzzles me. She appears friendly, but I sense an undercurrent to her personality. Something dark.”

      Nick’s lips purse. He shifts from foot to foot. “Kaia’s not my favorite topic of conversation. Aeronautical engineering, on the other hand⁠—”

      “Ahh, don’t change the subject,” I warn playfully. “You’re the one who brought up her name. She hurt you somehow, didn’t she?”

      “Well, she didn’t laser me into a mini coma, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      I feel my face burn. “Of course she didn’t.”

      “Hey, I’ll let you follow your instincts about Kaia. You two might end up being besties. I don’t want to get in the way of that. What happened between Kaia and me is in the past, and it’ll stay in the past. I’ve got no interest in digging it all back up.”

      “Wow,” I say, surprised by the heat in his voice.

      He averts his gaze. “I’m sorry, that was kinda over the top.”

      “Not at all. But if she hurt you, I would like to know if she’s a danger to us.”

      “I could tell you to just stay the hurk away from Kaia…”

      “But Dee-Dee wants to be on her squad,” I finish. “I’ll be on my guard around her.”

      He grimaces. “She did hurt me. But you know what? People do that. They hurt each other. And when they show you who they are deep down, you realize the best thing to do is stay away from them. Anyway, I’ve got more important stuff to think about. School. Home. Getting you back to Blixod.”

      I smile. “I’m sorry about whatever happened between you and Kaia. And thank you for helping us.”

      He laughs. “Don’t thank me. I haven’t done anything yet.”

      “You went out of your way to smooth out our first day at school. We wouldn’t have survived without you.”

      “Anytime.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal, then tries to hide a yawn.

      I spy the time on his wrist device. It’s late. “Otto’s probably worried about us. And I’ve got to practice for tomorrow’s cheerleading tryouts. Let’s head back to Karen’s house.”

      With Otto in my arms, we lock up the ship and cover it with fallen branches. When we reach the farmhouse, Otto leaps out of the car window and onto the front porch. He waits on the doormat, tail wagging. Inside, Dee-Dee’s chanting at the top of her voice.

      Nick cuts the engine, but I don’t want to leave the car. An odd pang hits my chest. It’s as if he has a magnetic pull that I can’t escape. Don’t want to escape.

      I glance at the ranch house. Funny, it doesn’t resemble any dwellings on Blixod. For one, it’s made almost entirely out of wood. Yellow-painted wood, at that. Yet it looks like a home. My home.

      I shake my head. I must not get too attached to Earth.

      Nor its red-blooded inhabitants.

      He opens his mouth as if to say something, then quickly shuts it.

      “Yes?” I ask softly.

      “Um, I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Seven-thirty on the dot. I’m not waiting this time,” he says with a smile.

      “Thank you. I’ll make sure Dee-Dee is well versed in how to put on a halter-neck garment.” She’d gotten tangled up earlier, making us late.

      I step outside, warmth spreading in my chest at the sound of Nick’s laugh. He doesn’t start the car until I reach the door. I turn around and wave. His bright white smile competes with the moonlight as he takes off, leaving mini dust tornadoes spinning in his wake. It’s funny—my head feels like a whirlwind, too, filled with a strange longing. I want to run after him, call him back, because the hours between now and tomorrow seem like an awfully long time to be apart.

      Omigad, Cherry, get a hold of yourself!

      Blinking, I glance at the constellations shimmering above. None of them are familiar. None of my feelings are familiar. Never have I degenerated into a quivering mess over a mere Earthling. And most certainly, I’ve never had a mind meld with a bloke—that’s the stuff of fairytales, a sign of true love.

      That’s a sign I must ignore if I want to get back to my real life on Blixod.
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      In the school locker room, I coax my hair into its customary ponytail. Beside me, Allegra tugs on the hem of her tiny, flared skirt.

      “This is such a bad idea. And demeaning! We’re space flight officers, for Gad’s sake.”

      “We’re doing this for Dee-Dee’s sake,” I tell her.

      “When are we going to do something for my sake? My fiancé probably thinks I'm dead by now. I bet his family is lining up a substitute wife for him as we speak.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’m sure your parents—all our parents—have pulled together every resource to search for us.”

      “If only we could’ve left a trail of crumbs,” she grumbles. When I wrinkle my brow in confusion, she explains, “I’m referring to a fable I read this morning. Two children, Hansel and Gretel, were led into the forest by their evil stepmother. She wanted to lose them forever, but the children were clever enough to leave a trail of pebbles and crumbs so they could find their way home again.”

      “Oh. That’s nice. I think?”

      “Not really. They happen upon a troll who tries to shove them in her oven and cook them for dinner.”

      “Cannibalism?” I shudder. Earth is full of contrasts.

      Allegra nods solemnly. She stares at my forehead. “That patch of fur has disappeared.”

      I smile. “Yes, I noticed as I got ready for school. I wondered if it might’ve been my vision playing tricks on me.”

      She rubs my forehead. “No, it was definitely there yesterday, and now it’s most definitely gone.”

      Dee-Dee’s bubbly voice floats our way. She’s singing a tune about being sexy and cute and popular.

      “Is she certain that’s the song we must sing during our routine?” Allegra asks.

      “After watching Bring It On a hundred times, it’s the only song embedded in my brain,” I say.

      Dee-Dee bounces around a corner and into our view. “Hi, guys! How do you like my new look?”

      Allegra and I gasp at Dee-Dee in shock. Her once light brown complexion is completely transformed, her face now as pale as an artist’s blank canvas. Purple glitter adorns her eyelids. A thick, continuous black line encircles her eyes, making them appear smaller. Each cheek features perfectly round red splotches. Her lips are outlined in deep maroon and filled in with glossy red.

      “What happened to your face?!” I ask.

      “The cheerleaders call it war paint.” With a bright smile, she says, “I’m surprised you haven’t noticed them wearing it.”

      “I’ve noticed, but the examples I’ve seen were less...noticeable.”

      She bounces on her toes. “Kaia pulled me aside and very generously gave me a few pointers. She said cheerleaders need to stand out. There’s no point in using subtle makeup for such an important job.”

      Allegra smirks. “You certainly do stand out.”

      “Thank you!” Dee-Dee waves a plastic bag in front of us. “I’m giving you both a makeover. I want us all to match.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, edging away from her. “I’m beginning to enjoy differentiating ourselves from each other. How about you, Allegra?”

      “Absolutely,” she says with an emphatic nod. “It’s refreshing.”

      “Don’t back away,” Dee-Dee says. “If you don’t let me paint you, I’ll tell everyone we’re aliens from outer space.”

      “Considering Karen and Nick’s quick acceptance of us, that’s not really a threat,” Allegra points out. “With our luck, the teenagers will be thrilled that we’re from another planet.”

      “Let me do it just this once, and then you can scrub it off after tryouts,” Dee-Dee pleads. “Think of it as another unique Earth experience.”

      “Okay, okay. Just this once.” I sigh. Dee-Dee can be so hard to resist sometimes. “Are you sure it’s water-soluble?”

      “Totally,” Dee-Dee says, pushing me down onto a long wooden bench before I can change my mind. She dumps the contents of the bag beside me. “Now, sit still. This won’t hurt a bit.”

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry. Mascara can be tricky to apply, as I’ve discovered,” she says, batting her clumped black lashes.

      “Did Kaia show you how to apply makeup like this?” Allegra asks, watching Dee-Dee’s not-so-deft brushstrokes.

      Blithely, she says, “Yup. She gave me these cosmetics, too. Have a look. There are highlighters, powders, foundations. Isn’t it nice of her to share?”

      “Isn’t it?” Allegra echoes faintly. “It all looks too artificial to me. What’s wrong with the way we look naturally?”

      “But we are all the same. Don’t you get it?”

      “You’re making Cherry look exactly like you, right down to that lip grease!”

      “Not true. I’m going to give her...” She looks at the ceiling as she contemplates. “...blue lips.”

      “Blue?!” I splutter.

      “It’s super fashionable.” Dee-Dee shows me a glossy page with a ripped edge. “Check out this picture of movie stars that I found.”

      “Priscilla: Queen of the Desert,” I read. Pictured beneath the headline are three humans wearing vibrant colors from head to toe. And, yes, one of them has blue lips. “Can you put sparkly dots on my eyebrows, too?”

      “My, you are getting adventurous,” Allegra says.

      I frown. Back on Blixod, it was always Allegra and Dee-Dee who sought trouble. I’d be holed up in my room, studying and scared of disappointing the academy teachers. Here, I have nothing to lose. What happens on Earth stays on Earth—or in my journal.

      “Apologies, Cherry, I don’t have any more sparkles. I used them all on myself. But I do have these awesome glittery hair bands for both of you. Here—part your hair down the middle and make two high ponytails while I put some more blusher on you.”

      “I’m going to keep it natural,” Allegra says. “Makeup won’t help me jump any higher. Your faces will be louder than your cheers.”

      Dee-Dee gasps. “That’s harsh, Allegra!”

      I shrug. “Whatever gets me through the next half-hour.”

      Dee-Dee spends a few minutes perfecting my “look” before stepping back to study her handiwork. Once she is satisfied, she exclaims, “Perfect!”

      I jump up and stare at my reflection in a mirror. Do I like it, or do I loathe it? It’s hard to tell if that painted figure is me. I look...alien. “Wow.”

      Dee-Dee can barely contain herself. She giggles and bounces around me like a little Mulyana jumping bean. “Cherry, you look awesome. We are going to stop traffic. People will cheer for us!”

      “You think so?” It’s hard to exude confidence when my face looks and feels like it belongs on someone else’s body.

      “I barely recognize you two!” Allegra complains. “It’s like you’re wearing disguises.”

      “Don’t be such a downer,” Dee-Dee chides. “Now, let’s go out there, be cheerful, and before you know it, we’ll be proper cheerleaders.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We can hear the cacophony of hundreds of voices before we arrive at the gymnasium’s closed doors.

      “Listen to all those people!” Dee-Dee exclaims, her eyes sparkling like the GalaxyCruiser’s control panel lights.

      A shiver of fear runs up and down my spine. “I didn’t know there’d be spectators!”

      “Kaia invited lots of people to watch on her social profiles. And today she handed out... What’s that word again? Oh, right, flyers. She said cheerleading at BV High needs more exposure.”

      “With these uniforms, I reckon there’s enough exposure to catch pneumonia.” Allegra tugs at the hem of her short skirt in vain, trying to lengthen it. However, that move only reveals more of her hips.

      In a way, I’m glad Allegra’s complaining so much. She’s distracting me from the nerves I’ve got about the tryouts. Dee-Dee jogs ahead and swings the doors open. The three of us linger at the threshold, me in the middle, Allegra on my right, Dee-Dee on my left. The lights in the gym blaze down, bouncing off the shiny timber floor and illuminating our enhanced faces.

      Dozens, hundreds, maybe thousands of faces turn toward us. Silence descends. It feels like an hour passes before someone finally speaks.

      “Oh. My. God,” a girl says. “Who are these clowns?”

      A split-second of more silence.

      Then, a thunderous noise erupts.

      Laughter. Pure, unbridled laughter.

      Confused, Dee-Dee turns to me. “What’s going on? What are clowns?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t learned that word yet. But judging by their reactions, it must be something really amusing.”

      “It’s the war paint, I’m sure of it,” Allegra remarks darkly. “Our appearance has never drawn such a bizarre reaction, neither on Earth nor at home.”

      Kaia rushes up to us, her face sporting the biggest grin of anyone in the gym—perhaps even in the whole world. Out of all of humanity. Out of⁠—

      “I’m so glad you all decided to try out.” She hugs us, squeezing us in the middle like toothpaste tubes.  “You all look totally awesome.”

      “Then why is everyone laughing?” Allegra glances at Kaia with narrowed eyes.

      Kaia’s face is a picture of innocence. “Because they’re happy to see you. We know you’re gonna be incredible.”

      I clear my throat. “You do realize we’ve never done this before. We’re not cheerleaders. We’ve never even cheered in unison together before.”

      “You’re Cherry, yeah?” Laughing, Kaia grasps my elbow. She guides us to the bleachers, where the cheerleaders have gathered with their clipboards. Other teens mill around. Presumably, those biting their nails are about to try out alongside us. “As I mentioned to Dee-Dee, you and your sisters could bring fresh energy to our squad. I bet you’ll pick it up straightaway.”

      “That’s if we pass the test,” I say.

      She whispers in my ear. “I’ll make sure of it. But that’s just between you and me.”

      “Is that fair?” I whisper back.

      A petite red-headed girl stares at us from a short distance away, fear in her eyes. What if cheerleading is her one big dream, and she doesn’t get a spot because my crew and I have been given a free pass onto the team? I’d feel resentful if someone with little flight training elbowed her way into captaining my ship.

      Kaia rolls her eyes. “Most of the people trying out today are freshmen. They don’t stand a chance. Besides, I’ve checked out some of their routines, and I’ve gotta say I’ve seen drunk people move with more coordination.”

      “But you haven’t seen us perform.”

      “Let’s just say I’ve got a great feeling about you three. You’re going to fit my needs perfectly.”

      Her needs?

      “You know, for the squad’s morale,” she adds with a winsome smile.

      I stare at her, trying to better assess her character. I can’t quite understand why she so desperately wants us on her squad. She’s saying the right things—for the most part—but something about her doesn’t feel genuine. There’s a hint of insincerity in her voice that triggers warning bells in my head.

      I glance at Allegra. Her black-rimmed eyes are simmering with rage, but she stays silent.

      Dee-Dee stretches her long limbs. The red-headed girl approaches her hesitantly. When Dee-Dee sends her a wide smile, the girl’s shoulders relax.

      “Anyway,” Kaia says, “you guys warm up for a few minutes. I’m saving you for last ’cause I know you’ll be the best.” She waves her long, red-painted fingernails and backs away. “Break a leg!”

      Allegra whispers angrily as Kaia calls her squad in for a huddle. “Did you hear that? Break a leg?! There’s something funny about that girl. I reckon she wants us to fail.”

      While Allegra’s feelings echo mine, I try to keep an open mind. “We hardly know her. Let’s give her the benefit of the doubt.”

      She paces around me. “You know what? I will show her we’re worthy of cheering in her quaint little team.”

      “So, you’ll try your hardest?” I ask, surprised by her sudden change of heart.

      “Bet your ass, I will. Bring. It. On.” She stalks to a corner and stretches her hamstrings.

      I hide a smile and settle onto the first row of bleachers. Behind me, a group of girls I recognize from my art class giggle and whisper.

      They think they’re quiet, but my keen sense of hearing picks up every word.

      “Nick’s dating all of them.”

      “That’s kind of gross.”

      “I know, right? Ew!”

      “Do you think he’s doing it to make Kaia jealous?”

      “Why would she even care?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’s trying to show her what she’s missing.”

      Aha. So there is something between Kaia and Nick. Or rather, was. But she’s treated him so cruelly. Calling him names and putting him down in the cafeteria. I watch Kaia chat animatedly with her squad. She’d make an interesting study subject. Full of contradictions and complex behavior patterns.

      I shake my head. Every day, I discover new areas of interest to document. If I wanted to explore them all in detail, I’d need to remain on Earth for decades. In this high school alone, there are countless intriguing life stories to investigate more closely.

      Kaia turns around to face the spectators. She grabs a pair of blue-and-gold fluffballs and waves them high above her head.

      “Attention, everyone!” she bellows. The chatter around us quiets down, and she lowers the fluffballs. “Tryouts are starting in five. If you haven’t signed up yet, go see Lauren.” She waves at a muscular blond girl. “For those trying out, here’s what’s going to happen. You’ll follow a simple routine. If you don’t have rhythm, we’ll tap you on the shoulder, and you’ll need to leave straightaway. Whoever is left standing will then be asked to perform in groups of three.” She gives me a broad smile. “And then as individuals. Is that clear, everyone?”

      People murmur in response.

      Kaia cups her ear. “I can’t hear you! Come on, people. If you want to be a cheerleader, you’ve got to speak loud and proud. Is that clear?”

      “YES!” we all shout at once. Dee-Dee’s excited voice is the loudest of us all.

      “All right! Cheerleader wannabes, come on down! Front and center.” Kaia claps her hands, and dozens of students stampede from the bleachers onto the polished floor. Allegra marches across from her corner like a woman on a mission. The three of us Blixodians form a row with four other girls. Another group of people lines up in a row behind us.

      “Break a leg!” Dee-Dee whispers to us. “I don’t mean that literally. It’s showbiz lingo for ‘good luck.’ I looked it up.”

      Allegra frowns at her. “Showbiz what?”

      “Lingo. Language.” Dee-Dee rolls her eyes. “Now, concentrate on the choreography and don’t stand on anyone’s toes.”

      Allegra gives Dee-Dee a salute, and I nudge her in the side. “You can’t salute her until graduation,” I remind her.

      Which may be never.

      No! Don’t dwell on that. Now’s not the time to be moping about the future.

      I take a deep breath. Movement at the gym entrance captures my attention. Nick slips in, books in hand, a satchel thrown over his shoulder. Keeping his gaze on the floor, he finds a seat near the edge of the bleachers.

      Hurk! I don’t care so much that a hundred strangers are staring at us now. All that matters is one person.

      Kaia stands before us. “Okay, people, first up is a simple dance routine without music. Are you ready?”

      “YES!” we shout, Allegra included.

      “Whoo!” Kaia spins around so her back faces us. “Five, six, seven, eight!”

      She launches into a series of stomping steps. “One, two, three, four!” Then she pulses her hips forward and back. “Five, six, seven, eight!”

      Biting my lip, I keep my eyes locked on her every move—every twist of a foot, pivot of a shoulder, spin, leap, and skip. Soon, my body moves in sync with hers, and a surge of energy lifts me higher and higher. As my heart rate rises, I glance at Dee-Dee, who has become so adept that she’s closed her eyes and seems unaware of anyone else around her. Allegra, too, is keeping up with flawless steps. I grin.

      Cheerleading is a piece of calke!

      Kaia stops dancing and barks, “Keep it up. Five, six, seven, eight!”

      She gazes at us with chilly, hazelnut-colored eyes. They’re tinged with disappointment, though I can’t quite fathom why. My “sisters” and I haven’t missed a beat, which is more than I can say for many of the others trying out. Except for the redhead, most display a noticeable lack of coordination and style. Members of Kaia’s squad tap on the shoulders of three girls in our row, and one of them wails in disbelief.

      “Better luck next year!” Kaia singsongs to her as she slinks away. When she turns back to us, her lips flatten into a straight line. Finally, she says, “Okay, we’re adding on. Watch closely. Grapevine on the diagonal! Ball change, kick, ball change, kick. Grapevine. Pop those shoulders!”

      Dee-Dee grins at me and mouths, “Easy!”

      Kaia layers the routine with even more steps, taking it from simple to complex within a few beats. Two more hopefuls are asked to leave. Then another two. Finally, the only ones remaining are me, Allegra, Dee-Dee, the redhead, and a petite girl with curly yellow hair. Sweat pours off the two girls. Kaia fans herself, her shirt sticking to her damp skin.

      “And a-one, two, three, four, and we’re done!” Kaia yells at last, leading everyone into a round of applause. She smiles, but her cheerful expression doesn’t reach her eyes.

      I notice that Nick has shifted further along his bench. Now he’s only about six metres away from us. I wave, and he responds with a lopsided smile. He thrusts his right thumb in the air. I tilt my head, puzzled by the gesture, as he mouths, “Great job!”

      “Cherry!” Kaia yells.

      I stand at attention. “YES!”

      Giggles echo around me. I must have missed whatever Kaia was saying to our group. Something vital.

      “Yes, you would like to do your individual routine first? Awesome!” Her smile is full of saccharine.

      I groan. Dee-Dee gives me a little pinch for luck and spins away to sit alongside Nick and Allegra on the bleachers.

      My heartbeat slows as I gaze at the faces in front of me. I adjust one of my Pegasus tails and smooth out my skirt. A hush falls over the gym, but I can still hear the steady inhalations and exhalations of the spectators. Feel the tap of restless toes vibrating through the timber. Smell the anticipation.

      You are a flight captain-to-be. You’re not a cheerleader! What on earth are you doing here in front of all these strangers?

      “You ready?” Kaia calls, her tone edged with impatience.

      I gulp. I can’t run out of the gym now. That would be like admitting defeat. It’d bring shame on Dee-Dee and Allegra.

      “Yes,” I confirm at last. “I’m ready. Hit it.”
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      Tinny music spills out of a primitive speaker system. I fling my right hand out, then my left.  With my feet, I stamp in one spot for eight beats. And another. And another. Kaia and one of her squad-mates exchange a glance. I try to keep my concentration up, but it’s tough. I’m a pilot, for goodness’ sake. I came to this school to observe, not be the center of attention, not to show off my dancing and gymnastic ability.

      Faces blur as I search for a familiar touchstone in the crowd. Nick. He catches my eye, nodding at me with an encouraging smile. Beside him, Allegra appears as if she’s dying inside. In the bleachers, people whisper in each other’s ears and giggle. I try to tune them out.

      Cherry, you can’t keep stomping like a robot. Do something!

      Dee-Dee waves her hands at me, spreading her fingers in a horizontal split formation.

      The splits. She wants me to arrange my legs into the splits. That’s something I can absolutely do.

      From a standstill, I leap high and do the splits midair. When I land, I launch into a series of backflips faster than the speed of sound. My hair painfully whips my face, but I keep pushing on. On my toes, I spin back to the center of the floor and kick my legs high as I sing.

      “BV High is here to fight

      Blue’n’gold and all our might

      Oh, yeah, we’ll tackle ’em

      Oh, yeah, we’ll grapple ’em

      Go, go

      Go, BV

      Go, go

      Go, BV!”

      I finish with a side split on the floor, my arms stretched high triumphantly.

      And I’m not even puffed.

      Kaia, however, is hyperventilating. Now she’s frozen on the spot. The whole gymnasium is silent. Jaws scrape the floor. I smile.

      “Wh-what was that?” Kaia asks.

      I rise as gracefully as I can and flick my twin Pegasus-tails. “My cheerleading routine. Am I in?”
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        * * *

      

      “‘Am I in?’ That was pure gold!” Nick chortles as he drives us home—all of us newly minted cheerleaders. No one could dispute our performances. Not even Kaia.

      Dee-Dee high-fives me. In her other hand, she clutches her hard-earned blue-and-gold cheerleading uniform. “This was the best day of my entire life!”

      I grin back at her. My fluffballs, or pom-poms, tickle my lap. “It felt awesome to get through the routine.”

      Nick pulls onto a highway lined with dense pine forests. “You did great. You all did. Everyone was blown away. I can’t believe Kaia said she wanted to take a few days to think first.”

      I have an idea why she said that. She was stunned by our performances. Shocked. My gut tells me she was counting on us to fall flat on our heavily made-up faces. She wanted us to make fools of ourselves. But I keep the thought to myself. I’ve got no proof. Plus, I’ve no good reason to bring my crew’s mood down. Even Allegra’s smiling.

      “Now we’ll see for ourselves if cheerleaders really bite,” Allegra jokes. “How can we protect ourselves against them?”

      Nick eases off the accelerator as a convoy of sluggish, khaki-colored vehicles passes by in the opposite direction. I count fifteen of them, each with headlights on and serious-looking drivers behind the wheel.

      “Oh, no,” Nick murmurs. I watch him sit straighter, his relaxed posture becoming tense. He tightens his grip on the steering wheel.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      He replies grimly, “Army trucks.”

      “The military? Should we be worried?” The numerous trucks dwarf Nick’s car. I can’t help but wonder what they’re hauling. Personnel? Weapons? It’s a striking sight. Blixod’s military is a vast yet discreet force. We’d never witness such a show of their power. There’s no need for it. Our planet has enjoyed peace for centuries.

      Allegra, Dee-Dee and I stare open-mouthed as they trundle along the winding road.

      Nick shakes his head. “They’re probably on some exercise. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      But when I turn to him, he appears anything but carefree. His forehead is lined with worry. His eyes dart between the slow-moving trucks. Does he know something about their presence? Have the authorities pinpointed our ship, just like Nick did days ago?

      We lock eyes for a moment. He nods almost imperceptibly, but I catch it nonetheless. Perhaps he knows what’s on my mind but hesitates to discuss it in front of my crew. Gently, he presses his foot down on the accelerator.

      Once the military vehicles disappear into the distance, Dee-Dee pushes them out of her mind.

      “We should celebrate,” she says.

      “Celebrate what?” I ask absently, considering whether we should move the GalaxyCruiser. Right now, I can’t think of how or where to do so.

      Dee-Dee splutters and shakes her pom-poms. “How could you forget that we became cheerleaders today? It only happened less than half an hour ago!”

      Pushing thoughts of capture aside, I swivel in my seat and flash her a big, cheerleader-style grin. “I guess I’m still overwhelmed by our achievements. How do you want to celebrate?”

      We drive past a lonely stretch of shops. The large red and silver sign for Becky’s Diner towers over the road, calling drivers to stop. My stomach understands what it signals. It emits a rumble that rivals the sound of the engine.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Nick says, sending me a knowing grin. He slows the car again and turns onto a service road beside the shops. “How about some burgers?”

      I nod vigorously. “That’s meat, right?”

      “Becky’s burgers are the best. A two-inch slab of ground beef with token carbs and lettuce? Nothing better.”

      “Perfect,” I say as Nick parks the car.

      Allegra taps me on the shoulder. “Don’t forget we’re having dinner at seven. And Kaia said we must watch what we eat.”

      I snort. “One little burger won’t ruin my appetite.”

      Now Dee-Dee’s concerned. “Maybe we should tone down our celebration. I don’t want to get kicked off the team.”

      I hold up my palm. “Kaia’s not going to know. Besides, she’s not your real team captain. I am.”

      “You haven’t graduated yet,” Allegra says pointedly.

      As if I could forget that.

      I suck the inside of my cheeks. My face heats up like it’s getting roasted under a flame grill. I’m starting to feel more than a little resentful of Kaia’s hold on Dee-Dee. Now it looks like Allegra’s falling for her so-called authority, too.

      “Let’s just have a snack.” Nick jumps in to smooth over the tension. “It’s on me.”

      We follow him into the diner. Right away, a wall of loud music slams into us. A waitress in pink beams at us as if we’re her oldest friends.

      “Hey, kids!” A badge pinned to her chest reads “Suzie.” She wears quite a bit of makeup, possibly more than we do. Her lips are strawberry-pink, her eyes are adorned with blue eyeshadow, and her cheeks have a rosy hue. No wonder Dee-Dee warms to Suzie instantly. They smile at each other. “Are you looking for a booth or counter spot today?”

      “A booth?” Nick jerks a thumb at a row of booths lined up against a wall of windows.

      “Sure, honey.” She leads us to a corner booth, passing other diners who stare at us with open curiosity. “How’s your momma doin’, Nick? I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      We slide into a booth, the unforgiving seat squeaking under my thighs. Nick and I sit together on one side of the table, looking out over the diner, while Dee-Dee and Allegra take the opposite side.

      Nick clears his throat. “She’s good. Preoccupied with the ranch. Counting the days till she gets rid of me.”

      “She’ll be crying her eyes out when you go off to that fancy college. I bet this town’ll run out of Kleenex.” Suzie smiles warmly at him, then at us. Her dark eyes twinkle. “Who are these adorable girlfriends of yours?”

      “Um, Cherry, Allegra, and Dee-Dee, this is Suzie,” Nick says, his cheeks flushed as he looks away.

      “Nice to meet you,” we all say at once.

      “Oh, how cute!” Suzie says as if we’re toddlers. Still, it’s hard not to like her. There’s a genuine warmth in her demeanor. “Are you triplets?”

      “Yes.” Again, we answer in unison. Allegra crosses her eyes at me, and I almost burst out laughing.

      Suzie presses a hand against her ample chest. “I have never had the honor of serving identical triplets before. Where did you girls come from?”

      “California.” I keep a tight smile on my face.

      Suzie lights up. “That’s where I grew up. Do you know Fresno?”

      I shake my head. The less I say, the better. I’ve learned that lesson after the jetpack incident.

      “Just as well. I left my husband number one there.” A faraway look creeps into her eyes. “And husband two and three as well. What are the chances they run into each other, huh?”

      “Um, Suzie?” Nick says. “Can we see the menu, please?”

      Suzie snaps to attention and hands each of us a large, folded card. “Sure, honey. Here you are. I’ll swing by again in a few.”

      I browse the menu and make my decision in seconds. Nick doesn’t even glance at his card. “Aren’t you getting anything?” I ask.

      “Nah, I know this menu by heart. I’ve been coming here since I was in kindergarten.”

      Dee-Dee twirls her hair as she reads. Suddenly, she gasps and squeaks, “Omigad!”

      Startled, Allegra says, “What?!”

      Pointing frantically at her menu, Dee-Dee says in a low voice. “Cherry! They have cherry pie!”

      I do a double-take and snatch her menu, which I soon realize is the same as mine. “Nick, what is the meaning of this?”

      Nick chuckles. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Calm down. It’s just fruit. Cherries are fruit.”

      I tilt my head. “It’s fruit? It’s not human?”

      “No. We don’t eat people.” He grins. “Not in this town, at least.”

      Allegra laughs, showing a glimpse of her light-hearted side that had been missing since we arrived on Earth. “Aw, look how disappointed she is that it’s not meat.”

      “Very funny.” I scowl at her. I turn to Nick and ask, “So it’s sweet, then?”

      Nick stares at me, gulping. “It’s quite juicy. It’s smart... I mean, tart yet sweet at the same time.”

      His voice falters, and my heart races. Why do I get the feeling he’s speaking about me?

      Dee-Dee raises her hand. “I’ll take it! And a pumpkin spice latte.”

      “Me, too,” Allegra says. “I’m dying to have a piece of cherry pie.”

      “Looks like someone’s sense of humor is back,” I say archly and snap the menu closed.

      Suzie wanders over to the table, pulling a pen from behind her ear. “What’ll it be, kids?”

      Nick clears his throat. “Um, we’ll have three cherry pies, and Cherry will have⁠—”

      I drop my head in my hands and groan. “Oh, no! You, too?”

      Suzie writes on a palm-sized pad. “Oh, honey, cherry’s his favorite. I always make sure we have it in case Nick drops by. It’s just darling that he’s met a girl named Cherry. Must be a dream come true for you, Nick.”

      Nick’s cheeks redden. Sitting centimetres away from Nick, I can just about feel his body heat. With shaky hands, I grab a tall glass of water and drain it all.

      “I’ve embarrassed the poor kid enough. Now, what would you like, sweetie?”

      “The Betsy burger, please.”

      She smiles and starts collecting our menus. My stomach contracts as delicious aromas swirl from the kitchen behind her.

      “And a side of bacon.”

      Suzie writes on her pad. “Mm-hm. Coming right up.”

      “Um, do you have sausages?”

      “Cherry!” Allegra and Dee-Dee exclaim.

      “We sure do, honey. A couple of those, too?” Suzie’s pen hovers above her notepad.

      My stomach groans. “Please.” Quickly!

      Suzie doesn’t bat an eyelid at my order. “All righty, I’ll be back soon.”

      Sure enough, Suzie’s back soon with the pies and piles of meat. I dive into them. The burger is gone before Allegra even lifts her fork.

      “Now I’ve seen everything,” she says with distaste, glaring straight at me. Dee-Dee is digging into her pie, concentrating solely on transporting the morsels from the plate to her mouth using the quickest route possible.

      My “sides” are delivered promptly, and soon, they’re nothing but a juicy memory.

      “I’ve never seen an appetite like yours,” says Nick. I detect admiration in his voice.

      “Impressed?” I ask, scanning the diner for Suzie. I wonder if it would be y to order more sausage.

      “Uh, Cherry? Cherry, I need to talk to you about something,” Allegra says, waggling her eyebrows wildly.

      I squint at her. “If you want to lecture me about excess consumption, Allegra— Ahh!”

      She grabs my hand and drags me out of the booth. “Come with me. We need to fix your makeup.”

      “I can help you with that,” Dee-Dee says. Then her gaze zeroes on Allegra’s half-eaten pie. “But Allegra will do a great job.”

      Allegra drags me to a door marked “Gals.” Our shoes squeak on the floor.

      “What are you doing? Your behavior’s drawing too much attention to us!” I say in a raspy whisper.

      “Your face is drawing too much attention to us.” She grabs my shoulders and whips me around to face the mirror. She tugs the glittery bands holding my ponytails in place. “Take a look.”

      I gasp. All the greasy food I just guzzled down feels like it’s on its way back up because my forehead is covered in a faint layer of spotted fur. “Am I turning into a leopard?”

      “I’m not sure, but I have an idea of what’s causing this affliction,” she says, brushing my hair forward with her fingertips so it covers the fur. “It’s the meat. You just ate—no, inhaled—five kilos of it. Minutes later, boom, you’re a feline.”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s just a coincidence.”

      “You wish,” she says. “It’s got to be the meat. What else could it be?”

      “Exposure to sunlight? No, no, it’s the war paint. I’m allergic to that gunk Dee-Dee put all over me.” Frantically, I turn on the taps and splash water on my face. We scrubbed most of the makeup off after tryouts, but the mascara remained steadfast.

      Allegra grabs paper towels from a dispenser on the wall and wets them a little. The rough texture of the paper drags over my skin, but I hope it helps to shave off the fur, too.

      “Hate to remind you, dear captain, but you started breaking out in fur before Dee-Dee waved a mascara wand over you. Ugh! Speaking of which, this stuff isn’t budging!”

      “She said it would wash off with water,” I mumble, bent over the sink. My eyes sting.

      Kaia! Kaia deceived her. I knew I couldn’t trust that girl.

      Gently, Allegra pushes my shoulders back. “Let me see if I can make you look presentable enough to walk out of here without scaring the Earthlings.”

      I nod, gathering myself. Flight captains don’t panic—especially not over a strange thing like unexplained hair growth. I let Allegra work on me.

      “Let’s keep this between us until we work out what to do next,” I say.

      “Steer clear of meat. That’s what you’ll do next.”

      My stomach protests. Stop eating meat? But my love affair with cooked carcasses has just begun. I have to find a way to overcome this scourge. Otherwise, there’s no telling what I might do if I can’t have meat.
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      “Nice headband,” Nick comments. Moonlight casts a silver outline around his muscular form as he ambles toward me.

      I tramp through the clearing and fix the strip of polka-dotted fabric I’d tied around my forehead.

      “You’re becoming quite the regular here,” I say, my posture rigid. I came to the crash site for some solitude, a bit of space to think. The last thing I want is a conversation. Especially with an Earthling who has no clue about what I’m going through. I nod at the metallic keys dangling from his right hand. “What did you hope to achieve with those?”

      “To tow your spaceship somewhere safe.” He gestures at the edge of the clearing, where his car is parked. A low trailer equipped with a winch is attached to the back. Piles of green, heavy-looking sheets sit on the ground. “I don’t need your key for that, do I?”

      “What prompted this? The military presence?”

      He kicks at the dirt with his sneakers. His eyes clash with mine, and I’m struck by the worry I see in those blue depths. “Yeah, it spooked me.”

      My shoulders slump. “I’m concerned, too. Do you think the authorities tracked our movements before the crash? Even with the ship engaged in stealth mode?”

      Shrugging, he says, “That depends on a few things, like whether the military got a visual on you that night, the same way I did.”

      “And they’ve triangulated our position in this area.” I struggle to keep my voice steady. “If you saw us that night, who else might have spotted us?”

      He moves closer and wraps a comforting arm around my shoulder. I melt under the warmth of his body. This is something entirely new for me. I’m used to being focused and not relying on others for reassurance. A captain doesn’t show weakness. With the unexpected fur growth and the military build-up, this is a time of crisis, the worst moment to show vulnerability.

      I draw away and pretend not to notice the frown crossing Nick’s features.

      “We don’t know if they’re out here searching for you,” he says. “They could be on a totally different mission, and their presence in Boynton while you’re here could just be a coincidence.”

      “Does the military often visit this area?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You know it, and that’s why you’re worried.” I stride past him toward my cherished GalaxyCruiser. “Why don’t you lay it on me straight? Tell me we’re in danger.”

      Nick swallows. “You aren’t in any danger."

      “Do you realize you paused for 5.8 seconds before answering me?”

      He laughs awkwardly and shifts his weight. “But who’s counting, huh?”

      “I am. Did you hesitate for a reason?”

      Running a hand through his hair, he says, “I don’t know all the answers, and until I figure out what they are, I think it’s best to keep my fears to myself.”

      I give him a withering stare. But he looks at me with such sincerity that I crumble. He’s right, of course. I was trying to do the same—appear calm and in control for my crew’s sake. Panic begets panic. It’s contagious. That’s the first rule of flight school. Even when surrounded by chaos, the captain must always maintain decorum.

      “I’m sorry. You were just trying to stay positive. Thanks, really.” I pause, searching for the right words. It’s not like he’s under my command. “But next time, don’t hold back. It could mean life or death for me and my crew.”

      His eyes grow huge. Stammering, he says, “Yeah. Totally. I get it. I’m sorry. From now on, I’ll do everything I can to keep tabs on them. I’ll set up an alert. I’ve got this cool app that I’m developing⁠—”

      “But not right now.” I stare thoughtfully at my beautiful, beat-up ship.

      “No?”

      I gesture for him to follow me into the ship. “There may be a way to take the ship to a safer location.”

      “Depending on?” He twists his neck at various angles to absorb more details of the ship’s interior.

      I slip into the captain’s seat. “Depending on how much power it’s got, I might be able to hover a short distance because, I’m sorry, this GalaxyCruiser is too big and too heavy for your vehicle. There’s no way you’ll be able to tow it.”

      Nick gives me a wry smile and sinks into Allegra’s navigator chair. “I sort of realized it was a silly idea when I pulled up. But I had to give it a shot.”

      “I appreciated that.” Using my wrist-comp, I upload the ship’s operational data. Once it’s back online, I begin the start-up procedures. “Oh, I nearly forgot, I need to clear off the branches we used for camouflage.”

      “I’ll help you,” Nick says, getting up.

      “No need. Just stay where you are. Don’t move a muscle.”

      I run outside, grinning to myself. I relish the chance to do some weightlifting without alarming the humanoids. Several more trees had fallen since I’d last visited the site. Big ones.

      Don’t dwell on the carnage. There’s nothing you could’ve done to prevent it, Cherry.

      Beasts scurry as I carry fallen trees to a safe distance. I’m on to the last trunk when I hear a gasp.

      “Cherry!”

      “I thought I told you to stay put, Nick.”

      He rushes to help, but he won’t listen to my protests. He strains against the bark. “I got this. Ughhhh!”

      I stand back, trying not to laugh at his dramatic groan. “If you insist.”

      With his arms wrapped around the tree, he shoves against it with his shoulder. “I insist. I think. Ughh! It’s just a little stubborn, that’s all.”

      I’m itching to shove him aside and take care of the “stubborn” tree. I shake my head in amusement. Mental note: Earthling blokes, like those on Blixod, are prone to acts of bravado.

      He glances at me and grimaces but seems determined to suffer in silence.

      After watching him struggle for several minutes—and nearly topple the tree onto himself—I tap his arm.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I say. “But I can do this much more efficiently. Won’t you let me try?”

      “No way,” he says through clenched teeth. “This thing weighs a ton, and you weigh almost nothing in comparison.”

      “So do you. Now, move aside before you end up giving yourself a hernia.”

      “Cherry, I— Whoa.” He gapes as I pick up the pine that has given him so much grief. “How did you do that?”

      With care, I place the tree at the edge of the clearing. I don’t want to cause it any more harm. Still, I must accept that its life is over. What else could I do to damage its delicate, pale flesh?

      Shrugging, I say, “It’s just how I’m made. And please, don’t feel embarrassed. I’m sure you have plenty of skills I can’t perform, so let’s consider ourselves equal, right?”

      He snorts. “Sure, I’ll try to remember that lifting a fifty-foot tree is the same as winning a mathlete meet.”

      “Good,” I say, even though I have no idea what he’s talking about. Clapping bark flakes off my hands, I head back into the ship. The ion engines hum pleasantly. No odd smells or sputtering. That’s a positive sign.

      “So where do you want to fly this baby?” Nick asks as we return to the flight console. “You do know it’s riskier than towing it.”

      “I’ll hover just above the treeline as much as I can.” I set the stealth mode and check the fuel reading. It’s still critical, of course. I flick through the screens to bring up the maps. “I’m afraid the ship won’t even make it as far as Karen’s barn. But we might just reach the cave system. According to my information, it’s a kilometre from our current position.”

      He raises his brows. “The caves?”

      “Yes. Are you familiar with them?”

      “I know they’re here, but the big question is, can you fit a ship this size inside a cave? And what about bears?”

      “We’ll think about all that when we get there.” I steer the ship away from the tree it had collided with. I’ve made sure all the exterior lights are off. I’ll need to depend on the guidance system to make it to the caves.

      “Holy shit!” Nick grips his armrests.

      Alarmed, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      Wonder fills his dark blue eyes. “We’re moving!”

      “Slowly, though. I need to save fuel.” I purse my lips in concentration. Under normal circumstances, hover mode is mainly used when cruising through residential areas. Typically, I only need to be half a metre off the ground. However, since there are no clear paths to the caves, I must take the craft just above the treetops at an altitude of ten metres. Any higher, and I risk being spotted by anyone wandering across Karen’s vast property. The presence of the military didn’t inspire much confidence in me.

      Nick peers through the viewshield, but it’s so dark outside that I’m sure all he can see is his reflection. “This is just...”

      “Wow?”

      He chuckles. “Just so you know, I’ve got a wider vocabulary.”

      “I believe you,” I say with a grin.

      A few moments of hovering later, he comes out with, “Stupendous!”

      I jump ever so slightly. “What?”

      “Sorry, I wanted to show that I can express my feelings using different adjectives.” He leans back. “And now I’m beginning to talk quickly like those ridiculous sitcoms where every character is witty and articulate without even trying.”

      “Nick.” I place one hand on his arm while keeping the other firmly on the steering control. “It’s wonderful to express your feelings, but please do so inwardly. Just until we reach the caves.”

      “Oh. You want me to be quiet. Uh, sure. Sorry. You’re concentrating on not crashing. Understood.”

      “Thanks.” Even though my eyes are glued to my guidance screens, I can still see Nick’s grin spreading across his handsome face.

      The ship glides along at a speed of fifteen kilometres per hour. It’s as fast as I’m willing to go, considering the low fuel level. I make a mental note to ask for extra fuel cells during my next emergency transmission.

      “We’re almost there."

      Nick leans in and squints. “I know this area well. I came here as a kid, after we moved here.”

      “And do you declare the zone bear-free?” To my relief, there’s a decent-sized clearing in front of the cave entrance. A few bushes, yes, but no trees that I’d need to mow down.

      Thank Gad. We made it.

      He shakes his head. “Can’t guarantee that. But don’t worry, I’ll protect you if we disturb one.”

      “You will? How?” I let the ship gently settle to the ground.

      “Sure. I’ll push you back inside this fancy tin can, and we’ll wait until winter arrives.”

      I laugh. “You’re my hero.”

      Nick scoffs. “I’m no hero.”

      We gaze out at the cave.

      “Does this thing have headlights?”

      I touch a button, and halogen lights illuminate the cave. Every nook and cranny is exposed. A startled creature scurries out of the cave.

      Swiftly, I turn the light off again. “Oh, no! I’ve just driven an animal out of its home.”

      “A coyote,” Nick says. “That’s a good sign that a bear isn’t living there, too. Those two species generally don’t mix.”

      “Excellent.”

      “But I’m not sure this cave is big enough to house the ship,” he says, eyeing the cave’s craggy, tall ceiling.

      I tap some phrases into my computer. Readings flash up on the viewshield. “Wow.”

      He looks at me questioningly, his eyebrow quirking upward.

      “Sorry, I had to say it before you did.” I wink at him and then point to the information displayed onscreen. “It’s not as tight as it seems. According to these calculations, there are thirty centimetres of clearance on the sides and a metre above. The ship will just fit.”

      “‘Wow’ is a perfect word for that. So is ‘serendipitous.’”

      “‘Serendipitous.’ I like that word. Makes me smile.”

      “People don’t say it often enough if you ask me.”

      “I’ll try to popularize it when I get back to Blixod.”

      He grins. “Okay, do you want me to get out and direct you into the cave?”

      Waving dismissively, I say, “I’ll set it to autopilot. But let’s be honest, this ship isn’t in showroom condition anymore. A few extra scrapes won’t matter to my parents.”

      My chest twinges. What’s going through their minds right now? Are they mad? Do they think I’m dead?

      Here I am having the time of my life on another planet, in another galaxy, while my parents are probably mourning the loss of their one remaining child.

      How selfish I’ve been!

      “You really want to get back home, don’t you?” he says softly.

      A bittersweet smile twists my lips. “I have a lot of good reasons.”

      “Including your family.”

      I nod. “I’m all my parents have. Besides the business, of course. And I know Mum will want to throttle me for what I’ve done. But first, she’ll tell me how thrilled she is to see me again.”

      “Then she’ll throttle you,” Nick jokes. My smile slips. “No, no, she won’t. Your folks will never let you out of their sight again. Which doesn’t sound like fun either.”

      “It’s not. Trust me! Ever since Rex...” The words trail off my lips. I take a shaky breath.

      “Rex? Who’s that?” he prods gently.

      Who’s Rex? Just the most impressive older brother anyone could ask for. The kind of brother who protected me from schoolyard bullies. Who always told me I could make it as a pilot. Instead, I tell him, “He’s just someone special.”

      “Oh.” Nick looks away, but not before I recognize disappointment in his features. “Your, uh, boyfriend?”

      “B-boyfriend?!” I splutter. “No, boyfriends are forbidden.”

      His expression is a strange mix of relief and alarm. “They are? So, you’ve never dated anyone or…?”

      I lift my chin, almost as a challenge. Kissed anyone? The answer is a resounding no, but I’ll be hurked if I admit that to him. There hasn’t been anyone I’ve felt attracted to.

      Until now.

      My breath hitches, and I remind myself to banish thoughts of kissing anyone, especially Nick.

      “No,” I say firmly. “And Rex is my brother. He’s no longer with us.”

      Much to my embarrassment, tears well up. A wintry chill slides down my spine. I just can’t cry in front of Nick. I’m a strong Blixodian. Crying is not an option for commanding officers. Ever.

      Nick lets out a soft gasp and takes a step closer to me, bringing more heat that makes me want to snuggle against him. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Rex has been on my mind a lot lately. These mountains remind me of him.”

      “Tell me about your brother,” Nick whispers, giving me space.

      I gather my bones and muscles, forcing myself to stand tall. Maybe talking about my brother will give me the extra strength I need. With a wobbly smile, I say, “There wasn’t anything Rex couldn’t do. And he had a friend. A best friend. Felix. But they were super competitive with each other. Who could get the best grades? Who could run faster? None of that really matters on Blixod, but those two loved challenging each other.

      “One weekend, they went for a hike on Mount Dellvoir to see, of course, who could get to the top first.” I chuckle sadly. “There’s a plateau about eight hundred metres up. Amazing view of Urlwez Valley, according to all reports. The path is roughly cut alongside a sheer cliff, so it doesn’t get much traffic.

      “Felix says he warned Rex not to tread too close to the edge. But after about an hour into the hike, Rex started lagging. Felix kept trekking, figuring Rex would catch up soon enough. But then he heard rocks tumbling and a shout. And when he turned around…”

      My stomach churns. Felix was a year older than my brother. He should’ve looked out for him.

      It wasn’t the first time those thoughts echoed in my mind, and I feel guilty about that. Felix was incredibly distraught after the accident. Watching Rex fall and being unable to do a thing about it must have been traumatic. My parents never blamed Felix for that day. They even gave him a job. And the authorities viewed Rex’s death as a tragic accident.

      “I’m sorry,” Nick says. “If it’s too hard to talk about him⁠—”

      “No, no. I want to. It somehow keeps him alive in my heart.”

      “Yeah, I get totally get it.” Pain shadows his sapphire eyes. “Time doesn’t always make things easier, does it?”

      The softness in his tone makes me realize he knows all too well what it’s like to have a loved one ripped away from you. “You’ve lost someone close, too. Someone you miss terribly.”

      His dark fringe of hair falls forward as he dips his head. “My dad. He had a stroke out on the range when I was ten. Actually, the day before my tenth birthday.”

      “Oh, Nick! How awful for you!” I’m not familiar with the term “stroke,” but I feel it’s not the right moment to ask him about it. Even though I don’t know precisely what caused his father’s death, my heart sinks. Tentatively, I reach for his shoulder and squeeze it. The gesture takes him by surprise. He stares wide-eyed at my hand before I move it back to my side.

      “Yeah, it sucks. Mom remarried within a year, though. I think she needed someone to help her run the ranch, and Dave was right there, ready to step up.” His lips quirk. I sense bitterness in his words. “God, that sounds heartless. Don’t get me wrong, Mom’s great, and so’s Dave, but⁠—”

      “But you thought you were more than capable of caring for her and your ranch.”

      His eyes widen. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I thought. At ten. God.”

      “I’d feel the same way. It’s only natural.” I picture Nick as a boy wearing a giant cowboy hat, astride a big white Pegasus and rounding up cattle.

      Nick laughs ruefully, shaking his head.

      “What?”

      He looks up at me with that broad smile. “I’m sorry, it’s just so strange. You’re from another planet, another galaxy? And you have the same worries and feelings as we do.”

      “I suppose some things are universal. I’m discovering more and more universal truths each day.”

      “Oh, yeah? What kind of things?”

      I hesitate before elaborating. “Blitchy people.”

      His lips curl into an even bigger grin. “Did you say bitchy or blitchy?”

      “I most definitely swore. Blitchy. It’s what we term malicious behavior. There’s someone here whom I suspect is a blitch. Not that I will go around calling this person out. I’m just going to keep my eye on them.”

      “Does this malicious person happen to be a cheerleader?” he asks, even though I’m sure he knows the answer.

      “You know who I’m referring to. Yes. And you did try to warn me.”

      He gives a modest shrug.

      “My instincts tell me to tread carefully with her. Not go out of my way to cause trouble.”

      “No, you’ve got her number, all right. She’s a pit bull. Once she senses weakness in you, she really goes for the jugular.” Nick kicks the dirt again.

      “Hence your warning about cheerleaders who bite,” I say, understanding at last.

      “Yeah, well, she can suck the life out of you. Like mosquitoes.”

      “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience.” He’s hinted at a past with Kaia. I’m more curious than ever to find out what their history is.

      He snorts. “Yeah, an experience I’d like to forget.”

      Though he’s trying to make light of things, his discomfort when he talks about Kaia is obvious. As he scratches his collar, I say in a careful tone, “Have you ever tried to resolve your issues with her?”

      Nick looks aghast. “What, you mean talk to her about it? Face to face?”

      “Of course. Or would you rather let things fester?”

      “I’d prefer to avoid her until graduation.” He pretends to be absorbed in the equipment around us.

      “Oh, Nick,” I sigh. “It’s not healthy to bottle things up. But if you don’t want to confront her, I’m happy to listen.”

      “Ha! You’ve got better things to do than work out my problems.”

      “Just try me.”

      “I don’t know. Are you planning to include my history with Kaia in your official mission report?”

      “Of course! I’m writing the chapter title in my head now. Teenage Dreams and Nightmares.” I grin at his horror-filled expression. “I’m joking. Please, I’m offering as a friend, someone who wants to ease your turmoil.”

      “A friend.” He stares at me for a long moment, his face reddening. “Strictly off the record, until sophomore year, I kind of liked her.”

      “Kind of?”

      “Enough to ask her out. Believe it or not, she was fun to be around. I took her to a movie, and afterward, I wanted to show her the stars.”

      I smirk. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m serious! Okay, to be more accurate, I wanted to show her the planets. See, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn were aligned at that point. I don’t know how much you know about our solar system, but a planet parade like that doesn’t happen often.”

      “Extraordinary,” I breathe.

      “Yeah! So, I took her to this bluff on my ranch, where I knew there wouldn’t be any light pollution or other people around.” He purses his lips, making the dimple on his cheek appear.

      “And did you see the parade?” I ask, trying not to focus on how adorable that dimple is and how it makes my pulse gallop.

      He shuffles his feet. “We got distracted.”

      “Oh.” I may be a naïve Blixodian who has never been kissed, but even I know what he means by that. A vision of Nick and Kaia locked in an embrace flashes through my mind. I shake my head to get rid of it.

      “Distracted by a UFO.”

      I snap my fingers. “This is the basketball-sized ship you mentioned just after we met.”

      He chuckles. “It was the size of a basketball court.”

      Frowning, I say, “I don’t understand, then, why Kaia denied seeing it.”

      “Maybe she was petrified and didn’t want to believe it?” Nick shrugs. “I may have said something like, ‘Oh, I wish the aliens would beam us up into their ship.’ Which I guess freaked her out even more.”

      “You have to be careful of who you hitch a ride with, Nick. I don’t blame her for being scared.” Not all beings from different galaxies are friendly.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he says, nodding solemnly. Sighing, he continues, “I can’t work out a lot of things about that night and every day since. I knew she was going through a hard time. Her folks went through a nasty divorce. Her little brother moved to another state with her dad, and after that, Kaia seemed… I don’t know. Lost?”

      “Hm.” Unexpectedly, I find myself feeling some sympathy for Kaia. She’s still evolving as a person. “That situation does sound rough for her.”

      “Yeah, it was messed up,” he concedes. “Anyway, she told one of her friends about me screaming my head off about the UFO. Then that person told someone else, who posted some weird shit about me on socials. Everything snowballed to the point where I became the punchline to a big joke.”

      I can’t help but feel Nick is also lost. And alone. No allies to rely on and no one who wholeheartedly believes his story. He has Karen, of course, but it’s not the same. She’s from another generation. Nick needs friends his age. “I’m sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t be. I’m the Nerd King, remember? I’m just biding my time until graduation. I know what I saw that night. And you being here now? From planet freaking Blixod? It makes me care even less what people say about me.”

      “I accept you as you are, Nick. Royalty or not.”

      “Thank you.” He laughs. “And likewise.”

      “Now, Your Highness, we’ve got a ship to hide.”
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      I tilt my chin in the direction of the cave. “Like I said, the ship will fit. But only just. Are the coverings you brought large enough to help cover it?”

      “We can only try them out and see. Maybe we can use some of those bushes, too.”

      My eyes widen. “You mean we’ll have to uproot vegetation? Deliberately? Isn’t that illegal here?”

      “We’re not going to dig up an entire plantation. Let’s see how far we get with the tarps.”

      “Okay,” I nod, hoping to Gad we won’t have to destroy more trees. Disengaging the autopilot, I say, “I’ll do a scan before I park the ship.”

      Nick’s eyes widen with curiosity. “What type of scan?”

      “The kind that detects heat signatures. I want to make sure we aren’t trapping any animals. This ship is virtually going to block the cave entrance.” My main computer bleeps as the scan begins. I point to the information scrolling on the viewshield. “According to this, the cave is widest between zero to eighteen metres from the entrance. After that, the cavity narrows. It seems there are some reptiles in the deepest parts.”

      I let the autopilot continue the parking operation. The ship reverses into the cave. In a few minutes, we land. No scrapes. No bumps. It’s dark now, but I can see that it would be hard for anyone to notice the cave unless they happened to be walking nearby. A low ridge and its dense cluster of trees provide seclusion.

      “Amazing,” Nick says, patting the control panels.

      “Don’t touch that!”

      Quick as lightning, he withdraws his hand and gasps.

      I collapse back into my chair, laughing. “I was trying to be funny. Sorry.”

      “You succeeded.” He gives me a wry smile. “Come on, cheerleader from outer space, let’s cover this baby up.”

      Fortunately, we do not need to employ innocent bushes. We do, however, require all three tarpaulins to cover up the “baby.” Nick uses ropes to tie them in place.

      The pines close in around us. An owl hoots somewhere in the near distance, and even closer, another creature howls.

      “Animals that howl are generally carnivores, aren’t they?”

      Nodding slowly, he says, “But coyotes don’t often attack humans. We’ll be okay.”

      I laugh weakly. “What about aliens? Do you think they have a taste for green blood?”

      Nick gestures for me to walk ahead of him. “Let’s not stick around long enough to find out if we’re on the coyotes’ menu.”

      “I’m staying,” I tell him. “I have work to do.”

      He looks taken aback. “Are you hanging out here?”

      “I need to send another distress call, among other things.” I move to the ship’s entry door in the dark, dark cavern.

      “And you’ll walk home by yourself?”

      One foot on the ramp, I say, “In the morning, yes.”

      Gaping, he looks out into the wilderness, then at me.

      “Ah! I get it,” I say. “You don’t want to walk home by yourself.”

      “Can you blame me? There are coyotes and bears in the woods. I’m staying with you.”

      I freeze. In a high-pitched voice, I squeak, “Together? Overnight?”

      “You can’t abandon me to the wolves! I’m not that brave.”

      “What will people think?” Together. Overnight. I lower my head, trying to process a whirlwind of emotions. Emotions I’d never experienced before. Terrifying ones.

      “They’ll think we’re being sensible. Do you know how many people die year after year from getting lost in the mountains? Campers go around in circles and unwittingly get stuck in bear traps, or boulders fall on their legs and they’re forced to gnaw on their own flesh and⁠—”

      “You’re really serious?”

      “Uh, yeah! I’ve seen all the grisly documentaries.”

      I shake my head. “You have school tomorrow.”

      “So do you.”

      “But I can manage on three hours of sleep. That’s what six years of flight school have taught me. If you leave now, you might just make it home to a nice, comfortable bed.”

      “My bed’s not that comfortable. Those pods on the ship are more my thing. I could sleep in those things all day.”

      “I don’t know.” Why am I hesitating? My parents are far, far away. Unlike Allegra, I’m not betrothed.

      But he’s very attractive. Too attractive. Too much of a distraction.

      “Here are the choices,” he says. “A, I stay with you on the ship all night. B, you come home with me and protect me from bear traps. Or C, I trudge back by myself, get clawed to death by owls.”

      “All right, all right, let’s do it. Let’s spend the night together.”

      He perks up. “What?”

      “Don’t tell me you have second thoughts already!”

      “No! I mean, no.” He draws a shiny black Earthling communicator from his pocket and scrolls through its colorful menus. “Do you want to text or call Karen and let her know you’re safe?”

      I take the communicator. “That’s very thoughtful of you.”

      “Just press that icon if you want to talk.” He points to the display. “And, uh, yeah, maybe tell her you’re alone. You know, in case she freaks out about us being together...unchaperoned.”

      My jaw drops. “Your kind needs chaperoning, too?”

      “In certain social circles and religious contexts, yeah. But I don’t want Karen to get the wrong idea. Otherwise, she might never let me set foot on the ranch again.”

      “She reckons you’re an honorable bloke. I highly doubt she’ll be worried. She’ll be thrilled you’re here to protect me. Not that I need a bodyguard. Besides, she’ll be curious about where I got a communicator to reach her.”

      He slaps his forehead. “You’re right, you’re right. Just break it to her gently. No, wait, if she thinks I’m honorable, I’d better do the right thing and talk to her myself.”

      I clutch the phone, pressing it to my ear. “Oh, please let me. I’ve never used one of these devices on Earth before.”

      He laughs. “I’m glad we’ve got coverage up here. Okay. It’s all yours.”

      I smile and touch the “call” icon. A signal bleeps in my ear.

      “Hey, Nick. What’s up?” Karen answers, her voice crisp and clear.

      “Karen?” I say tentatively.

      “Cherry?”

      Judging by the warmth in her tone, I can tell she’s smiling, and it reminds me of how my mother speaks to me. A wave of homesickness threatens to overwhelm me, but I steel my spine against it.

      “Where are you? I gather you’re with Nick.”

      “Yes, we’re working on the ship up at the caves. And we might be here all night.” I say it matter-of-factly. Still, I clench my eyelids shut, ready to be rebuked.

      “Do whatever you need to do,” Karen says, and my eyes snap open in surprise. Her voice muffles briefly. “Dee-Dee’s right up in my face⁠—”

      “I’m Allegra,” comes an indignant voice through the communicator.

      “Excuse me. Allegra wants to speak with you. Hold on.”

      “Cherry!” Allegra shouts.

      I hold the phone away from my ear. “Allegra, these Earth communicators are just as advanced as ours. You’re coming through very loud and very clear.”

      “Oh. Good,” she says in a surprised tone before continuing quietly.

      “Is everything okay at the ranch?”

      “So far, but…” Her voice drops even lower. “I’ve been doom-scrolling through the social media, and I’m concerned.”

      “About?”

      She gulps audibly. “The armed forces. They’re not going away. What should we do?”

      I shoot a look at Nick, then the woods. Dee-Dee’s concern is valid. If there’s one thing more frightening than crash-landing on a strange planet, it’s being held captive. Our chances of getting home would dwindle even more.

      The thought of incarceration makes my blood curdle. But I can’t let my team know how rattled I am. Putting steel into my voice, I tell her, “Do absolutely nothing. Don’t go anywhere. I’ve got this under control.”

      I end the call in the middle of her protests and hand Nick his communicator. Pacing, I frown at the dented cruiser. Fixing all its faults feels insurmountable without specialist Blixodian tools.

      “I’ve got to get this ship working,” I mutter.

      “What did Allegra say exactly?”

      My feet trip over small rocks near the cave entrance. “That the military is sticking around.”

      He cringes, then tries to reassure me. “They could be doing routine exercises.”

      “Such as?”

      “Um, weather experiments?”

      “Oh, I feel sick. What was I thinking, leaving my crew by themselves? I must get back to them. What if they’re captured?”

      “They won’t be,” he says confidently. “Karen will take care of them. She’s a resourceful person. She’ll know all the right things to say.”

      “But if they’re separated, Allegra could handle herself, but Dee-Dee’s liable to say whatever’s on her mind.”

      “She won’t give you up as aliens. I can’t see her being that careless.”

      I chew my lip. “No, no, I suppose not. We are trained to deal with capture. We mustn’t speak. Mustn’t submit to tests.”

      Tears begin to prickle my eyes. I turn away from Nick.

      I feel the light but hesitant pressure of Nick’s hand on my shoulder. His breath warms my neck. He pulls me back against his chest. I just want to melt into him.

      “Everything’s gonna be okay. Trust Karen. She’ll handle it.”

      I squeeze my eyelids together to hold back the tears. I’m nearly a captain. I’ve got to appear strong on the outside, regardless of how vulnerable I feel. I move away from Nick. The sudden chill catches me off guard. “Yes, she will. But I feel so useless here.”

      He makes no effort to bridge the gap between us. “Hear me out. You said earlier that you wanted to work.”

      “Yes.” I sniffle quietly.

      “Great! Let’s put you to work. Send out that emergency message and then fix whatever needs fixing.” He extends his hand. “I’ll help you, of course. I don’t want to feel like a useless bloke.”

      As I take his hand, I can’t help but smile. His touch instantly warms my body once again. His thumb brushes over mine—a simple touch, but it sends every nerve ending into overdrive. I look into those deep blue eyes, mesmerized.

      “All right. But the minute we fix whatever needs fixing, we’re going back to the ranch. I’ve got to support my crew. Bear traps or no bear traps.”
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      Inside the ship, I commence the distress call sequence.

      “Three-hundredth time lucky,” I murmur. Given my track record, the signal will be to no avail. Why would it magically work now when it failed the previous two hundred and ninety-nine other attempts?

      I drum my fingers on the enduroglass control display, and wait for the familiar, heart-breaking “message failure” alert. It’s taking much longer than usual. Finally, the control panel emits a series of bleeps, and to me, it sounds like a joyful song.

      “Nick!” I breathe, grabbing his arm. “It worked!”

      He leaps out of the navigator seat and leans over the display. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! Right there! Right there in black and green. It says ‘Message sent. Stand by.’ Oh, Gad, I can’t wait to tell my crew!” Forgetting where I am, I leap into the air triumphantly, smashing my skull against the curved ceiling.

      “Holy shit, are you okay?” Nick steadies me as I land. Which I’m grateful for because I feel like my brain’s rattling around.

      “Yeah,” I say once the virtual stars in my head fade away. Rubbing my head, I offer him an embarrassed grin. “It takes a hurk of a lot to break a Blixodian.”

      “You just hit your head harder than linebackers in a Super Bowl,” he says. The concern in his eyes makes my insides melt.

      “I have no idea what you’re saying, Nick,” I murmur.

      Worry lines appear on his forehead. “You don’t? Hell, you might have a concussion.”

      “No, I meant that I don’t understand the terms ‘linebacker’ or ‘Super Bowl.’” I squint, trying to draw parallels between those words and hitting the bulkhead at full speed. “Are they related to cookery? Geometry perhaps?”

      Nick guffaws. “Neither. A little advice? Brush up on football-speak before you cheer at your first game.” He points to a chair. “Come on, I’m being serious here. Sit down for a while. Please.”

      Instead of taking his advice, I remain standing and scroll through the programs on the control panel. “There’s no damage to me or the ceiling. Everything is fine.”

      “Uh-huh,” he says, but there’s no mistaking the skepticism in his tone. “The second you feel dizzy or nauseous, tell me.”

      Turning to him, I give him a reassuring smile. “I will.”

      “Your headband is messed up. Let me straighten it for you.” His fingers hover around my head. Their roughened skin is infused with the intense fragrance of pine bark, of nature. It’s an intoxicating scent that awakens more than just my nose. I lean against the control board to steady myself.

      “No, no, it’s all right.” I back away, trying to pull the headband over the fur.

      But it’s too late.

      “I can fix yo...” Nick’s words drop into oblivion. Those deep blue eyes bug out as if they’re on stalks. His mouth gapes open so wide I can see his tonsils.

      He really should get those removed.

      I shake my head at silly thoughts.

      “Ch-Cherry,” he stammers. “What happened to your face?”

      Dizzily, I reply, “It collided with the ceiling. You saw it just then.”

      He frowns. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      Nick, after the count of three, what you have seen will be unseen. My skin is smooth. Not furry.”

      “Is that fur?” he croaks.

      Hurk!

      “No, it’s, um, an allergic reaction. It’ll clear up soon. Nothing serious. Nothing contagious.” I hope.

      “Have you always had this, um, condition?”

      “Oh, always.” I nod vigorously. Always since two days ago.

      “I don’t believe you,” he says in a whisper so soft that I wonder if I’d even heard the words at all.

      “Why not?” I say, surprised.

      He inhales deeply. “Because I know what you’re thinking.”

      On shaky legs, I drift to the leisure quarters, where the lights are dim. Where he can’t get a good look at my fur.

      Nick stalks after me. “It’s true. I can hear your thoughts. Not all the time, though. And if I’m being honest about another weakness tonight, it freaks me out!”

      I’m not worried about him revealing his perceived weaknesses. The less time we spend focusing on my affliction, the better. Slinking onto the velvet sofa, I ask, “Is this a special gift of yours? Reading minds?”

      He runs his hands through his hair and joins me on the sofa, just out of reach. “No, it wasn’t until you zapped me the other day that I realized what was happening to me. When you try to, um, hypnotize me, that’s when I can hear what you’re thinking.”

      “Ugh, Gad!” I slap a hand to my forehead. How can this be? How mortifying. And how completely and utterly freaky. “Can you read other people’s thoughts, too?”

      “Nope. Just yours. So…congrats?”

      “It’s not possible. Everyone says so,” I reply. Although I’ve heard it is possible, but only in certain circumstances, such as when the stars and moons and planets are aligned. Rarely, in other words.

      He holds up two fingers. “I’m here to tell you it is. You know what’s weird? Sometimes I hear you speak to me, even though you’re not saying a word out loud.”

      “Telepathy.”

      He clicks his fingers. “That’s the word I was thinking of.”

      Panic surges in my chest so quickly that I wrap my arms around myself to halt its progress. Mind melds are the stuff of fairytales on Blixod. Most pairings between Blixodians are arranged by their parents—marriages of convenience for business purposes. But in a handful of extraordinary cases, couples bond without outside interference. They bond because of love. For life. And a classic sign of true love is the ability to read each other’s minds. There have been well-documented but rare cases of couples who find each other through telepathy.

      I’ve always dismissed these tales as merely that: tales. Fables. The stuff of legends. No one marries for love on Blixod. It’s a ridiculous notion.

      Then why do I suddenly want to believe?

      “Fables?” Nick echoes.

      “You really can hear me!” I moan and clamp my hands over my ears. Like that’s going to help.

      Up until this moment, I loved the idea of being able to hear people’s thoughts. Now? It’s intrusive, like reading someone’s secret diary. There must be a way to stop it.

      A tourmaline helmet, if there’s one on board the ship, could work. The material is mainly used to prevent electromagnetic interference. But I’ll try anything to block the psychic flow from my brain to his.

      This fanciful “mind melding” between Nick and me shouldn’t be happening at all. He can’t possibly be my true love. He’s from Earth. I’m from Blixod, and I’m doing everything I can to get back there.

      Are you really, Cherry? It’s my own internal, skeptical voice. Be honest. You’re more preoccupied with becoming a cheerleader.

      “Seems I’m not picking up on every one of your thoughts. It only happens when you try to hypnotize me. Or try to. Anyway, I’m one of those rare humans who can’t be hypnotized.”

      “You can’t? Why not?” Maybe this means my hypnosis skills are still up to scratch. I assumed they weren’t when my suggestions to Nick and Karen fell flat.

      He taps his temple. “I’ve got a mind like a steel trap. Mom always tells me that. Doesn’t sound like it’s a bad thing. Speaking of remembering, let’s circle back to what’s happening to you.”

      “More like what isn’t happening,” I mutter.

      “Tell me about the fur,” he says quietly. To his credit, he looks directly into my eyes instead of focusing on the hairy growth.

      “It appeared within days of our landing. Believe me, I was just as…” I search for the proper description and hitch my shoulders. “…grossed out as you are.”

      “I wouldn’t say I was grossed out. It’s not like you’ve grown slimy scales and started spitting sulfuric acid. That’s gross.”

      “But you agree it’s unusual? I’ve never seen or heard anything like it. Have you? Do you think it’s an Earth scourge?”

      He shakes his head. “Not unless you’ve been getting a little too close to cheetahs, if you know what I mean.”

      “Gross. No chance of that.” I frown. “Allegra believes it’s a side effect of excess meat consumption. And it makes sense. On Blixod, we don’t eat meat. Ever. In the past two days alone, I’ve feasted on a veritable herd of animals. Pikus, or pigs as you call them, cows, poultry. I’m not sure what else.”

      “I assumed you had worked up an appetite after your epic space flight,” he says, nodding in sympathy.

      “When I realized how dire our situation was, I felt like I might throw up at any moment. But then I had my first bite of crispy bacon, and now I can’t get enough of it,” I whisper. “Is that sick?”

      “Wait till you try sweet maple bacon.”

      My stomach growls in response. “I need that.”

      “Sorry, that was a dumb joke,” Nick says, cringing. “Okay, you’ve got a problem. We’ll find a solution. First suggestion? Get you weaned off meat. Or go hard and go cold turkey.”

      I shoot him a questioning glance. “Cold turkey? But isn’t that just the same as hot turkey?”

      “I’m saying all the wrong things here. I’ll do better, I promise.” He bites his lip. “Cold turkey is an expression. It means you stop doing something. Just cut it out cold.”

      “You’re talking about willpower?”

      “Something like that. You’ll be tempted wherever you go. So I promise, no more trips to Betty’s. From now on, you can only have the tater tots in the cafeteria, or we could find some vegan options.”

      Despite my mood, I finally laugh. Nick has put in a lot of effort to amuse me. I peer under my lashes at him. “Why do you want to help us so much?”

      What do you want from me?

      “Wouldn’t you do the same? Help a fellow human. Can I call you human? I mean, from what you’ve told me and from what I’ve seen, anatomically, Earthlings and Blixodians look pretty much the same.”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’m Blixodian. I come from a planet where the inhabitants have identical physical features. And here, there’s a wide variety of colors, shapes and sizes, yet you term yourselves Kardashians.”

      Nick splutters. “We do?! Where did you get that idea?”

      “From the Earth transmissions we received,” I say, wide-eyed. “They were fascinating viewing, but now I realize there’s so much more to life on Earth.”

      “Hell, yeah.” He can hardly contain his laughter. “But it’s my civic duty to inform you that the Kardashians aren’t a species. They’re a family. Like, you know, parents, siblings. Man, I can’t believe you’ve been watching their shows from Blixod!”

      Inside, I’m dying. Thank Gad Nick set me straight. “I suppose this is why none of my textbooks mentioned Kardashians. I wanted so badly to question Mr. Wilson about the myriad differences in Earthlings during biology class. But I couldn’t do it without revealing a few secrets.”

      “Like your green blood.”

      “And my cheetah fur.” I smile wryly. Thanks to Nick’s support, I’m beginning to feel optimistic about getting rid of it.

      “We’ll fix that. And we’ll fix this ship.”

      Nick shifts closer. It feels as if all the air has been sucked out of the ship, and my heart begins to pound rapidly. I’ve never been this close, this alone with a bloke. The idea of connecting with someone else has always been far from my mind. Flying is all I’ve cared about. My parents have tried to prepare me for eventual marriage, but I’ve always brushed them off. Pair bonding can wait. Being with Nick now is both terrifying and exhilarating. And all I can think about is connecting with him.

      How could that be possible, though? We’re not just from different galaxies. We might also be different species.

      Or maybe not? Are we the same species but with mutated DNA? And which of us is the genetically modified species?

      I watch his long fingers weave through mine. Intense warmth seems to radiate from his touch, yet the last thing I want to do is pull away. His face is so close to my cheek that I can feel the roughness of his subtle stubble. Almost without thinking, I lick my lips.

      “Nick...”

      Tenderly, he lifts my chin. We’re mere centimetres apart. “Don’t overthink it.”

      Then it happens. A kiss. Soft. Sweet. Searching. The rest of the ship seems to fade around us, along with the looming threat of capture by the military.

      Don’t overthink it!

      Was that his command or mine? It doesn’t matter. It’s the right one for this moment.

      I curl my arm around his neck and pull him close. Our lips meet again and again. I’m consumed by a hunger that exceeds my appetite for a pot roast.

      His tongue flicks against mine, sending a thrill skating through me. Every cell in my being seems to vibrate with life and joy. Kissing. It is a sport that’s reserved only for married Blixodians. To think I was going to wait until I was twenty-five before succumbing to betrothal.

      Oh, no.

      Allegra.

      By stealing the ship and landing on Earth, we’ve ruined Allegra’s chances for happiness. What if she never gets to enjoy the simple pleasures of kissing? We need to get back to our efforts of returning home. The thoughts racing through my head start to spoil the mood.

      I pull back. Nick’s eyes are half-closed, his lips full and crimson.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let that happen.” I stand, my back as stiff as a board.

      “Cherry—”

      My voice is brisk, businesslike. “I had a delightful time kissing you.”

      “Delightful?”

      “Delightful. But now that we’ve got that over and done with, it’s time to resume our objectives.” Yes, I sound stiff and authoritative and in control of the situation. I am the leader here. This is my ship, my makeshift mission.

      Instead of meekly agreeing, he says, “I scared you.”

      “Ah, see? You can’t read my mind, after all. I am not afraid.”

      He gets up. “It’s okay. I understand if you want to take it slow.”

      “No, I want to get it done quickly—talking about the repairs to the ship, of course. Let’s be honest, Nick. There’s no happily ever after for us. I need to return to Blixod, where I truly belong. We’ve explored our feelings this evening. It was really…delightful. But it can only be friendship from here on. Is that clear?”

      Nick winces. Even I grimace at the “orders” I barked. However, it’s the best way to deal with the situation. Acknowledge the mistake and don’t make the same one again.

      He looks confused, like he’s been knocked senseless. His gaze bores into me, no doubt trying to discern what I’m not verbalizing. “If that’s how you feel...”

      No, it’s not. Oh, Gad, it is not. But I turn my back on him, hoping against all hope that he can’t reach into my thoughts this time.

      I fight to push words past a huge lump in my throat. “It is.”
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      Staring blankly at the main control panel an hour later, I try to wipe every vivid detail of the kiss from my mind.

      The heat. The tenderness. The firmness of his chest pressing against me.

      Yes, every little detail. Locked in a very leaky vault.

      Other matters are vying for my attention, like the flashing alert showing that my emergency call has bounced back. For the three hundredth time.

      “This is bizarre,” I mutter, stabbing the controls as hard as possible. My fingerprints dissolve from the enduroglass in a matter of milliseconds, and once again, I’m reminded of how advanced this ship’s components are. Or were.

      The communications failure couldn’t be solely attributed to the ship’s current position. That is, Earth. I flip through the screens on my panel, hoping an answer will simply jump out at me.

      I pause at the radar screen. There’s something strange about the Earthling air traffic crisscrossing the local area. At first glance, all the airships seem to be moving in orderly paths, except one that’s traveling at a much faster speed than the others. Its bearing is fifteen hundred kilometres from my position.

      “A supersonic ship?” I murmur. I’d so far only seen Earth jets that averaged maybe seven hundred kilometres per hour.

      I keep my gaze fixed on the fast-moving blip onscreen. Unlike the others, this blip doesn’t carry an airship call sign.

      “Is this what they call a UFO?” I whisper. Are we not alone? Hope rises inside me. Maybe it’s a ship from Blixod. A rescue ship!

      But surely a rescue ship approaching a populated planet would switch to stealth mode? Blixod pilots are trained to approach new worlds with caution. The aim is to fly in undetected until diplomatic channels are opened.

      Suddenly, the unmarked blip vanishes. I blink. Had I imagined it?

      “Cherry?”

      Nick stands beside me, hands in his pockets. From the worried look on his face, I reckon it’s not the first time he’s attempted to get my attention.

      “Oh! Yes? Did you find anything useful?”

      “I found a bunch of source disks in a drawer and reinstalled some of your original software.” He takes small silver disks from his back pocket and waves them at me.

      “Which ones?”

      He rocks on his heels. “Well, I noticed some irregularities in the navigational software, for starters. Before I fooled around with the system, I found it was detecting north as east, east as south, west as south and so⁠—”

      “I understand. Thank you.”

      I frown. I don’t understand how the terrestrial compass could have malfunctioned. If that has been affected, what about the celestial navigation equipment? We might be able to get back into skies, sure. But will we be able to find Blixod on a map?

      “There was something else.” Leaning in, he points at the control panel. Despite everything, a warm memory of our kiss flashes in my mind, heating my blood several dangerous degrees higher.

      I inch away. Blixodians do not daydream about kissing attractive Earthlings. It’s not a rule of intergalactic relations, but it should be.

      “Try entering coordinates. Any coordinates.”

      I move over to the navigation display, putting space between us. Of course, I could access it from my captain’s position. But I need to focus on the problem at hand, not on the fresh memories of The Kiss still clinging to my brain.

      “Now watch,” he says after I tap in the coordinates for my house, two million light-years away.

      The display shows the numbers and sector letters I entered in steady green text. “What am I looking for?”

      “You’ll see. Oh, yeah. There. The characters are transposing!”

      “By themselves?”

      He nods quickly. “I’m guessing there’s an algorithm running, but the way it’s coded is messing with the coordinates.”

      “Perhaps it’s meant to be a scrambler so the ship can’t be traced on a mission. I don’t know why anyone would want that function.” The GalaxyCruiser is designed for Directorate work. Perhaps the software glitch wasn’t a glitch at all but a deliberate safety feature. The flaws of that design hadn’t been considered—until now.

      “Here’s the thing, though. I reinstalled the software. Everything worked great. The numbers I entered as a test didn’t transpose.”

      “So, then we’re worrying about nothing. If that’s all it took to fix the problem⁠—”

      “No, that’s not all. A few minutes after the install, another software update downloaded—one I hadn’t initiated.”

      I stare at him. “What are you saying? Is it a virus?”

      “Maybe, in the form of those bogus ‘updates.’ Is it possible that someone’s manipulating the ship’s systems by a remote connection? Someone back on your planet?”

      Trying to sort out my racing thoughts, I say slowly, “It’s possible, but only on a ship with fully operational communications systems. The GalaxyCruiser’s connection is clearly down. Otherwise, our distress calls would’ve been answered by now. We would’ve been extracted by now. So, no, I don’t think anyone’s tapping into our computers.”

      “Do you have any, like, enemies on Blixod? Someone who might want to cause trouble for you?”

      “You think this is deliberate? An act of sabotage?” I splutter, incredulous.

      “Hey, don’t shoot me. Again,” he says, raising his arms in mock surrender. “Seriously, I’m not sure if it’s sabotage, but I’m tired and can’t think of anything else plausible right now.”

      “The idea of sabotage is ridiculous,” I scoff. Yet inside, my emotions are rioting. Who would sabotage the GalaxyCruiser? And why?

      Could it be Luxor Chandar, my main rival all through flight school? The girl I defeated by only six points in the final combat examinations?

      No, she’s been offered a prestigious instructor internship at the academy. She’s got nothing to gain by sabotaging the ship.

      Who else?

      Grank Tiku? He was another classmate of mine. He had applied for a job as a test pilot for my parents’ company but was turned down because he lacked real-world experience. I doubt he has the technical know-how to disrupt the navigation system. He couldn’t tell a flugander circuit from a flaybander channel.

      “Cherry, it probably isn’t important to figure out who did it. The best move now is to override those algorithms.”

      “What do you suggest we do about that?”

      “I’ll write a program to block the incoming software updates.”

      “But what about genuine updates? We could still get upgrades that are crucial for the ship's operation. And what if the program you develop sends us to the Mialu Galaxy instead?”

      He clutches his chest as if mortally wounded by my words. “Don’t you know who I am? I’m a supreme nerd. I’ve got this.”

      “You shouldn’t call yourself bad names.”

      He cracks a smile. “Being a nerd isn’t as bad as Kaia makes it out to be. I’d like to see her send this ship back using her skills in rhymes and waving pom-poms.”

      “Are you making fun of my new profession?”

      “No. Just Kaia.”

      I scratch my jaw. “She’s blitchy, yet intriguing. I’d like to further study the psychology behind her behavior.”

      “Whoa, if you want to get inside her head, leave me out of it. I’ll be working on real problems.” He strides to the elevator and throws me a grin before disappearing.

      I almost tell him not to hurry his software fixes, that I want more time with him on Earth, but I stop myself just in time.

      Be careful what you wish for.
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      “Cherry.”

      I’m on the velvet couch, and Nick’s looking down at me. His light-brown hair falls forward. I want to reach up and brush it back so I can see his rugged face.

      I do just that. And more.

      “Yes, Nick?” I breathe. He’s wearing a Blixod jumpsuit. I smile. He must have found it in one of the storage lockers.

      “I’ve fixed the ship,” he says, returning a smile. His eyes are full of tenderness and... love? “We’re free to leave.”

      “We?”

      “Just you and me.” He strokes my forehead. “I want to bond with you.”

      Briefly, I remember the fur. “For life? But my skin…”

      “I don’t care about looks, but for the record, you are gorgeous. Maybe too beautiful for a geek like me, but we’ll make it work.”

      “You’re not a geek. You’re wonderful. Look at what you’ve done for me and my crew, all out of the goodness of your heart.”

      He blushes. “I did it because I’m mad about you. From the moment I found out you were an alien. You’re a dream come true.”

      They’re the words I never thought I’d hear. The words I never even desired to hear. My life has always been about flying and exploring new territories. It was never about finding love. But now that the idea is in my head, I can’t shake it off.

      “Oh, Nick!” I draw him in for a kiss. His lips are gentle at first. I feel floaty, out of body. The kiss becomes frantic and desperate. Our lips dance, and every cell in my body reacts with mini explosions. I hug him tighter, relishing how well we fit together.

      “Cherry,” he says.

      “Hmm?” Don’t speak! Just kiss me. Kiss me forever!

      “Cherry.” He gently shakes my shoulder. “Cherry, wake up.”

      “But I am awake,” I mumble. Suddenly it feels like he’s a million kilometres away. I can no longer feel the heat of his body or his lips.

      “Cherry,” he says insistently. He gives me a firmer shake.

      My eyelids snap open. I sit bolt upright on the couch. Nick’s standing over me.

      Oh, my Gad. It was just a dream.

      Really, must I wake up? I want the dream to continue. Maybe into real life.

      His hair flops over his face, but I don’t dare try to push it back. He’s not wearing the jumpsuit. Just the usual jeans and… Wait.

      “You’re half-naked!” I shriek, faced with a bare chest. Tanned pectoral muscles, well-formed ones at that, provide a delightful introduction to defined abdominals that could only result from dedicated, intense exercise. Those sinewy biceps are strong enough to keep me grounded amid a whirlstorm, I’m sure.

      Sheepishly, Nick waves a hand over his chest. “Does it bother you? With the air off, it got real hot down below.”

      “You’re hot,” I say it like a statement rather than a question. The room feels off-kilter, as if I’d parked the ship on an angle. Sweat beads on my brow.

      It’s just the lack of air-conditioning, that’s all. My dizzy spell has nothing to do with Nick or his stunning near-nakedness. But how clever of me to think about shutting down the chillers to save fuel.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Oh! I’m sorry. I must’ve dozed off. I’m still feeling a bit disoriented.” My face flushes with embarrassment. I realize I’ve been hugging a cushion to my chest—my stand-in Nick. “Do...do you want me? For something?”

      “Uh, I do.” Now it’s Nick who’s mortified. “Actually, I don’t.”

      “Oh.” My gaze drops, and I fidget. Of course. Too good to be true.

      “But Karen does.” He holds out his phone. “She wants you to call her back.”

      I gasp and get to my feet. “Did she mention the military?”

      “She said she’d fill us in. She’s on her way up here.”

      “Really? In the dark?”

      He shows me the time on his phone’s display screen. “It’s almost dawn.”

      “Hurk, we’ve been here all night.”

      Wearily, he nods. “I needed every minute to work on coding.”

      Impulsively, I hug him. His flesh almost scorches me, and I skip back in shock. “You must be exhausted.”

      He yawns but seems pleased about our brief physical contact. “It’s all for a good cause. The good news is I think I’ve cracked it.”

      “You’ve succeeded?”

      “There’s still a bit of fine-tuning and testing to do, but I’m sure I can manage it. I’ll need some input from you, though.”

      “Anything.” And I mean anything.

      His eyebrows arch.

      He heard that. I need to track down that tourmaline helmet so I can daydream about him without the fear of anyone hearing my thoughts.

      I clear my throat and keep my gaze locked on his face, not his chest. “What exactly do you need?”

      “Coordinates to Blixod. Oh, and to that galaxy you mentioned. Muumuu?”

      “Mialu,” I say. “But that’s in the wrong galaxy, remember?”

      “Yeah, but after I’m done building my space-going ship, I’ll want to check out galaxies our astronomers haven’t discovered yet.”

      I snort. “Let me save you the long trek. The Mialu Galaxy isn’t exactly a magical holiday destination. But if you’re into planets made entirely of active volcanoes, make sure your ship can handle molten lava.”

      His eyes are wide as meteorites. “Have you been there?”

      “No, but I plan to participate in at least exploratory expeditions.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Eventually,” I say, feeling increasingly torn. If I’m stuck on Earth, my chances of leaving the atmosphere again are zero. It seems that Earth hasn’t yet developed the necessary technology for intergalactic travel. On the other hand, we’re seated on a prototype. With Nick’s shipbuilding ambitions, we could build a vessel.

      Don’t go there. You must get home for your crew’s sake.

      Nick’s phone rings. “It’s Karen. Shit, we forgot to call her back.”

      It slipped my mind, too. What, with Nick running bare-chested around my ship.

      He presses a button and answers. “Sorry. I—” He pauses to listen. “Yeah, I’ll be right there. See you soon.”

      “Are you going to Karen’s house?” I ask as he pockets the phone.

      “Nope. She says she’s outside. Wait here while I go look out.” To my deep regret, Nick puts his shirt back on. He jogs to the door.

      “Wait! Are you certain it was her?” I ask. “See, a few years ago, one of our teams set out to explore planet Wulou in a neighboring galaxy. The inhabitants seemed friendly at first. Then it turned out they were expert mimics. They fooled the explorers by stealing a communicator and posing as their captain over the airwaves.”

      “For real? Did they survive?”

      “Probably not. It’s believed they were led into a tar pit and vanished.”

      “Wow, that’s awful,” he replies. “Small consolation for you—no tar pits around here that I know of. Besides, Karen’s exact words were, ‘Let me in or I’ll have Otto christen the spaceship again.’”

      “Ah, that does sound authentic.” Smiling, I reach for my explorer pack. “But I’m taking my laser pistol out there just in case.”

      Nick throws me a look of alarm.

      “Don’t worry,” I try to reassure him. “It isn’t charged. I haven’t had time to get it powered up again since I, ahem, last used it. I’ll carry it with me as a deterrent.”

      “No,” he says, gripping my wrist. I try to tug free.

      I look up at him defiantly. “This is my ship. What I say goes.”

      “It’s not about that. Just say the military is out there waiting to ambush us. They will take you down if they see you walk out with a weapon. They don’t care if that gun is real or not, working or not.”

      I study the gleaming pistol in my hand. What are the chances it’s the army and not Karen? Carefully, I return it to my explorer pack. I can’t let my crew down by getting myself killed. It’d be almost as bad as deserting them. If I must face the Earth military, my only hope is to use hypnosis on them. And pray it works.

      Nick opens the door. He stops me from going out first. “I’ll go,” he mouths.

      Humoring him, I let him pass, but I follow a hair’s breadth behind. We stick to the cave walls and creep toward the entrance. A view of the vast valley below greets us. The sun is just a slash of orange on the horizon. Birds call to one another in the pines surrounding us. There’s no sign of Karen.

      “She said she’d be right outside,” Nick whispers.

      I ask in an equally low voice, “Does she know it’s this cave entrance? Could there be others?”

      “There are, but she knew what I was talking about when I described the⁠—”

      “Shh!” I clamp a hand over his mouth.

      A soft snort echoes through the woods, along with the unmistakable sound of hooves trampling over rocky terrain. “Do you hear that? Pegasuses.”

      “Pegasuses? As in mythological winged horses?”

      “Mythological? They absolutely exist! I distributed bales of hay for them in Karen’s paddocks. And what’s this about wings?”

      “You mean horses?”

      “We’ll know in a few moments when those Pegasuses come closer. They’re nearly here. Let’s hide.” I duck behind a massive boulder and signal for him to crouch down beside me.

      We listen to the clip-clop of the hooves and the sound of small rocks clattering down the hillside in their wake.

      Nick tucks my disheveled hair behind one ear. He’s close enough to kiss me. So near I let my eyelids flutter closed. But instead of pressing his lips on mine, he whispers, “For the record, I think the Blixod word for horses is almost as adorable as you.”

      My cheeks burn. I’m aching to kiss him, but my training reminds me to stay alert to the dangers around us.

      “Cherry?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I think you should give in to your impulses.”

      Air rushes out of my lungs. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re safe with me.”

      It seems impossible, but he gets even closer. Closer. Our lips touch. His arms wrap around me. Nothing and no one can hurt me. We blend into one another, and I lose track of where I am. On fluffy clouds? Floating in a nebula? My heart’s flipping and flopping. Nerves tingling and buzzing.

      Anyone who has this effect on me is very powerful indeed. It’s exciting and scary at the same time. The pressure of his lips on mine deepens, and a fire erupts inside me. Not even the thrill of space flight can top this kiss.

      But a husky whisper crashes through the semi-darkness, bringing me back to Earth. “Cherry! Nick! Are you kids out here?”

      Nick peeks over the boulder. As he stands, gravel crunches under his feet. He looks back down at me. “It’s definitely Karen.”

      “Not a military person in disguise?” I ask. The hooves shuffle ever closer.

      “I’m sure the army wouldn’t send out anyone wearing a pink gingham shirt.” He smiles and pulls me up so I can see for myself.

      I gasp. Not only is she leading two dark brown Pegasuses, but she’s also astride one. A magnificent black-and-white Pegasus.

      Nick whistles softly. Karen squints in our direction. It takes a moment for the worry lines on her face to smooth out somewhat. Then she bursts into a wide grin.

      “I’m sorry for putting you through so much stress,” I begin. “I only intended to move the ship somewhere safe and return to the ranch.”

      She waves me off. “I’m not your ma, Cherry. But tell me next time you go running off in the woods, okay? There are bears out here, I tell you!”

      “Not to mention the army,” notes Nick.

      He holds Karen’s horse still as she dismounts. I hope his grip on the animal is firm. Where I come from, Pegasuses are wild, vicious creatures. Majestic and mean. They don’t take kindly to carrying passengers on their backs. I keep my distance and let Karen make her way to me.

      “Are Allegra and Dee-Dee with you?” I peer into the bushes behind the Pegasuses. The sun is higher now, yet the shadows of night linger.

      “They’re taking care of things back at the house. They’ll be okay by themselves, I think. Otto’s with them, anyway.”

      I sigh with relief. I genuinely don’t know what I would have done if my “sisters” had been captured. And I’m glad Karen’s threat of having Otto urinate on the ship was empty. The GalaxyCruiser mustn’t endure any more indignities.

      “So, what happened? Did the military sniff around?” Nick asks.

      She nods. “Had a mountain of a sergeant come to the door and ask a few questions about ‘issues’ like trespassers, unusual activities.”

      “What did you tell them?” I ask, my mind racing.

      “I played dumb. Dee-Dee decided to prance around on the porch to practice her cheers. And I might be imagining it, but I think the sergeant and his men forgot what they were doing there in the first place.” She cackles.

      I try to laugh along with her, but my chest is tight with apprehension. This all sounds like the military is too close for comfort.

      “Did you ask why they’re in town?” Nick asks. He ties the horses to a tree. They immediately breakfast on blades of grass shooting up between the rocks.

      “Bet your bunions, I did. The sarge was kind of evasive. Said something about routine exercises and the possibility of conducting them on my property.”

      “You told them no way, right?” he asks warily.

      Karen laughs. “I’m not as stupid as I look! Yeah, I told him I needed to see permits and whatnot.”

      “Good job,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head. “Not so good. They’re the military. They’ll be back with their permits.”

      “But you have rights as a landowner, no? You can refuse to give them access,” I say.

      “I’ll find a way to hold ’em off, don’t worry. I’ll stomp my foot about environmental concerns.” She nods with determination, then glances at the cave. “I used to come up here as a kid. You picked a good one.”

      “No bears,” I say, smiling. “And no military.”

      Nick yawns. “And no sleep.”

      Karen checks her watch. “It’s five-thirty. You both look like hell.”

      “Gee, thanks, Karen,” Nick says. He glances at me, and my heart beats faster. I think he looks fantastic, even with dark circles under his eyes. “We’ve got to get ready for school.”

      I breathe the fresh air and flex my biceps. “I’m ready for anything.”

      “Good. Then you’re ready to ride a horse back to the house.”

      My jaw drops. It’s never been my style to show fear, but this situation is different. Those Pegasuses are big, and they have teeth like mini saws. At least, the ones on Blixod do.

      With a shaky finger, I point at the horses. “You expect me to ride one of those?”

      “Do you have any horses on your planet?”

      I can’t find my voice, so Nick speaks for me. “They called them Pegasuses on Blixod.”

      “Oh, isn’t that just darling?” Karen exclaims, striding over to her horse to untie it. “Now, Cherry, judging by how long your mouth’s been hanging open, you’re not a regular rider?”

      “Correct. Pegasuses are not working animals. They’re untameable. No one would ever attempt to go within a kilometre of them, let alone ride them.”

      She gives her animal a firm pat on its long neck. “Honey, these babies are like pets. Mine are anyway. They’ll look after you.”

      “Why didn’t you drive here in your vehicle?” I ask.

      “There’s no road to this part of the ranch. Besides, I hate to sound paranoid, but the military could be watching traffic to and from my house. It was easy enough to sneak the horses through the back of the barn.”

      I watch Nick tend to the smaller of the brown horses. It has a white blaze running down its long nose. Dark eyes sparkling with curiosity and intelligence stare at me.

      You don’t fool me, “horse.”

      “Um, Karen, I can run. Fast. Thirty-two kilometres per hour. I appreciate your efforts, but I don’t need to ride home.”

      The horse turns its head and looks directly at me. Its ears flick back and forth. Could it be throwing down a challenge?

      I take a step forward. The horse flicks its tail, keeping its eyes fixed on me. Another step. I’ve piloted my galaxy’s fastest and most advanced ship. But riding a somewhat wild animal—a Pegasus, no less—well, that’s quite impressive. I’d probably earn a medal for it back home.

      “Cherry,” Karen says softly. “Go on, ride the Pegasus. It’s not gonna fly, but it’ll do all the leg work for you.”

      Nick grimaces. “If she doesn’t want to do it, it’s no big deal. She has other means of getting home. And I’ll stay with her.”

      “No.”

      He turns to me. “You don’t want me to run with you?”

      I tentatively stroke the horse’s neck. The power stored within its magnificent body vibrates under my fingertips. Over the past few days, I’ve missed the adrenaline rush of flying. Cheerleading’s been fun, but it doesn’t offer that same thrill. Maybe riding a Pegasus will be a fun substitute for piloting a ship.

      “No, I want to fly,” I tell Nick. Blood heats in my veins. “I want to ride.”
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      “It’s just like riding a bike,” Nick says, boosting me into the saddle. “With a few little differences.”

      “I’ve never ridden a bike before,” I admit. Karen and Nick exchange worried glances. “But I have ridden a cyclor.”

      “What on earth is that, honey?” Karen asks. I watch her swing into the saddle. Her joints creak, but she settles onto the horse just fine.

      “A one-person hover vehicle. We use them for short trips over land and water. I’ve spotted similar versions on the roads here with two wheels. They’re not as sophisticated-looking, but the principle seems the same.”

      “Who needs a jetpack when you’ve got a cyclor, huh?” Nick says, making me laugh.

      The saddle leather creaks beneath my rear. Despite that barrier between me and the horse, I sense the pent-up power of its muscles. Nick adjusts the buckles on the stirrup straps and puts my feet in place.

      “How does that feel? Is it comfortable?”

      Now that I’m straddling the beast, the adrenaline in my blood fades away. Fear pounds through my body now.

      What was I thinking?

      But it’s too late to jump off. I’m reluctant to reveal my weakness, particularly in front of Earthlings. Humiliating myself isn’t an option.

      In a strained voice, I tell him, “As comfortable as one can be with a wild animal.”

      Nick laughs. “Snoopy here is fourteen years old. He’s a bombproof trail horse.”

      I purse my lips in doubt. Snoopy shakes his head and snorts. Bursts of vapor puff from his large nostrils.

      “You said you wanted to ride,” he says, shrugging playfully.

      He’s right. So now I’ve got to prove my mettle or be humiliated. Nick passes me the reins and shows me how to hold them properly.

      “If you’re spooked, hold onto the horn here, especially on the hills.” He pats the front of the saddle.

      “Just how steep are those hills?”

      “Not scary steep.” Karen brings her horse up next to Snoopy. “And it’s all downhill from here. Once we reach the valley, it’ll be much flatter, and it’ll be safer to let the horses have free rein. But for now, we’ll take it slow. Snoopy will know what to do. Like Nick said, he’s a trail horse. He’ll follow the leader.”

      Snoopy shifts his weight. He tosses his long head as if agreeing with Karen. Nick leaps into the saddle, full of energy despite a dire lack of sleep. My heart thuds as I peek at him sitting on the horse like it’s the most natural thing in the world. I fail to see why Kaia would treat him with such disdain.

      Nick pushes his horse ahead, and Snoopy trots with zero encouragement from me. It’s as if he’s on autopilot. The thought of my ship brings a smile to my face, which is comforting, too. Karen’s horse falls in next to mine.

      “Stick with me and Lightning,” Nick yells back. “That saddle’s pretty much like an armchair. All you need to do is hang tight and enjoy the view.”

      My arms jerk as Snoopy paces after Nick and Karen’s mounts. Convinced I could roll right off, I grip the saddle as hard as I can with my hands and legs.

      “Relax a little, honey,” Karen advises me. “Put your shoulders down. That’s right. See? Doesn’t that feel better now?”

      Unwilling to take my gaze off the path ahead, I nod. “Yes, much better.”

      Snoopy plods in an almost hypnotic manner. After a while, I forget my anxiety and even start to think about going faster. So far, the experience isn’t exactly exhilarating. It’s a rather soothing rhythm, but slow. Blixod Pegasuses can really move compared to these placid creatures.

      “If we’re to make it to school on time, maybe we should pick up the pace. Can these horses move faster than a walk?”

      “Can they ever!” Karen grins. “Lightning’s a speed demon. That’s why he and Nick get along so well.” She glances back at me. “But you’ve been on Snoopy for all of three seconds. Think you can handle a gallop?”

      Snoopy’s strides are sure-footed and calm, lulling me into a sense of security. It does genuinely feel like I’m sitting in a comfortable chair. My confidence climbing, I say, “I reckon so.”

      Nick gives me an appraising look. “Okay, let’s just stay at a walk up this hill, then we’ll talk about galloping home. How does that sound to you, Karen?”

      “Fine by me.”

      I focus on the newly forged path ahead. The ground already seems to be leveling out. As we approach, a family of small brown beasts with bushy tails pauses. Snoopy snorts, and the family scatters into a grove of tall grasses.

      The sun inches a little higher, casting more light on the landscape. I breathe in deeply, drinking in the heady scent of the trees. For as long as I live, I’ll never forget the pines, no matter what planet I’m on.

      Especially the pines I killed.

      And although the mountain air is crisp and the terrain beautiful, I only want to feel the wind rush by at a more exciting speed. The slow walk is making me fidget.

      Surely you want to go faster, don’t you, Snoopy? That’s what your muscular hindquarters were made for—speed.

      His ears flick backward, then swivel around to the front again. He snorts and takes a few quick steps. Instinctively, I gently pull on the reins, slowing him down.

      Interesting.

      Snoopy?

      The horse’s velvety brown ears flick back. Can he hear my thoughts? Is telepathic communication between Blixodians and Earth animals possible?

      Surely not. My purrkle back home never listens to my voice or thoughts. Why should it be any different from beasts here?

      Then again, many things about me are different. At home, I hated lying, yet here I am, pretending to be a typical Earth student. I would never get up in front of a crowd, let alone dance and cartwheel for them. Now I’m a cheerleader, expected to perform in front of hundreds. Dee-Dee is her usual self, only much sunnier, sometimes to the point of distraction. Allegra has lost her fun-loving ways and turned into a massive grump.

      There’s no doubt that Earth is changing us, and quickly. Fur aside.

      I swipe my forehead, feeling only smooth, slightly sweaty skin. The cheetah fur has vanished. My last meaty meal was at Betty’s diner. That was around four-thirty yesterday, just over twelve hours ago.

      So Allegra’s right.

      When I metabolize meat, it leads to fur growth. Cause, meet effect. Fascinating. But gross.

      My stomach rumbles. I really could do with a double bacon and sausage burger for breakfast. Betty’s Diner has it on the menu. Maybe we could pop in before school.

      If only we had more time. If only these horses could move faster.

      Can you, Snoopy? Can you gallop for me? Come on, I know you want to get back to your paddock for a good hearty breakfast as well.

      Snoopy nods his head up and down so vigorously that the reins slip from my fingers. I knew it! Horses are just as unpredictable as Pegasuses. There’s no difference between those creatures.

      “Oh!” I cry out. Frantic, I try to regain control of the reins—not to mention Snoopy.

      Ahead, Nick and Karen crane their necks to watch me flailing in the saddle.

      “Cherry!” Nick shouts. He stops Lightning so I can catch up.

      I grasp the leather reins with both hands, but just as I say, “I’m all good,” Snoopy gathers himself and takes off like a rocket. The woods I’d been idly gazing at moments earlier zip past in a blur. My heart races faster than light itself.

      From far away, I hear Nick shout, “Pull on the reins! PULL ON THE REINS!”

      If I’m not mistaken, the reins are connected to his mouth. “What? No! I don’t want to hurt Snoopy!”

      Against the wind, I glance back briefly. He and Karen ride after me at a full gallop, but somehow, Snoopy surges further away from them. I don’t even try to hold him back. I relish the feeling of the air whipping over my body. Even the bounce of my backside on the saddle isn’t enough to dampen the feeling of total freedom. The only thing that would top the exhilaration is Snoopy taking flight.

      Snoopy’s hooves gobble up the terrain, and when we hit a grassy field, he really starts to take off. He breathes quickly, heavily. The fur on his neck grows dark with sweat, but he shows no sign of slowing. I don’t even know where he’s taking me, but he seems to know the way, and soon Karen’s rambling ranch house comes into view in the distance.

      Lightning surges beside us at last. Nick’s face is flushed from exertion as he reaches across with his right hand.

      He shouts, “I’m gonna try to slow him down for you. Just hang on tight.”

      “We’re okay!” I yell, my hair flying into my mouth. I spit it out. “We’re having a great time!”

      Nick grins. He brings Lightning even closer alongside me. “Fine, but watch out for prairie dog holes. If he strikes one, he could trip, and you’ll go over his head. And he could get hurt, too.”

      Blood drains from my face. “Okay. What do I do?”

      He glances ahead briefly, then looks at my hands. “Pull both your hands straight back at the same time. Do it firmly. Lean back in the saddle a bit and keep your heels down.”

      With sweaty palms, I grip the reins and follow Nick’s instructions. He’s doing the same with Lightning, slowing him down. Lightning even falls back further.

      “Pull a little harder!” Nick yells. “You won’t hurt him.”

      My entire arms, from the sockets to the fingers, ache.

      Please slow down, Snoopy, or one of us will get hurt.

      Snoopy obeys. I’m not certain whether he picked up on my telepathic message, the tug of the reins, or both. Still panting heavily, he eases into a walk.

      Nick and Lightning trot to catch up with Karen and me.

      “He’s not bad for an old boy,” Karen remarks, gently stroking Snoopy’s damp neck.

      “What are you feeding your horses, oats or something?” Nick says, puffing slightly.

      Snoopy snorts again, as if pleased with his effort.

      “I don’t know what got into him,” I say. Or maybe I do. “But that was a ton of fun. I never thought I’d say that about Pegasus-riding!”

      Karen chuckles. “I never thought I’d say I’ve ridden a Pegasus, either.”

      Once we reach the ranch house, I watch Karen dismount, and follow her example.

      “Cherry, go on and get ready for school. Have you got a change of clothes in your truck, Nick?”

      Nick slaps his forehead. “My truck. It’s at the crash site.”

      “Do we have to go to school?” I ask, surprising myself. I never would have dreamed of missing a minute of classes back home.

      “I’d one hundred percent skip if I didn’t have to give a presentation in English lit fourth period.” He yawns and rumples his hair.

      Karen takes charge. “I’ll put the horses in the holding yard to cool off, then I’ll drive you to the crash site, and you can pick up your truck. If you’re fast, you’ll just make it to school on time.”

      “Oh, Gad, Karen. I’m sorry. We’ve disrupted your whole morning. And maybe your entire life.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic! You haven’t ruined my life. You’ve made it a hundred times better. Ever since Darren passed…” A tear brims on her lashes. She wipes it away with the back of her hand. “Never mind. Go on. Get moving before these Pegasuses fly away.”
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      Nick’s tires squeal as he noses his truck into a parking space outside the school.

      “You’ve parked at a thirty-five-degree angle,” Allegra notes.

      Nick ignores her and ratchets the handbrake lever. She’d also picked apart every other aspect of his driving from the moment she sat inside the car. If I were piloting the vehicle, I would’ve exploded in frustration by now.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask. The lot is full of cars, but no Earthling students.

      “Shit!” he whispers. In a louder voice, he adds, “Classes have started. Come on, we’ll need to get tardy slips from the school office.”

      “Will it go on our records? What are the consequences?” Dee-Dee leaps out. She’s wearing her new cheerleading outfit. The only things missing are her pom-poms, which I had convinced her to leave at home.

      “What do you care?” Allegra says, dragging her feet. “We won’t be here for much longer.”

      Nick frowns at her and breaks into a jog. “This is my second tardy in a month. That means forty-minutes of detention after school. You guys will get off with a caution.”

      “Detention? That sucks ass!” Dee-Dee pouts. I note she’s making great use of Earthling language. I also note I’ll have to ask her what exactly she means by “sucks ass” later. Presumably, it isn’t good.

      “Yeah, that means you’ve got to hang around here at school until they let me go.”

      “I’ve got no problem with that,” I say. “Maybe there’ll be other students I can study.”

      “Maybe you can find a Pegasus and ride home,” Allegra says.

      I bristle at her sarcastic tone. “Are you jealous because you didn’t get to ride one?”

      She shrugs with disinterest. I wish she could be more enthusiastic about our time here. I’m about to take her aside and admonish her when I notice a distinct change in her expression as she stares at a hulking figure further down the empty hall. Judging by the swagger and size, it’s Tom. Kaia’s boyfriend.

      I wave a hand in front of her face. Not even her eyelashes twitch. Her expression has taken on a dreamy look, like someone in lust...or in love. “Allegra?”

      She jolts back to reality. “Huh?”

      “Why were you staring at Tom like that? You’re drooling as if he were a juicy hamburger.”

      She scoffs and pulls at her tight ponytail. “Not true!”

      Dee-Dee spins around and grabs her arm. “Allegra! That’s our captain’s boyfriend! You can’t betray her!”

      I glare at Dee-Dee. “Who’s your captain?”

      She blushes. “I’m sorry, Cherry. I didn’t mean to sound disloyal to you. I-I mean Kaia’s the captain of our cheerleading squad, and I imagine she would not like it if her boyfriend was led astray. Especially by someone who’s about to get married!”

      With bug-eyed surprise, Nick, still in the lead, turns to Allegra. “You’re getting married? When?!”

      “Yes. As soon as we return. I’m not leading anybody astray. And I wasn’t even looking at Tom,” Allegra says hotly.

      “Good,” Dee-Dee says. “Cheerleading is the most fun I’ve had since we left Blixod. I want to cheer at one football game, at least.”

      We arrive at the administration office in silence, ready to be punished by the staff. Tom leans on the unattended counter. His wide, muscular body practically takes up the whole area. Allegra audibly takes a breath. I elbow her. Hard.

      Tom turns. A slow grin spreads across his face. I guess he is kind of handsome. Not in a lean, rugged way like Nick, but not ugly. The inhabitants of planet Wartagna? Gad, yes, they’re ugly. Frighteningly so.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the triple treat,” Tom says, ignoring Nick, to whom he turns his back. He points at Dee-Dee. “Don’t tell me… Cherry. I’m getting pretty good at telling y’all apart.”

      She giggles. “I’m Dee-Dee.”

      “Oh, yeah, I knew that. I was just testing you.” He glances at me and then at Allegra, who appears to be suffering in silence. “Do you girls sleep in, too? Or did the UFO nerd’s rust bucket break down again?”

      “Shame those steroids you’re on build your muscles but not your brain,” Nick says smoothly. Yet, there’s no mistaking the tension in his jaw. I’m certain he’d love nothing more than to prove the existence of UFOs. I pray to Gad that he resists temptation.

      Tom turns and sneers. “Ain’t nothing gonna help your pencil dick.”

      I watch in horror as Nick’s right hand forms a fist. Knuckles white, forearms taut. Just as he’s about to swing at Tom, I instinctively reach out and grab his fist, halting its momentum with light-speed reactions. “Don’t!”

      Nick and Tom look at me with wide, astonished eyes.

      “Whoa. That was fast!” Tom whispers. I detect a note of admiration in his voice.

      However, I give myself a mental kick. Earthlings are slow compared to Blixodians. I need to be careful about making those differences obvious. It’s bad enough that we’ve shown off our acrobatic skills. We’ll have to hold back on our moves before people get suspicious.

      “Ahem!”

      We all spin around. On the other side of the counter, a grey-haired woman in an embroidered vest stands with her arms folded. Her face seems to be permanently etched with a scowl.

      “So, which one of you troublemakers should I send to the principal’s office first?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “That was humiliating,” Allegra says as we leave the office. We got off relatively lightly with a warning and so-called tardy slips. The blokes, however, are still chatting with the principal and copping whatever punishment for “almost” fighting.

      “Agreed,” I reply. I had never been brought before the governing committee throughout my entire education—my proper education at a proper Blixod academy. Except, of course, to receive awards.

      Allegra goes on. “Why is it so hard for Earthlings to tell us apart?”

      “You’re talking about Tom?” Dee-Dee asks with an exasperated sigh. “Please! Consider our places on the cheer squad! Our friendship with Kaia! She’s been truly kind to us.”

      “Think of your fiancé,” I add as we pass the restroom entrance. “Remember him?”

      The restroom door swings open. I turn around, and my heart nearly stops. Kaia, with glossy lips and shiny hair, strides into the hall. “Fiancé? One of you is getting hitched?”

      Allegra gives me a hesitant look.

      “Show me the ring!” Kaia squeals. “Who’s the guy? When’s the wedding? Come on, tell me everything!”

      “We’re late for class,” I say, pushing Dee-Dee and Allegra ahead of me. Allegra trips over her own feet.

      “Oh, come on! Don’t hold out on me. We’re friends, aren’t we?” Kaia cajoles.

      Dee-Dee beams. “Absolutely, we are!”

      “It’s a joke. There’s no ring,” I say in a firm voice.

      “But there’s a fiancé, right?” She grins salaciously.

      I feel this is the best news she’s heard all year. Could she really be that happy for Allegra, someone she’s only recently befriended? Or is she more thrilled that there’s one less “triplet” competing for her boyfriend’s attention?

      We all stay quiet, even Dee-Dee. I can tell Allegra isn’t brave enough to breathe.

      “Hmm, well, I’ll get the deets out of you one of these days.” She waggles her fingers and heads for a classroom door. “See you at practice tomorrow! Three-fifteen. Don’t you dare be late.”

      When she disappears into the room, Allegra turns to me. “Great. Thanks very much for putting us in jeopardy again, Captain Cherry.”

      She salutes me and bolts to her classroom.

      “Allegra!”

      Dee-Dee squeezes my arm. “She’ll cool off, don’t worry. You handled the whole situation well, Cherry. I couldn’t have done it better.”

      I give her a wan smile, yet my heart is splintering. It seems like nothing I do or say can make Allegra happy.

      Other than getting her back to Blixod to a fiancé she’s never met.
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        * * *

      

      “No, no, no,” Kaia yells into a megaphone a few days later. She’s only a metre away from us. “Cherry, do two cartwheels to the left. Dee, do two to the right. And Allegra, for the fifteenth time, it’s three round-offs and a backflip, not a forward roll. What is this, junior high?”

      Kaia stalks past us and plants her derriere on a bleacher seat. Behind us on the football field, players charge toward each other and grunt. The clash of helmets rings in my ears and I can’t help but wonder how many concussions will be sustained in the next five minutes alone.

      “Is she picking on me?” Allegra mutters to me. “I’m positive she told me to finish with a backflip.”

      Leonie, the redheaded girl who also made the squad, whispers back. “She did. I heard it with my own two ears.”

      “Thank you,” Allegra says. “Good to know I’m not losing my mind.”

      There are ten of us in the squad, including Kaia, but she excused herself from leaping and cheering with us because she wanted to get the “big picture view.”

      “Allegra! Leonie! Come on, let’s get this right. Our first home game is tomorrow night, and I’m freakin’ embarrassed by your pathetic cheering already.”

      Dee-Dee claps. “Come on, people!”

      I scowl at Dee-Dee for her disloyalty to her crew. Why is she so keen to please this tyrannical leader? Kaia seems to rule through fear and intimidation. I silently vow to never give in to the urge to be dictatorial.

      “From the top!” Kaia shouts. “Five, six, seven, eight!”

      The whole squad moves as one as we begin chanting a war cry. I keep my gaze on the curly-haired brunette dancing in front of me, all the while thinking, “What the hurk am I doing here?”

      At the end of the final chant, Dee-Dee, Allegra, and I dash to the front to perform the “showstopping” moves that Kaia had choreographed.

      I lift my arms in a vee-shape after my final cartwheel, the pom-poms tickling my nose. All three of us worked effortlessly, flawlessly. Despite myself, I glance at Kaia to see if she approves.

      I expect to at least see a fake smile on her pretty face. Instead, she’s glowering. Dropping my arms, I turn to the rest of the squad. All the other girls seem equally puzzled by the lack of praise from the captain.

      Then I turn to the left and suddenly everything makes sense.

      The football team stands on the sidelines, eyes and mouths wide open. No one seems more impressed with our efforts than Tom, who leads the blokes in their own cheer.

      “Whoo, triplets! Yeah!” he shouts, applauding.

      Kaia fans herself with her clipboard, her cheeks aflame. She shouts into her megaphone, “Don’t you perverts have a game to focus on?”

      “Aw, come on, Kaia! You’re always on my case about us not paying attention to your squad,” Tom says. He turns to his teammates. “Five, six, seven, eight. Who do we appreciate?”

      “You were only paying attention to the triplet—” Kaia stops herself. “Just go practice your stupid plays and stop freaking out my squad with your ogling, okay?”

      Tom chuckles as she spins on her heel and strides away. The players scatter onto the football field.

      “You, you, and you,” Kaia barks, pointing at me and my crew. “Tomorrow night, do that formation exactly as I choreographed it. If you don’t, you’re off the squad.”

      “But, Kaia, they just joined, and they’re already, like, awesome,” protests Lauren, Kaia’s right-hand woman.

      Kaia silences her by raising her palm. “It’s the game-time performances that really matter. This applies to all of you. The whole squad. You’re either perfect or you’re out. Now, hit the showers. You all reek.”

      “Charming, isn’t she?” Allegra mutters. “Maybe I should do that forward roll tomorrow night to escape this farce.”

      “How can you say that? Do you really want to fail on purpose?” Dee-Dee exclaims.

      Allegra drags her away from the other cheerleaders, many of whom are somewhat dispirited. “How can you not see she’s a psychopath?”

      “I don’t even know what that is!” Dee-Dee replies.

      I paraphrase a quote I memorized from my psychology class textbook. “A personality disorder characterized by a ruthless person who uses deceit and charm to exploit others.”

      “That’s not the Kaia I know,” Dee-Dee says. For the first time in days, she seems angry.

      “You’ve been on a permanent sugar high since Saturday,” Allegra says. “Everything’s sunshine and rainbows and sparkles to you.”

      “And you’re the opposite—cloudy, thunderous, and darker than a black hole. I’m sick of you being such a sad sack. I’m off to refuel with soda and a glazed doughnut, and don’t try to stop me.”

      We watch her stomp off, her twin ponytails swinging from side to side.

      After a while, Allegra and I amble to the locker rooms.

      “Am I really a sad sack?”

      My mouth curves into a half-smile. “If she means gloomy and pessimistic, then yes. With a hint of cantankerousness.”

      “I’ve changed,” she whispers.

      I throw an arm around her shoulders. “You’re stressed because you’re in a foreign environment. It’s taking you a while to adjust. You know Dee-Dee. She’s cheerful no matter where she is. Remember that field trip to the sewerage system on Udouro Island?”

      “The whole point of the trip was to train us to resist enemy odor assaults. How could I possibly forget? My hair stank for weeks after that. Even the robotic haircutter nearly fainted while trimming my fringe.”

      “Yeah! But Dee-Dee skipped around the place like it was a botanical garden.”

      Allegra cracks a smile. “She told me it was mind over organic matter.”

      “Exactly!” I laugh. “Look, I know it’s easy for me to say, ‘Just cheer up.’”

      “I’d probably give you a swift kick in the shins—even though you’re my captain!” she chuckles.

      “Careful. I’m awesome at dodging kicks and punches,” I say, half-joking. “Anyway, I’m just trying to share what I learned in class. Fake it till you make it. Even if you’re feeling down, at least pretend to be happy, and eventually, you might find yourself feeling better without even realizing it.”

      “Earthlings love to cling to such simplistic concepts.” She gives me a skeptical look. “The funny thing is I do feel like a fake. A fraud. If it weren’t for my navigational errors, we’d be— Okay, I see that look in your eye. I know you’ve had enough of me babbling about this. But it’s true. We’d be in our own galaxy by now, not at the mercy of the likes of Kaia.”

      “No, Allegra, it wasn’t your fault at all. Listen to me, Nick found a software glitch or a virus or something.”

      She freezes. “What?”

      “Nick’s done some initial testing of our software. He thinks a glitch scrambled the coordinates, throwing us off course.” I sit on the bleachers and pull her down with me. The footballers are doing drills on the field. A few seem to be focusing on me and Allegra rather than on their exercises. “I didn’t want to tell you about it until he figured out a fix.”

      “A software glitch?” Her mouth drops open in shock. “How could I miss something like that?”

      “Very easily. See, it takes a few seconds for the numbers to be transposed. I’m sure that after you entered and locked in the coordinates, you switched to another display screen. So, by the time we hit light speed, a new course had been set. No one would ever dream that the coordinates would change.”

      “Impossible,” she whispers. “Your parents would never allow such a huge error to slip by, especially when they’re trying to win a Directorate tender.”

      “I’m certain it wasn’t an oversight from them,” I say grimly. “It was a calculated act.”

      “What do you mean? Your parents wanted the prototype to fail? That doesn’t make sense!”

      “Oh, no, not them! I’m positive they wouldn’t jeopardize their entire livelihood. No way. I think an outsider did it. Someone who wants to hurt my family.”

      “A rival shipbuilder?”

      “Yes, but the question is, which one? Mum and Dad are pioneers. I can’t think of anyone who’d have a bad word to say about either of them.”

      “You’re the only living heir to your parents’ fortune, Cherry. I doubt anyone would have the guts to criticize them in your presence.”

      An all-too-familiar stabbing pain pierces my chest at the words “only living heir.” I hated to think about that. Rex should be alive to take over the business.

      “So, you reckon it’s possible someone out there has a vendetta against my parents?”

      Everyone adores them. And why wouldn’t they? They’re generous philanthropists, pioneering industrialists, and maybe a bit too protective of me.

      “Even saints have enemies, Cherry. No one is universally adored, not even your parents. Look at us. Kaia seems determined to see us fail. I’m not saying everyone finds us lovable, but it’s still puzzling that she clearly wants us to look foolish.”

      “Good luck telling Dee-Dee that.” I snort. “She’s completely oblivious to Kaia’s attempts.”

      “She’ll wake up. We just need to curb her love of sugar. Cutting meat from your diet worked for your hirsute problem, right?”

      “Thanks to you,” I say. Although my hunger for a plump, juicy burger without a bread bun hasn’t lessened one bit—I’m not about to admit that to her. I can’t wait to sneak a tiny taste of meat without her knowing. “Don’t you reckon Kaia’s hostility has something to do with her boyfriend’s interest in us?”

      Allegra’s face turns a pale green as blood rushes close to the surface. Her tinted moisturizer must’ve melted off in the heat of cheer practice. “She senses something. I suppose he’s made it clear that we’re a novelty.”

      “More than a novelty.” I peer at her closely. “How do you feel about Tom?”

      She won’t meet my gaze. “You already figured it out that day we were late to school. I find myself strangely attracted to his appearance. Which is so odd because looks don’t matter when it comes to love back home. We’re all the same on the outside.”

      “It’s confusing,” I agree. “That’s how I felt when I first saw...”

      Allegra elbows me. “Saw what? Or who? An Earthling male by the name of Nick Wilder, perhaps?”

      I’m sure my face is bright green now, makeup or not. “He’s wonderful.”

      “But what happens when we return to Blixod?” she finishes. “I know. Not that I have a chance with Tom. Plus, I’m already engaged. You and Nick, on the other hand, are free to be together.”

      “Temporarily,” I add. “And the way Nick’s going with the fixes, it could be mere days.”

      She grips my arm hard enough to restrict circulation. “Days? Are you sure?”

      “Not totally. That’s why I’ve held off talking to you and Dee-Dee about it. I didn’t want to get your hopes up just in case we can’t get the systems working.”

      “But what about the heat shield? And the fuel? Even if we sort out the software issues, we still need to make the journey back safely.”

      I nod. “I’ve been thinking about that a lot. The heat shield might be easier to manage than I realized. Remember the space administration Nick mentioned? NASA? I’ve been looking into some of their concepts. In the past, they’ve used ceramic tiles as a heat shield.”

      Allegra snorts. “Ceramic? I have mugs made from that stuff.”

      “The material is much more advanced than you think. There are ablative ceramic shields that can be sprayed on.”

      “Does this mean we no longer need to source replacement titanium-boron to replace our crumpled panels?”

      “No, but we do have to find this spray-on material. From what I’ve read, it’s made of composite ceramic and silica microspheres. It can be purchased. However, I believe Karen would need to sell her ranch to pay for it.”

      She drums her chin with her fingertips. “We certainly can’t ask her to do that. Perhaps we can even manufacture it ourselves.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll look into it. Just leave it with me. The school chemistry labs appear to be well equipped, but there’s one issue. Access."

      “Why not ask your teacher if you can use the lab at lunchtime or after school? Say you’re trying to earn some extra credit.”

      “For what?”

      “To get into college. Check with Nick. I’m sure he’ll help you come up with a suitable explanation. Just try not to draw suspicion to yourself.”

      “Of course I won’t.” She chews her lip. “And if I succeed, do you know what this ceramic compound could mean for shipbuilding on Blixod?”

      “What do you mean ‘if’? You will succeed. Honestly, it’s a groundbreaking idea. You might need to partner with my parents when we get back!”

      “Or patent the formula and sell it to them for a steep price. I’ll leave the shipping business to your family.” Her green eyes twinkle playfully. I’ve missed that sparkle.

      “It would certainly boost the business if whoever is undermining Mum and Dad causes even more damage.”

      She gazes into the distance. “Who would have access to the ship’s systems?”

      I ponder her question. Surely, my parents’ employees wouldn’t commit such a disloyal act. They are treated very well and paid more than adequately. But at the same time, an outsider would find our computer networks nearly impenetrable. It must be an inside job.

      Fireworks explode in my head. I grab Allegra’s arm. “Who was the last person to leave the hangar before we snuck in on the night we took the GalaxyCruiser?”

      She looks at me, her eyes wide.

      “Felix!” we scream in unison.

      We stand on the bleachers, bouncing up and down with our hands on each other’s shoulders. In the distance, the footballers whistle and cheer at us.

      Allegra rolls her eyes. “These teenagers are so immature.”

      “Even Tom?” I give her a sly glance. We wave at the blokes and sit down again.

      “Maybe just a bit, but he’s so good-looking that I might be able to overlook his maturity levels for a while.” She chuckles, but her smile soon disappears. “I can’t believe Felix would do something like that. He was Rex’s best friend!”

      “Who else could it be? Felix’s the chief engineer. He was responsible for the final touches before the Directorate test flights. It was his job to ensure all the ship’s systems were functioning correctly.” I couldn’t factor in any incompetence. Felix was a top student, on par with Rex and me academically.

      “And instead, he abused his position,” Allegra says, shaking her head. Her silver ponytail swishes vigorously from side to side. “I wonder what his motivation could be. What would he gain? This glitch will reflect poorly on him, too.”

      “That’s a mystery to me,” I say, gritting my teeth. “But as soon as I get back to Blixod, I’m going to wring an explanation out of him if it’s the last thing I do before they throw me in jail.”
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      Flanked by my crewmates, I trudge up Lauren’s long asphalt driveway. I felt Karen deserved a night to herself for a refreshing change, and traveled five kilometres on foot.

      “Dee-Dee, can you explain again why we must attend this fire ceremony tonight?” Allegra asks, dragging her feet. “I keep hearing about how this is a free country. If that’s the case, I’m exercising my rights and staying in.”

      Dee-Dee rolls her eyes as she rearranges her long hair into a side ponytail. “Loosen up, Allegra. Jeez. It’s called a bonfire.”

      “A compulsory bonding ritual for cheerleaders and football players,” I add, echoing Kaia’s words. Being such an exclusive event, it means Nick isn’t on the guest list. My heart aches at the thought of him missing out on the fun.

      Kaia had cornered Dee-Dee alone after our second practice session. Even though I was ten metres away from them, I heard Kaia’s every syllable. My intuition tells me she’s up to something tricky. I, too, would like to skip the bonfire event, but I’m loath to leave Dee-Dee without backup.

      Nodding vehemently, Allegra says, “Oh, I know what the teenagers mean by ‘bonding.’ I witnessed Kaia and Tom kissing in the halls earlier today, and it was quite distasteful. You couldn’t tear them apart with a laser beam.”

      “Distasteful, huh?” Even though Allegra sounds disgusted, a note of jealousy clangs in my ears.

      I chose not to tell her or Dee-Dee about kissing Nick. For starters, it felt too special to talk about. And besides, we have not kissed since or even talked about it, making me wonder if I imagined the entire earth-shattering event.

      Then again, he’s been focused on helping us fix our ship. Which possibly means I don’t mean that much to him if he wants us to leave.

      Get a hold of yourself, Cherry. This isn’t you.

      Allegra flushes. “Yes. It was a vulgar, crass display, and I can’t see what Tom sees in Kaia.”

      “So, you are jealous!” I say with a wry smile. Behind us, a vehicle approaches and sounds its horn. The three of us jump out of the way and let it pass.

      Lifting her chin, Allegra replies, “I’m merely voicing my observation that he can do better.”

      “What does it matter to you if Kaia and Tom aren’t suited to one another?” Dee-Dee asks. “You’re engaged.”

      Through gritted teeth, Allegra says, “We both know that arrangement would’ve fallen through by now.”

      I place a sympathetic hand on her shoulder, but she shrugs me off.

      “I am not interested in Tom, anyway,” she continues. “I consider him tainted.”

      Dee-Dee lets out a heavy sigh. “Why are you so against Kaia? She’s clearly damaged.”

      I give Dee-Dee a sidelong glance. “Damaged? In what way?”

      She shrugs. “I see something in her. Something that she tries to hide from others. If you’d bothered to spend time with Kaia and get to know her better, you’d feel the same way. Instead, you’ve both been engrossed in finding ways to get home.”

      Allegra and I exchange wide-eyed looks. Is this really our sunshiny and carefree Dee-Dee, who never delves too deeply into any subject? Could it be that she’s more switched on than we ever gave her credit for?

      “You mean something sinister?” Allegra asks.

      Dee-Dee shakes her head. “No, she acts a certain way as a security mechanism. It prevents others from questioning her. The less people know about her, the better. At least, that’s what Kaia thinks.”

      As Dee-Dee speaks, I give her an admiring glance. Who would’ve thought she had all these insights into Earthling behavior? “I’m aware Kaia past is troubled, but is that an excuse for her bullying others?”

      “I don’t think so,” Dee-Dee says. “But I intend to get closer to her and find out if it’s a case of nature versus nurture.”

      “Then what, plead with her to become a better human?” Allegra’s voice is loaded with sarcasm.

      “I might do just that. Thanks for the suggestion. And I reckon I’ll succeed, too,” Dee-Dee says indignantly.

      As far as I’m concerned, Dee-Dee can take on Project Kaia by herself. All I want is to get through the night with as little pain as I can manage, and steering clear of Kaia would be a good start. With nearly thirty footballers, ten cheerleaders, and who knows how many other students around, that should be a straightforward task tonight.
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      “How about a burger, Cherry?” Kaia’s smile is designed to charm, but the effect is lost on me.

      The thick patty she holds just centimetres from me is another story altogether. Pale juices soak into a wheat bun and pool gloriously onto a red plastic plate. My head swims in the aroma of charred meat. I’ve already devoured four burgers and six hot dogs since we arrived half an hour ago. So far, my skin hasn’t developed a fur coat. I’m starting to wonder if I’ve had a one-off allergic reaction.

      Allegra elbows me and shakes her head. Under her breath, she says, “Resist,” for good measure.

      Kaia turns to her and waves the plate under her nose. “Gosh, you’re Cherry? Have I mixed you guys up again? I thought I had you all figured out.”

      Her eyes narrow, yet I spot a shrewd sparkle in those hazel irises. Instinctively, my stomach tightens. Does she have us figured out? What could she mean by that?

      “I’m Cherry.”

      “I thought I was right the first time,” Kaia says with a tinkling giggle. “Here. I know you love burgers. Tom made these with his big, strong hands.”

      “She can’t have any more burgers,” Allegra says quickly. “But I’ll take it if you don’t mind.”

      Kaia raises her brow as she silently hands Allegra the plate.

      I scowl at Allegra as she takes her first bite of my burger. Her teeth sink in, releasing a rich aroma that makes countless colors swirl in my head. Across Lauren’s backyard, Dex and a few of the quarterbacks throw logs onto the growing bonfire. Dozens of other teen Earthlings gather around, drinking and laughing. I can’t spot Dee-Dee anywhere. I want her close by in case we need to quickly escape.

      In case someone discovers who we are and where we come from.

      “Have you seen our sister around?” I ask Kaia, trying to keep my tone light and casual.

      Flipping her hair, Kaia says, “I sent her off on a little errand a while ago. I probably shouldn’t say this, but she’s so goddamn clingy. Don’t you think so?”

      “No, you shouldn’t say that about her,” I say with all the authority I can muster, the kind that comes from being a commanding officer. Kaia looks momentarily taken aback, as though surprised by my challenge. “Where did you send her?”

      “To the woodpile.” Kaia waves a manicured hand. “It’s way down the hill. We need some extra fuel for the bonfire, and Lauren was worried the guys might tear up her mom’s precious dining table.”

      “Dee-Dee went by herself?” Concern begins to rise in my chest. The sun had slipped below the horizon, leaving streaks of purple and orange on the horizon. I can’t have that girl wandering on a strange property alone. What if we lost her forever in the wilderness?

      “I was gonna head off with her, but Tom needed me to deliver these burgers,” Kaia says. The exaggerated roll of her eyes suggests she’s doing Tom a huge favor. “I told her she could shift the logs one by one if that’s easier for her.”

      I throw Allegra a glance. Heavy lifting is no problem for Blixodians.

      “We will assist her,” I say, striding toward the woodpile. Then I stop dead. A woodpile. A pile of wood. I spin around to face Kaia. “Wait a minute. Do you mean to say you’ve sent Dee-Dee to collect dead trees to put on the fire?”

      Allegra, mid-chew, pales. We’re thinking the same thing—more jail time for acts of destruction. We’ll need a hell of a law-bender to represent us back home.

      “You’re acting like I sent her down there with a chainsaw,” Kaia says. “There’s a ton of wood already chopped up.”

      “That doesn’t make it right,” I mutter, pushing past her.

      “Jeez, if you’re gonna be all moody about it, I’ll get one of the linebackers to get the wood instead…” Kaia’s words trail off.

      In fact, the chatter that had been swirling around us seems to fade away, too. Only the so-called “rock” music echoes through the backyard. Everyone is left speechless.

      Everyone is staring at Dee-Dee.

      Holy hurk. She’s caught herself a log. A big one. It’s as long as two cars put together. Dee-Dee’s carrying it on one straight, slender shoulder up the hill. I estimate the log’s weight to be around five hundred kilograms. Regular Blixodians have no trouble carrying that much. Ordinary Earthlings, on the other hand, would stagger under such a load.

      Allegra’s frozen, her green eyes bulging from her head. Quickly, I glance at the other partygoers. It’s not surprising they all wear identical, dumbfounded expressions.

      If only I could hypnotize a group of people!

      But perhaps I could attempt a gentler form of persuasion. Something that wouldn’t drain my strength or land me in more trouble with the Directorate, if they should ever find out.

      Thinking quickly, I shout to the nearby linebackers, “Can’t you see she’s struggling? Get in there and help her!” Dee-Dee’s nowhere near struggling, of course. She’s making it look like the log is as light as a feather. No one moves, so I try again, this time nudging Dex. “You don’t want Dee-Dee to hurt herself, do you?”

      “Uh, no. I’ll go.” Dex springs into action, bringing a couple of his teammates along with him.

      In my mind, I scream at Dee-Dee to feign weakness.

      You’re making everyone suspicious of us!

      Trying not to look anxious, I silently plead with Dee-Dee again. I’m not sure if she can hear me or if the sight of three stocky blokes rushing toward her has made her hesitate. Her knees go weak, causing the log to wobble over her shoulder.

      “What’s going on?” Tom says, walking up alongside Kaia. He carries a platter heaving with fresh-cooked meat.

      I catch a dizzying whiff of the food and have to steady myself.

      Allegra looks at Tom hungrily, and I can tell she’s not thinking about food at all.

      Oblivious, Kaia points at Dee-Dee. “The sideshow act over there. She’s carrying that massive log like she’s Wonder Woman.”

      Quickly, I jump in. “My sister thought she might earn the players’ respect by showing off her diligence.”

      “Showing off her super-freaky strength,” Kaia corrects me.

      Allegra finally catches onto my strategy. “Oh, she was struggling. We could tell.”

      Those cool hazel eyes narrow at us again, sizing up our words. “Hmm. If you say so. Must be a telepathic triplet thing, huh?”

      “She makes it all look easy,” I say.

      Hurk you, Dee-Dee! I’m really going to let you have it when we get home to the ranch.

      In the distance, all three boys lift the log. Their muscles bulge with effort. Dee-Dee trots beside them, clapping and cheering them on. She looks nowhere near as exhausted as the boys do already.

      Tom puts the platter of meat on a table close by and grabs Kaia’s hand. “Help me with those last few pounds of meat?”

      Kaia gives Dee-Dee one more suspicious glance, then replies, “Fine, but I’m not standing so close to the grill this time. I spent an hour straightening my hair, and I’ll be super bummed if it gets barbequed tonight.”

      Allegra watches the couple, her face softened by a wistful expression. She turns to me as they climb onto a wooden deck that wraps around the house. Jerking her chin toward Dee-Dee and the linebackers, she says, “Your mind game did the trick. Nice save.”

      “Thanks,” I reply in a terse voice. She opens her mouth to speak. “And before you say anything else, yes, I will deal with Dee-Dee later.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything else, but now that you mention it, I wholeheartedly agree with your plans to discipline our dear sister about that stunt.” Allegra checks over her shoulder, then whispers, “Hey, did you use mind-control on those blokes?”

      I shake my head. “I merely appealed to their sense of chivalry. That’s all.”

      “Are you sure? Because when you told everyone Dee-Dee needed assistance, I looked around and they all had glassy eyes.”

      Frowning, I tell her, “They were stunned by how easily she carried that log around. Besides, we made a pact not to use our mind-control abilities, so yes, I’m certain I didn’t use any of my powers on them.”

      “So, you just persuaded them with mere words,” she says.

      “Exactly.” I look away. My gaze settles on the food table, where the burgers seem to be silently chanting my name.

      Cherry! Cherry! C-H-E-R-R-Y!

      “You haven’t reneged on that pact?” The emphasis Allegra places on her last word makes me fidget.

      She takes my arm and leads me further away from the other partygoers. Many of them have started to gather closer to the bonfire. Flames reach high into the darkening sky, and even from this distance, I can feel the heat on my bare arms.

      “Am I not the bastion of truth?” I ask. “You’ve always teased me about that in the past.”

      She forks her fingers through her high ponytail. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’ve lied almost the entire time we’ve been on Earth.”

      Astounded, I stare at her, a prickle of anger brushing my neck. “It was necessary! Just think if I’d revealed where we’re really from. We’d end up in captivity in a heartbeat. I’ve played this charade for our safety.”

      “All right, all right,” she says. “I understand why you did it. And now I’m asking for your permission to break a few rules.”

      The heat in my neck eases a bit, but my curiosity spikes. “What? Why?”

      “Tom.” Her face colors. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not what you think.”

      “Allegra, you’re not serious! Kaia is clearly not on our side as it is, no matter what Dee-Dee says. Don’t give her more ammunition against us.”

      “Listen to me.” She grabs my arms, squeezing so hard I could cry out.

      But I won’t.

      “Cherry, you’ve got Nick helping with the software issues. But I reckon Tom can lend a hand with the hardware, especially fixing the damaged panels.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “Nick is helping of his own accord, and I trust him. I don’t know Tom very well. How are you going to convince him not to tell anyone about us? Least of all, our favorite ‘captain’?”

      She narrows her gaze. “Why do you trust Nick so completely?”

      Because I’m falling in love with him.

      The thought flashes to the forefront of my mind in an instant. I’m in love with Nick. I’m in love with an Earthling I hardly know. But it feels different. I share a real connection with him. Our minds have melded, for goodness’ sake, not to mention our lips.

      I turn my face away to prevent Allegra from seeing my lovesick expression. “I just do, that’s all. Call it intuition.”

      She snorts. “Fine. Intuition. I call it infatuation.”

      My jaw drops. “Allegra, how dare you? I am your captain.”

      Shrugging, she says, “Of course you are, which is why I’m asking for your permission to mind-control Tom. He can handle the heavy work. His father is what they call a panel beater. They repair damaged vehicles. Tom has been working alongside his father since he was quite young. He finds it rather fulfilling.”

      I mull over this information. “How do you know that?”

      She pretends to examine her nails. “Tom and I talk. We share a class. I think he’s especially amenable to hypnosis. I’ve tested him.”

      Folding my arms, I say, “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah.” She sways on her heels. “I told him to end things with Kaia.”

      “What?!” I screech, drawing the attention of several people. Lowering my voice, I add, “Please tell me I misheard you.”

      “I did it. He was ready to break up with her yesterday, but then I introduced a new suggestion that erased the idea from his mind.”

      “I get the feeling you reversed that suggestion with some hesitation,” I say with a knowing smile.

      “Yes.” Her mouth twists sheepishly. “So, getting back to a more pressing issue, what do you reckon? Do I have your permission?”

      I weigh our options. First, I may be a shipbuilder’s daughter, but I can’t properly align the ship’s body without the right tools. If a professional did it—and fast—that’d be one concern out of the way.

      “Can he manufacture an ablative shield?”

      Discreetly, she points at Leonie. “I can get her to help me in the science lab.”

      “Using mind control?”

      “Using mind control.” She stares at me expectantly. “So? Can we put our minions into action?”

      “Oh, Allegra, you sound so cold! Controlling others’ minds is highly intrusive. That’s why it’s against the law on Blixod.”

      “But we’re not on Blixod. Ironically, if you want to get back home as much as I do, our best chance is to bend the laws of our planet.”

      I let out a deep, defeated sigh. She’s right. Morally wrong, but right. “Okay, okay. You have my permission. Now, you go ‘talk’ to Leonie about developing that shield as soon as you can.”

      “Great!” She makes a move to salute me, then thinks better of it. “What are you going to do in the meantime?”

      I saunter over to the food table and glance back at her with a wink. “Break your rules.”
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      “Ughh,” I groan softly. Light-headed, I sway on my feet. The voices around me chatter on, but they sound like people are very far away. Perhaps ten burgers are too much to consume in fifteen minutes. But I am in the middle of a burger-eating contest with Grayson, a bulky linebacker, after all.

      “What’s that?” Grayson asks, leaning in closer. The beer on his breath makes me feel even more dizzy. “You giving in?”

      “Give in?” I snap to attention. “That’s not how I operate.”

      To prove it, I grab another burger. No bun this time—just pure meat. So what if it was more lukewarm than hot, and the juices had congealed into white streaks? Those things can’t disguise the taste of glorious meat.

      “You’re my kind of girl!” Grayson chortles and shovels another patty into his mouth.

      Discreetly, I observe Grayson, bathed in the warm, orange glow of the bonfire. He’s over three times my diameter and is built like a bull. I wouldn’t call him my kind of bloke. He’s definitely not Nick.

      Shifting my gaze to the sky, I can’t help but wonder what Nick might be doing right now. Is he thinking of me at this very moment? About our kiss? About when we’ll get the chance to repeat that exhilarating experience?

      The constellations above blink and twinkle. Back home, I know every star system. When I first started at the academy, I thought it would take me a lifetime to learn their names and locations. What I wouldn’t give for some extra time to study this galaxy—and spend it with Nick, too.

      Allegra’s right. I’m infatuated. And I can’t afford to be.

      I swallow the burger and automatically reach for another, keeping my gaze locked on the vast, glittering sky.

      “What’s your sign?” Grayson says through a mouth filled with ground beef.

      “My sign?”

      “Yeah, you know, star sign.”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      His eyes bulge. “Come on, everyone knows their star sign. When were you born? What month?”

      Oh, hurk. That is not an appropriate question to ask someone from outer space. I think fast. “Um, September?”

      He grins. “Cool. It’s September now. You got a birthday coming up?”

      “Just had it. Um, I...we just turned seventeen—” Before another can word escape my lips, Grayson squeezes me tightly. I can’t help but think how close I am to throwing up a pile of burgers.

      “Happy birthday!” He looks around me at the kids at the bonfire. Over the throbbing music, he yells, “Hey, everyone, it’s Cherry’s birthday!”

      Everyone cheers, except Dee-Dee and Allegra. They glance at me with puzzled expressions while the others resume their conversations, my “birthday” forgotten in a heartbeat.

      “That makes you… Hmm, lemme think.” He swigs from his beer bottle. “You’re a Libra.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” He looks pleased with himself. “Yeah, you have scales.”

      “Scales?” Self-consciously, I touch my face, thinking not of fish scales but fur.

      Fur.

      It’s BACK.

      And not just a tiny patch this time. It’s all over my face. I throw a quick, panicked glance at Grayson. He’s happily chewing and doesn’t seem to notice what’s happening to me. Since I’m facing away from the crackling bonfire, I must be silhouetted against it. Of course, he can’t see me properly.

      As I scratch my forearms to relieve a sudden itch, I’m horrified to see fur gathering beneath my nails.

      Chin tucked, I mumble to Grayson, “Excuse me.”

      “Dude, you need to hurl?” He points to the house. “Bathroom’s through that door. But why don’t you go to those bushes? They’re close⁠—”

      I’m already barreling through the door and skidding into the bathroom. Inside, harsh white light and a medicine cabinet mirror reveal the full horror.

      Cheetah fur. All over my face. My arms. Right down to my fingertips. I run a hand over my forearm, feeling the soft bristles of fine hair. Black splotches blend in with hues of orange and tan. I might find the fur luxurious and exotic if it weren't attached to my body.

      Instead, it’s repugnant. And altogether my own gluttonous fault.

      “No…” The sound of my moan rattles through my chest, sending shock waves to every cell. Allegra had made the connection between eating excess meat and this bizarre condition. Did I listen? No. “This can’t be happening.”

      An unbearable itch torments my stomach. Slowly, I glance down at my pale pink T-shirt. Do I have fleas now?

      I yank the shirt over my head. A tremor shakes my hands as I lay them across what was once smooth, unblemished skin that seldom saw daylight.

      The small room starts to spin. Or maybe it’s just me spiraling, falling. My knees quiver. Desperately, I cling to the washbasin, toppling a soap dispenser to the floor. It smashes into six uneven pieces. Pearlescent goop slides lazily toward my feet. For a dizzying moment, I wonder what penalty the Directorate will impose on me for destroying precious wares on foreign soil.

      “Hey, who’s in there?” A sharp voice cuts through from behind the door.

      In a split second, I reach across to press the lock on the doorknob. But at that very moment, the door rattles violently, sending Kaia crashing right into me. She shrieks. I stagger backward under the force, struggling to regain my balance and prevent breaking the glass shower screen behind me. I tap into my Blixodian strength and keep the two of us upright.

      Kaia wriggles free from my grasp. By her thunderous expression, she looks ready to punch my furry face. Then she stops dead. Her hazel eyes are so wide open that I’m scared they might roll right out onto the floor.

      Why? Why did it have to be Kaia? Why couldn’t Dee-Dee or Allegra have burst in on me instead? Sweat gathers on the scruff of my neck, making it feel hot and thick.

      I need to act quickly. Before Kaia’s shock fades away.

      In one swift movement, I put my shirt on and bang the door shut. Breathing heavily, I glare at Kaia. My captive.

      Slowly, she raises a finger at me. A shaking, pointing finger. In a whisper, she says, “What are you?” And then I see her take a deep breath, ready to unleash a scream from her lungs.

      But faster than she can blink, I clamp a hand—a paw?—over her mouth to stifle any sound she might make.

      “Stay calm. No one’s going to get hurt,” I say, more for my benefit than for Kaia’s. Who’s to say I won’t metamorphose any further? What might I become in the next five minutes? An actual cheetah with claws, fangs, and a killer instinct?

      Kaia mumbles indignantly. I’m pretty sure she’s demanding I free her.

      As if I’d do that. She’s seen me at my worst. How can I explain the situation to her while I’m still trying to work it out myself?

      She stamps her feet, narrowly missing mine. With her manicured hands, she claws at me, drawing green blood that only makes her flail more.

      “Shh! Shh! It’s going to be okay. Let me explain.” I say, trying to ignore the sting of her talons.

      Kaia delivers another indignant response that I can’t quite decipher. She rambles on for so long that I’m convinced it’s a tirade aimed at me. Despite all her bravado, I’m close enough to sense her fear. Those expressive hazel eyes do an excellent job of revealing her terror, too.

      “Kaia,” I say in a soothing tone. “I know you’re upset, and you have every right to be, but please listen to me. What’s happened is...”

      I pause. Gad, I can’t tell Kaia the whole story. Out of all the humans I’ve met so far, I trust her the least. She’s likely to run out of the bathroom screaming about my condition. And about my alienness.

      Unless I stop her.

      If only I’d packed a laser pistol in my purse. A nice clean stun shot to subdue her.

      No, no, no. I’ll have to hypnotize her. It’s the only way.

      I take a deep breath to clear my thoughts. Keeping one hand over her mouth, I spin her around to face the mirror. A pang shoots through me as I catch my reflection. Quelling my horror, I look into Kaia’s eyes.

      “Listen to my voice, Kaia,” I say softly. She tries to use her shoulders to wiggle free, but my grip is unyielding. “When you look at me, think of me, all you know is that my skin is smooth, my blood is red. I’m just an ordinary girl from California. You will remember nothing of the last five minutes.”

      As I speak, Kaia’s eyelids flutter shut. Her muscles grow heavy, and I have to support her by her armpits.

      It’s working.

      But I must ensure my suggestion sticks. The most effective way to achieve that is to get hands-on. I lean her back against me and place my palms on her temples. Energy pulses through her skull. I visualize my face—my usual face—and project it into Kaia’s subconscious. Simultaneously, I whisper the suggestion into her ear.

      “When you look at me, think of me, all you know is that my skin is smooth, my blood is red. I’m just an ordinary girl from California.”

      Gradually, the throbbing pulse in her temples subsides. Her breathing is steady, relaxed.

      “Smooth,” she murmurs. Her eyelids are still closed.

      “That’s right,” I say. My heartbeat thumps harder than the muffled music playing outside. “My blood is red.”

      Kaia nods. “Ordinary girl.”

      Now for my next trick—escaping the bathroom. There’s only one window, and it’s way too narrow for my hips. Sure, I could dislocate my pelvis temporarily and slither out, but I need my legs to run far away very quickly. It would take half an hour to recover from a dislocation.

      “Very good. Now, I’m going to set you down…”

      I glance around, searching for a safe spot to leave her. Where can I put her? In the bathtub? No, if she wakes in the tub, figuring out how she got there would freak her out. On the toilet? Not very dignified, but she could be propped on the basin next to it. I can’t just leave her in the living room. People would notice me dragging her there.

      Gently, I put her down on the closed toilet seat. She makes not one sound of protest.

      “When I close the bathroom door, Kaia, you will wake up. And when you wake up, you won’t remember a thing about what happened between us in here. You’ll just think you came in here for some respite from the music.”

      “Spite?” she mumbles. Her hands flop in her lap.

      “Respite.” I grab her fingers and hold them up in the light. Good, no traces of my green blood. Or fur. I straighten her clothes and hair. Satisfied that she looks presentable, I step back and think critically. Have I covered every base?

      My crew. I can’t return to the party and tell them I’m leaving.

      I slap my hands on her temples again. “Kaia, you will tell my sisters I’ve returned to the ranch. Tell them I’m fine.” I’ll try to send them a telepathic message for good measure. Hurk, why not break all the rules? I’m in survival mode.

      Groggily, she nods. “Cherry is fine. Sisters.”

      Keeping my eye on her, I press my ear to the bathroom wall. There are no voices or footsteps nearby. Just loud music coming from the backyard and even worse singing. I open the door and step into the shadowy hallway.

      And sprint like a cheetah.
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      “Let’s give that another try,” I say to Allegra. While Dee-Dee monitors Tom as he “panel-beats” outside in a trance-like state, Allegra and I work on navigation coordinate drills using the ship’s simulator mode.

      And we’re not getting far at all.

      She lets out a sigh powerful enough to send an asteroid off its path. “This isn’t going to work. Do you realize we’ll have to change course every thirty seconds? That’s how fast this bug operates. We can’t beat it.”

      “I’m not giving up,” I say while scratching my furry face with both hands.

      “Cherry,” she says softly, “I know your skin condition feels a bit hopeless, but in the spirit of teens everywhere, just chill out!”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one growing a fur coat.” How foolish of me to laugh off Nick’s suggestion to try vegan food. I had only myself and my greed to blame. On the display, the coordinates I’d just entered transposed before my eyes. I slammed my palm on the control board. “Hurk it! Let’s do it again!”

      Allegra turns back to the console, and we work in silence for a while. “Nick’s been asking for you. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s pining for you.”

      “So?” I jab the console and pretend not to be affected by what she said.

      “Can’t you even just message him?”

      “No.” Any kind of contact will only make me long to see him even more. “Why are you trying to encourage me, anyway? You’ve been on my back about paying more attention to getting back to Blixod.”

      “You’re my best friend. I don’t want to see you feeling down. You never know, he might be just what you need to feel better.”

      “He can’t possibly make me look any better,” I mutter, laced with a hint of bitterness.

      She huffs. “I’m just trying to help. Don’t snap at me."

      I turn to Allegra, and I’m flooded with a wave of love for her. I hug her tightly, as firmly as I can with arms worn out from these endless drills. “I’m sorry. I know you’re looking out for me. But Nick’s no longer on my radar. He’s done his bit in helping me with the software issues. Now the responsibility of getting home falls on us.”
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      “Cherry,” Karen’s voice calls softly. “Nick wants to see you.”

      Sitting at a bedroom window, I tear my gaze away from the night sky and face the closed door. My heart twinges. It’s been a week since I last saw him— a week since my skin’s full-on transformation. Karen has been under strict orders to tell Nick I had to be quarantined in preparation for our return to Blixod. I wasn’t to have any contact with Earthlings. I spent a lot of time stumbling through the woods on Karen’s vast property without seeing a soul. The destruction from our crash landing also weighs heavily on me. I’ve planted hundreds of seeds and rescued saplings, but the gesture is far too small.

      “Tell him to go away. I don’t want to see him,” I say in a thick voice. How can I let him see me like this? I’m a beastly creature from outer space.

      “We both know that’s only half true.”

      “I’m a beastly creature, then.”

      “Now you’re just being silly.” She clears her throat. “Don’t you think it’s time to explain the situation to him?”

      “I thought the situation had already been explained to him.”

      “He’s wondering why Allegra and Dee-Dee are still running around instead of being kept isolated with you.”

      Aha. There are flaws with my quarantine tale that I hadn’t thought about earlier. Perhaps cheetah fur is encroaching on my cerebral hemispheres, too.

      Alarm bells ring in my head. “Karen, you haven’t told him, have you?”

      “No,” she drags the word out. “He’s in the hall out here with me. You could maybe do a little show and tell.”

      I blink in surprise. Had I been so immersed in wallowing that I didn’t notice his noisy car pulling up? I suppose he heard my childish response just now. Well, the less he thinks of me, the better. I must break my attachment to him. It’ll make our departure from Earth easier.

      Stop lying to yourself.

      I grimace at myself.

      Nick’s voice drifts through the door. “Cherry? I really think we should talk. It’s important.”

      “And it’s even more important that you go away,” I yell.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, kids,” Karen erupts. “This has gone on long enough.”

      The door clicks open. Quick as a flash, I dash across the floor to slam it shut, but I end up colliding with something hard and tall.

      Why can’t I master the art of keeping Earth doors shut? I’d take an electronic slider any day.

      Nick grabs my elbow. “Cherry.”

      I free myself from his grasp and turn away. I’ve taken to wearing my Blixod jumpsuit. It covers everything but my fingers, feet, and face, which is just perfect, given I can’t stand to look at myself. Plus, the weather’s getting cooler by the day, so it’s pretty lucky, really. But the itch of my fur is driving me mad. I finally get why Otto scratches so often.

      “I’ll leave you kids to it!” Karen singsongs, and I growl in response. She retreats downstairs. Otto’s busy little feet click-clack after her.

      Returning to the window, I gaze into the countryside beyond the barn, but I can hardly focus on anything out there. “What are you doing here?”

      He takes a step closer. “I’ve missed you. I thought we were supposed to be working on your ship together. Going together.”

      “Going where together?” I say with a frown. Does he mean he’s coming back to Blixod with me?

      His hand rests on my shoulder, sending a warm ripple through my entire body. I stifle a moan. I’ve missed Nick. I think about him every minute. All right, that’s another lie. Every thirty seconds is more accurate.

      He clears his throat. “Well, uh, when two people, you know, kiss, it usually means they’ve got something going on. You know.”

      My brow furrows. What exactly is he on about? “Are you saying something about mating? People kiss and then mate?”

      Nick splutters, and I feel my hair move slightly away from my neck. “Sometimes. But there’s a series of, say, bases to get through before that happens. And sometimes people don’t…mate for a while after they start dating.”

      “Oh.” I feel a flush burning up my fur coat. How close had Nick and I come to mating that night on the ship? Only married couples mate where I come from. Of course, I know exactly what it involves. A fair bit of awkwardness, as far as I can ascertain.

      “Just so you know, I’m happy to stick with kissing.” I can hear a smile in Nick’s voice.

      A tear dribbles down one of my furry cheeks. “We can’t even do that,” I say hoarsely.

      Gently, Nick spins me around. “Hey, I know when to stop. I’m not an animal.” His dark blue eyes widen with shock. “Holy shit, Cherry. What happened to you?”

      He’s not jumping out the window in fright, so that’s a positive. Still, more tears come pouring down. I scrub them away in anger. “I was a glutton, that’s what. I’m the animal now.”

      “Tell me what happened,” he says calmly. I have lived on two planets now, and I can honestly say I haven’t met a bloke as nonjudgmental as Nick.

      “We went to a barbecue bonfire event and I had a burger-eating contest with a football player and my skin burst into fur within minutes.” I groan. “I was so weak.”

      “Hey, don’t be so rough on yourself.” He brushes a hair out of my eyes. “How could you be weak with all that iron intake?”

      My mouth twists. “You’re making light of my situation.”

      Nick holds onto me with both hands, though at arm’s length. “At least I’m not running away from you. I couldn’t do that.”

      I meet his gaze for the first time since my full-on fur transformation began. “But I ran away from you.”

      Touching my lip tenderly, he says, “I get it. Bad hair days. It’s not worth getting out of bed.”

      Despite my mood, I laugh. “I’ve had a bad hair week. My skin was worse than this a couple of days ago. The attack might be subsiding.”

      He rubs my shoulder. Right where I have an itch. “So, this fur-skin, is it all over your body?”

      Teasingly, I reply, “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      I lean into his hand, but he suddenly stops the impromptu massage. “Wait, did anybody see what happened?” he asks.

      Shaking my head, I say, “It was dark in Lauren’s backyard, so no. But inside, Kaia saw me.”

      “Shit!” he whispers.

      “I managed to keep her subdued.”

      “You mean…?” He mimics holding a laser pistol.

      “No, nothing like that,” I say. “She hasn’t, um, mentioned anything about that night, has she?”

      Nick frowns and scratches his scalp. Shifting his weight, he says, “I’ve heard she wants to change the name of the cheerleading squad from the Cougars to the Cheetahs.”

      “What?” I choke.

      He grins. “Kidding. Really.”

      I push him away. “Not funny. Really.”

      “I’m sorry. That was a dumb thing to say.” His smile fading, he captures my hand. “What else have you tried?”

      My heart races at his touch. He’s close enough to kiss me, but would he go that far in my current state of hideousness? I doubt it. And he shouldn’t.

      I stick to the subject. “Shaving. Barbaric. Waxing. Brutal. Some kind of mousse. Foul-smelling. Karen has ordered a gadget. The infomercials claim it’s painless. I have my doubts. Everything we tried worked initially, but then the hair grew back within hours. Not as lush as before, but it was still there.”

      “You’re losing hope,” he states.

      I set my jaw. “I’m trying not to. I’m analyzing all my options.”

      He closes the small gap between us. The faint aroma of hay and soap stirs my senses. “Since you’ve been holed up here, I bet there’s one cure you haven’t tried.”

      His lips hover millimetres from mine. In the minuscule space between us, electricity seems to crackle and zap. This could be dangerous.

      I push off against his chest. It’s a half-hearted effort, but it’s something. “I was serious before. We can’t just continue where we left off.”

      He stands up straighter and lets his arms drop. “The fur doesn’t bother me. Honestly. I mean, it’s a bit weird. Actually, super weird. But you’re still you under that disguise.”

      “Of course I’m me, but there’s more to it.” I lean back on the windowsill. A cool breeze gives me a welcome respite from the heat growing inside me. “I’ll admit it. I’ve fallen for Earth. And I’ve fallen for you, too.”

      A smile wobbles on his lips in the most adorable way. He has no clue how much it’s affecting my resolve.

      “But this problem of mine isn’t going away. And frankly, it’s a sign. A sign I must go back. Now.”

      “No—”

      “Yeah,” I reply firmly, but inside I’m shaking. “We both know I don’t belong here. There are too many temptations, and I can’t trust myself to stay strong against them. Besides, I’ve got my family to think about. I can’t let my parents spend the rest of their days not knowing what happened to me. Not after losing Rex. It just isn’t fair.”

      Nick exhales. “Wow. I mean, I understand what you’re saying.”

      “Good.”

      Shaking his head, he says, “But I hate to point out the obvious, Cherry. You can’t leave. I mean, you physically can’t. Your ship is still a mess. I haven’t been working on it because you basically locked me out.”

      I lift my chin. “I’ve made good use of my time away from school. I completed an online course in coding. When we fly, Allegra and I will keep track of our position the old-fashioned way, using the stars and planets to navigate. If needed, we’ll program and reprogram until our fingerprints wear off.”

      Nick’s jaw clicks from side to side. “If you ask me, that sounds like it’ll put you on the fast track to oblivion.”

      “I’m not asking for your opinion,” I say in a harsh tone that surprises me.

      Hurt flashes in his eyes, followed by anger. “Will you take a question, then? What are you going to do about the heat shields? And the lack of fuel?”

      “Those are two questions.” I can’t help myself. Annoyance rises within me. “And we’ve found our solutions.”

      He waves his arm in a circle to elicit a response from me. “Are you going to elaborate on that?”

      “I’m under no obligation. You know too much already.”

      “Oh, right,” he snorts. “After everything we’ve been through, you’re holding out on me? I’ve done my bit, shown you around town, helped you fit in, sorted that annoying software glitch, and now you don’t need me?”

      I’m shaking, mostly because I hear loud and clear what he’s saying—that I used him. Shamelessly. I cringe inside and out. “Nick, thank you⁠—”

      “No, don’t thank me,” he says, his voice oozing sarcasm as he stalks to the door. “Please. I’m just another disposable nerd.”

      The door slams shut behind him, making my nerves jangle. I flinch, and at that moment, my heart breaks. It feels like I’ve lost my best friend in all the known universes.

      I hear the rumble of his vehicle as it speeds down the gravel driveway. The engine growls as he shifts through the gears.

      What have I done? Gone too far, that’s what I’ve done. Alienated the one person to whom I owe so much. He must hate me now.

      I wipe away another tear.

      It’s better this way. I’ll get over him, he’ll get over me, and we can go on living the rest of our lives. A galaxy apart.

      Turning back to the window, I watch an aircraft hovering in the northern sky. It must be quite far if even my ears can’t detect the engine noise. A searchlight beams down from it and sweeps the trees. The craft is nowhere near the ranch and, more importantly, the caves. Nonetheless, a sense of unease fills my chest. The army is still out there, searching. For me.

      And then there’s Nick, who for so long was mocked for insisting there’s life beyond the Milky Way. Have I hurt him so deeply that he’ll take this opportunity to validate his claims? Will he guide the authorities to us?

      There’s no denying it now. We’ve got to get off this planet, one way or another. And we need to do it quickly before anyone else discovers who we really are.
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      Rump-pum-pump! Rump-pum-pump! Rump-pum-pump!

      The sound of spectators’ feet stamping in the bleachers reverberates through my body as I stand in the middle of the football field with the squad at half-time. Their grinning faces and wild cheers make my recovery even sweeter.

      Within hours of Nick’s furious departure from my bedroom, the cheetah fur began to shed. Dee-Dee claimed I was cured by love. Whatever. I refuse to see it as anything more than mere coincidence.

      I know the fur will come back with a vengeance. All it’ll take is a whiff of bacon.

      I’m feeling well enough to fulfill my duties as a cheerleader, but once the game’s over, I plan to head back to the ship and continue preparing for our departure. I was slightly disappointed that Karen had to leave the game early, but she had a date with an old college friend. She was a captive audience for our long practice routines during the past week, however, and even attempted a jump split with us.

      “Cherry, wake up!” Kaia shouts. “Get ready for the pyramid!”

      I snap to attention. The bottom row of four cheerleaders is already on their hands and knees. Jumping from standing positions, Dee-Dee, Allegra, and I perform splits in the air before taking our places on the second row. A bloke beneath me, Sean, groans as I plant my left knee on his back.

      “Jeez, watch it.”

      “My apologies,” I say, shifting gingerly so as not to jab his spine.

      Allegra hunkers beside me. “Hey, do you see Nick in the bleachers?”

      “No.” It’s funny how lying has become second nature whilst I’ve been Earth-bound. Of course, I know exactly where he is. Center section, row two, far left. Wearing a puffy black jacket, dark jeans, and a half-smile. Or is that a half-frown?

      Dee snorts. “Yeah, sure. Neither of you can keep your eyes off each other.”

      Kaia’s voice shreds the air. “Stop jabbering and stabilize that pyramid, people!”

      I bite my lip as two girls carefully climb onto our backs. Their weight is inconsequential to me. Our backs could easily carry two Pegasuses. The pyramid topper, of course, is Kaia. She performs a line of backflips before stepping up.

      But the backflips must have made her dizzy. I can sense a wobble in her muscles, even though we aren’t touching. Allegra and I exchange glances and then look up at our captain.

      “Face forward,” she bellows, leading us into a chant. “Gimme a C!”

      “C!” we shout in unison.

      “Gimme an O!”

      “O!”

      “Gimme a U!”

      “U!”

      “Gimme a G!”

      “G!”

      “Gimme an A!”

      “Gimme an R!”

      “R!”

      “What’s that spell?”

      “Couga— Ahhhh!”

      The screams of the girls directly above us split my eardrums. A blur of blue and gold tumbles to the ground as the pyramid collapses. Allegra and I clash heads.

      A wailing cry emerges from the bottom of the cheerleader pile. “MY LEG!”

      Dazed cheerleaders rise slowly. Only Kaia remains writhing on the ground, encircled by her squad. I push the others aside, only to be greeted by the gruesome sight of a jagged bone protruding from Kaia’s lower right leg.

      “Ughhh!” I exclaim, then catch myself. “It’s okay, Kaia. Just a little b-blood.” Whether it’s green or red, I don’t particularly enjoy seeing it. The faint scent of copper hangs in the air. I gulp. Maybe I should leave first aid to the professionals.

      “JUST A BIT OF BLOOD?” she shrieks. “I’VE BROKEN MY FUCKING LEG!”

      Two teachers are on standby while medics fumble on the sidelines collecting a stretcher.

      “Ohhhh!” groans Kaia. “Do something!”

      Kneeling next to us, Dee-Dee nudges me in the ribs. “Come on, Cherry. Give her a hand. She’s in agony.”

      I shoot her a warning look and shake my head. Under my breath, I say, “Dee-Dee, you know it’s risky.”

      Half the cheer squad runs off the field to get more help. The other half stares at Kaia in morbid fascination.

      “Everyone, look away, please. Take your eyes off Kaia and Cherry,” Dee-Dee says in a smooth voice I’ve never heard her use before. “That goes for you, too, Kaia. Don’t look at Cherry.”

      “Dee-Dee, you can’t do this!” I hiss. “I order you⁠—”

      “Thanks, everyone,” Dee-Dee continues. “Turn around and look at the spectators. Lauren, Leonie, step up to the bleachers and lead the squad into a routine.”

      In unison, the squad collects their pom-poms and obeys Dee-Dee’s command. Their faces are blank, acquiescent.

      I groan. “We are going to be in so much trouble.”

      “No one will know. Especially no one on Blixod as long as you leave this episode out of your report,” Allegra says. “Now shut up and set that bone while I hypnotize the entire stadium.”

      I look down at Kaia, who’s no longer gritting her teeth and doesn’t seem aware of her surroundings. Her lips are moving, but I can’t make out what she’s trying to say. I lean over her chest. “She’s singing!”

      “She’s delirious. Perfect,” Dee-Dee says. “Now’s the time to do it.”

      “Uh-oh,” Allegra says in an ominous tone. “Nick’s on his way. He’s ignoring my suggestion.”

      I look away from Kaia’s gory wound. Sure enough, Nick’s sprinting straight for us. Everyone else is focused on the dull-eyed cheerleaders.

      “Oh, no,” I moan. “I forgot. He’s immune to hypnosis.”

      “But you erased his memory of the laser shot you hit him with,” Allegra says.

      “No. He remembers the whole incident,” I say grimly. “I guess I’d better work fast in case there are other Earthlings here who don’t take to hypnosis.”

      “Wow,” Dee-Dee breathes. “How romantic! He must adore you if he forgives you for that indiscretion.”

      Unfortunately, Nick’s in earshot.

      “I do,” he says, grinning at me. He glances down at Kaia and grimaces. “What can I do to help?”

      “I have it under control,” I say. My back stiffens with resentment. Of course I can do this. But, Gad, that blood, that bone. Bile gathers in my throat, and I choke up. “I just need to clean the wound a little so I can slot the bone into place.”

      “You’re setting her bone? It’s a compound fracture!”

      “I’m trained for this,” I inform him, cool as a comcommer. I’ve never put my training into action, but I won’t admit that out loud. Not now. Unbidden, Rex’s face flashes through my brain. No one could’ve mended his broken bones. On Blixod, there are miracles, and then there are miracles. We needed a miracle to save him.

      “Yeah, but on humans?” Nick whips off his sweater, then a checkered shirt. He’s left wearing a white T-shirt.

      Why not go all the way to bare skin? To hurk with the chilly weather.

      Gulping, I murmur, “I’ll give it my best.”

      He uses the checkered shirt to mop some of the blood. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s rather tender about the operation. Like he cared about Kaia.

      That’s silly. They despise each other.

      He squints at me. “Is that better? Can you see now?”

      “Hurry, Cherry,” Allegra says, wincing. “I’m not sure how long we can hold all these people back.”

      I examine the bone. It’s angled at about thirty degrees. Taking a deep, calming breath, I hold onto her ankle and knee. With one precise movement, I jerk on her leg. A sickening thwomp! signals the end of the bone-setting operation.

      Now for phase two.

      I place my hand over the bleeding, ruptured shin. Kaia’s blood is viscous and sticky between my fingers. A rush of hot energy channels from my core, down my arm, and into Kaia. I feel the skin knit together. Her bone melds into a single, sturdy piece in the layers below. The heat subsides, indicating the healing process is complete.

      “It’s done.” I wipe off as much blood as I can and sit back to assess my handiwork.

      Nick eyes the injury—or former injury—and splutters. “It’s gone. Her leg’s okay! How the hell did you do that?”

      I towel off my hands with the shirt. “Like I said, it’s part of the training.”

      “We were born with the ability,” Dee-Dee corrects me. “But the academy taught us how to apply it in emergencies like these.”

      He shakes his head ruefully “Wow. I thought I knew everything about you, guys.”.

      “Now you know too much,” I say softly. He stares at me and moves closer, but I scoot away. “Kaia?”

      She murmurs unintelligibly.

      “Kaia, how do you feel?”

      Gradually, her mascara-encrusted eyelids flicker a fraction. Then they fly wide open, and she springs into a sitting position. She clutches her fully healed leg.

      “What did you do to me?” On her backside, she scuttles away from me. Her eyes are rounded with fear.

      I reach for her. “Kaia, it’s okay⁠—”

      “Don’t touch me. Do. Not. Touch. Me! I know what you are.” She glances at Nick. “Run while you can, nerd-ball.”

      Nick flinches but doesn’t move.

      “Don’t just sit there! Those chicks aren’t frickin’ human!” Hyperventilating, she turns to me. “I saw you. At the party. You...you were a fucking cheetah!”

      I freeze. Holy hurk, she remembers.

      But how? Did the healing spark something in her subconscious?

      There’s no time for analysis. Straightaway, I try to plant another suggestion. “Kaia, I’m not a cheetah. I’m a Cougar, just like you.”

      Shaking, she rises to her feet. “You aren’t like me. None of you are.”

      With that, she sprints to the car park. Groaning, I drop my head into my hands.

      “Allegra,” I mumble. “Please restrain her before the crowd wakes up. Get physical this time.”

      Allegra leaps up and gives me a salute. “Yes, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment I step onto Karen’s front porch, I feel that something is very, very wrong. First, all the lights in the house are off. Not even the wall sconce next to the front door is burning. Second, Otto hasn’t uttered a single word.

      The ranch is dead quiet. No sounds of Karen shuffling in the kitchen. I’m not picking up on her presence. Even the insects are subdued, with buzzing at a bare minimum.

      But the night air feels heavy with danger.

      I turn to my crew and whisper, “Did Karen mention anything about how late she was going to be?”

      “No, but she told me not to wait up,” Allegra frowns. She quietly treads the porch floorboards and peeks into a living room window.

      “Her truck’s not here,” says Nick. He carries an unconscious Kaia in his arms, his face screwed up in concentration. Hard to believe those two are mortal enemies.

      Or so they say.

      Allegra had knocked Kaia out thoroughly. When I gave the order, I had no way of knowing if the pressure-point restraint technique would work on Earthlings as well as on Bloxidians. Just a hope and a prayer. I plan to use more invasive methods to erase her memory later.

      “I’ll go inside first,” Nick says, twisting the doorknob.

      I squeeze into the house past him and Kaia. Nick might be playing the gentlebloke, but if there’s any trouble inside, I’m far better equipped to handle it. He’s still carrying Kaia like she’s fragile, which, I suppose, she is. The fall on the football field proved that.

      “Hey!” Nick protests.

      “Too slow,” I say. “Stay here.”

      “But—”

      Allegra brushes past him. “Just do what the captain says, Nick.”

      I rush to Karen’s favorite armchair, smack in front of the television, where a shape is slumped over. Allegra and Dee-Dee fan out behind me.

      Nick deposits Kaia onto a nearby couch and drapes a multicolored blanket over her.

      Light floods the room as Allegra flips a switch. I blink against the glare. A sound escapes my throat. A gasp. A piercing shriek. I’m not sure.

      The person sitting in the chair is the last one I expected to see on Earth.

      “Felix!”
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      “Is that really you?!” Allegra squeals happily.

      “Stay back!” Felix and I scream at her in unison.

      Allegra stops abruptly, frowning in confusion as she glances between Felix and me. “We’re saved! Saved!”

      Then she runs forward like an excited puppy.

      A cobalt blue laser beam shoots from Felix’s pistol. Reacting quickly, I lunge for Allegra’s waist and pull her to the floor. Dee-Dee huddles against my back. Behind us, glass shatters.

      Felix springs up from the chair. His boots thump heavily on the polished wooden floor. “Next time, I’ll be more careful with my aim.”

      I hug a tearful Allegra close while he circles us. Her body trembles. We’re trained in dealing with hostage situations. But it’s a whole different game when you’re facing the real thing. Telepathically, I urge her to stay calm, stay alert.

      Waving his laser pistol, Felix gestures at Dee-Dee and Nick. He bellows, “Sit. And don’t any of you try to be heroes.”

      This is not the Felix I grew up with. He’s not the bloke my brother adored.

      I straighten my back, determined to show him I am heroic. “What are you doing here, Felix? Get lost, did you? Experience navigational malfunctions?”

      “Shut up.” He glares at me with cold eyes.

      His silver hair is oiled back, but a stray lock keeps falling into his face no matter how hard he slicks it down. It’s hard to believe he and my brother were so close all those years ago. Rex was fun-loving and full of joy. Felix is serious. Quiet.

      Unhinged.

      As I observe Felix, I gain insight into his character. There’s ruthlessness in his demeanor. When he sets a goal, he’ll do whatever it takes to achieve it. Against him, the only weapons I have are my body and my mind.

      “You know, we’re pretty far off course, and our transmissions were blocked,” I say casually. “How did you find us?”

      He sneers. “Find you? I knew where you were the whole time.”

      “Why didn’t you come to get us two weeks ago when we crash-landed? Why didn’t you help us? I’m meant to be married by now,” Allegra says, quiet fury in her tone.

      “Ah, the wedding. Canceled. What a shame.” He sighs deeply, but not out of sympathy. “You think it’s all so simple, don’t you? Still, you’ve made things worse for me by stealing the ship in the first place.”

      I won’t be intimidated by him. “I accept full responsibility for taking the ship, Felix. What do you take responsibility for? Sabotage?”

      My brother’s death?

      He shakes his head. “Dear Cherry, I take full responsibility for my actions, which is why I had to come all this way to make sure you’re buried here.”

      “Buried?” Dee-Dee whimpers. She looks at me. “You’re not going to let him kill us.”

      A cold, stabbing sensation cuts into my chest. Allegra is silent, but I can sense anger bristling from every curve of her body. There's no doubt she’s thinking about how she could have made it back for her wedding—and the fact that this might be her last day on Earth. Her last day ever.

      I straighten my posture. “No, Dee-Dee. I won’t let that happen. Not in a million light-years.”

      Felix taps the gun with the heel of his palm. My crewmates shuffle backward, out of arm’s reach. Still in laser range, unfortunately.

      He could simply shoot us without another word. Just kill us all, then go. To the deepest depths of hurk, hopefully. No one on Blixod would know what he’s done. Not the Directorate and especially not my poor parents.

      Of course, I’m not foolish enough to give him any ideas.

      “It’s better if you don’t fight, Cherry,” he says. His arrogance riles me up even more.

      “I don’t care to hear your advice, Felix.” I keep my tone steady and calm, which are two things I’m not right now. But, hey, fake it till you make it—an Earth lesson well learned.  “All that matters to me is ensuring you’re held accountable for what you’ve done.”

      Felix’s stern face transforms into the very picture of innocence. He places a hand on his chest. “What I’ve done? A programming, ahem, ‘error’ in the navigational system is hardly a crime. It was a mistake⁠—”

      “I’m talking about what you did to my brother. You’re the one who pushed him off that cliff, with no witnesses to back up your story.” I fix him with a challenging glare, watching for a crack in his façade, something to confirm my suspicions. If I’m going to die tonight, I at least want to know the truth about Rex’s death. Silently, I call on Rex’s spirit to give me strength.

      But Felix doesn’t twitch, doesn’t even blink.

      He also doesn’t deny my allegations.

      I’m set on prodding at his conscience. Whether the strategy will work on a psychopath is yet to be seen. “Rex was your best friend. He looked up to you. If you hadn’t taken his life, you wouldn’t be stuck in this lonely little existence with nothing but your computers and machines for company.”

      “Nonsense!” He waves off my comment, though his eyes shutter briefly. Just long enough to show I’ve hit a sore spot.

      I press on, feeling encouraged. “Poor Felix. No one really pays much attention to you. Getting rid of Rex was supposed to fix all your problems. You’d finally be out of his shadow, and my parents would start to see you as their son. A replacement for my brother.”

      Felix’s lips flatten, turning them pale against his complexion.

      Dee-Dee and Allegra swivel their heads from me to Felix like they’re watching a leevop game. Nick looks my way, and our gazes lock for a long, searing moment. I give him a slight nod before turning to face Felix. The enemy.

      “It didn’t work out that way, did it, Felix? And you got angry about it. Furious.” I stand and lean toward him, even though every instinct tells me I might as well be sticking my head between a treldone’s jaws. “Everything you do is all about revenge.”

      Felix sighs heavily. “I had the chance to read your psychology textbook while you were out this evening. I know what you’re up to. Disarm me. Find a chink in my armor, as they say. I’m not stupid, Cherry. Speaking of books, I had a good laugh when I realized you’ve been attending school here. That’s just like you—to escape real life.”

      Anger flares inside me, much like that bonfire from the other night. Heat courses through my body, rising higher and higher. I fight to remain in control. All I really want to do is charge at him.

      “Real life? My reality is living without my brother. You’ve robbed my family. You’ve taken my brother’s future. Well, you know what? I refuse to be a victim. And you, Felix, will not get away with what you’ve done.”

      “Spare me,” Felix says like he’s bored beyond belief. “I didn’t come all this way to listen to your inspirational sound bites. I simply don’t have the time to hear you drone on and on. I’ve started my own ship-building company, you know. Getting it off the ground has kept me rather busy of late.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “That’s right,” he sneers. “I’m finally ending the monopoly your family’s held for decades. It didn’t have to be this way. I would’ve gladly stepped up to lead the company and taken Rex’s place on the board if they’d asked. But they didn’t. They want you at the helm when they retire.” He laughs mirthlessly. “And being a spoilt academy brat, you had the audacity to tell them all you want to do is fly among the nebulae and rainbows.”

      My heart pounds hard against my ribs. How could I have been so clueless? All I wanted to do was fly. I was single-minded in my approach. I’d never fully appreciated the impact of that desire on my family. Now the realization sends mini quakes rippling through my brain.

      “So that’s why you sabotaged the ship,” I growl. “To make my parents look incompetent and lose the Directorate contract. You know a major ‘malfunction’ would wipe out the company.”

      “Exactly. Ten points to you, Cherry. I just have to keep chipping away till the giant falls over. I’m here to take down that infernal GalaxyCruiser for good. Either that.” He glares at Nick, “Or permanently shut down the bloke overriding my viruses. You really shouldn’t dabble in systems you don’t understand.”

      The testosterone levels in the air seem to increase as they glare at each other.

      “You call cracking an alien code dabbling? If you didn’t see me as a threat, you wouldn’t have traveled all this way,” Nick says through clenched teeth.

      “Earthlings? A threat?” He chuckles. “When I watched the ship’s systems from Blixod, I’ll admit I was curious about who might be undoing my good work. Now that I’m face to face with you, I’m more amused than anything.”

      I move to block Felix’s view of Nick. Clearly, Felix thinks nothing of first-degree murder. Therefore, I’m sure he’d be inclined to exercise mind control despite the penalties he’d face on Blixod—if he were ever brought to trial.

      And, Gad, I will ensure he’s tried in Blixod’s highest courts for all his crimes.

      Felix laughs. “What’s even more amusing is this little cheerleading folly of yours, girls. I must say that it’s not very dignified for future officers. I’ve spied on you over the last few days. From a careful distance. You’ve adapted well to Earth. And that’s just wonderful.” His flashing smile is anything but benign.

      Narrowing my gaze, I say, “That was you searching the hills. Not a clever move, Felix. Anyone could have spotted you.”

      He gives a careless shrug. “From what I’ve seen, I doubt Earthlings can challenge a ship of my caliber.”

      Nick opens his mouth to say something, but I silence him with a warning look.

      “The military is still in the area, in case you haven’t noticed,” I say, clenching and unclenching my fists. “They’re probably searching the sector you were in right now. You’ve put us all at risk of capture.”

      “I’ll be off as soon as you stop chattering away like that.” Felix shrugs. “You lot will be stuck here for the rest of your lives. When I saw you and this bloke here getting all cozy together, I was thrilled. You don’t really want to leave him, do you?”

      Maybe I’m just imagining it, but I sense Nick’s muscles stiffen with tension. I force myself not to look at him. A huge lump forms in my throat. “Nick and I aren’t involved.”

      And that’s the painful truth.

      “Could have fooled me. That quiver in your voice when you mention his name, the way you two glance at each other shyly, it’s adorable,” Felix says. “I’m glad you’ve got a reason to stick around on Earth. Just make sure you get used to that fur, though, Cherry. I know you won’t be able to hold back those carnivorous cravings for long.”

      I muster every ounce of authority I possess. “I am returning to Blixod and taking you as my prisoner.”

      He nearly doubles over with laughter. “Oh. My. Gad. I didn’t know you were this funny, Cherry. Now let me share something hilarious.”

      Felix’s breath is hot on my face as he leans forward. He grabs my arm. Repulsed, I wrestle free.

      “The military’s systems picked up something. Your precious GalaxyCruiser. They’ve triangulated its position, and they’re scouring the mountains as we speak.”

      “You’re lying,” I tell him, struggling to keep panic from seeping into my voice. I hadn’t heard of any military activity since the night Nick and I hid in the cave. He must be bluffing.

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” he says with an unsettling grin. “Now, let’s address a pressing matter. You seem to have a rather poor opinion of me. Mistakenly, I might add. So, I’m giving you two options. Promise to stay on this quaint little planet with your new friends until death parts you, or I can end your life now so you won’t have to waste another moment on this miserable planet. I prefer the latter choice. No loose ends.”

      All I can think of is hurting him. Badly. But I need to play this a different way.

      With a heavy sigh, I stare at the floor, shoulders slumped. “No need to waste your firepower, Felix. My team and I have settled well here. We’ll make it work.”

      “No! That’s a terrible deal!” Allegra shrieks. Dee-Dee sways like she’s about to faint.

      “Those are the only two options,” Felix says, then peers at Nick. “And this bloke here can’t believe his luck. He gets to keep all three of you. You’re welcome, by the way, Nick.”

      “There is one other option that most of us can live with if you’ll consider it,” I say in a hushed, deferential tone. He is, after all, higher ranked than I am. Not for long.

      “What’s that?” Felix asks, grinning at Nick.

      Springing into the air, I aim a roundhouse kick straight into Felix’s belly, knocking him off balance. As he stumbles, I scream, “Now!”

      I faintly hear Allegra ask, “Now what?”

      Nick storms past her and pins Felix to the floor. I wrench the pistol out of Felix’s grasp and press it to his heaving sternum. He groans and writhes on the floor, his face turning bright green from lack of air.

      “Allegra, Dee-Dee, restrain his legs,” I order. He may be momentarily immobilized, but he’ll soon gather that famous Blixod strength and throw Nick across the room.

      “You won’t shoot, Cherry. Think of the mess, the blood,” he says, still trying to pretend he isn’t worried about being outnumbered. “Everyone knows you can’t stand the sight of it.”

      Nick grunts and strains. “Take it from me. She’ll pull the trigger. And she won’t miss.”

      Gritting my teeth, I growl, “Yeah, I’m thinking of the blood, Felix. My brother’s blood on your hands.”

      Without taking my eyes off him, I quietly reset the weapon. Gad, he had it on kill mode. He really meant to do us in. I should’ve tried to snap him in half instead of just giving him a nasty bruise.

      My trigger finger is slippery with perspiration. I feel my pulse beat against the cool metal of the gun as I squeeze.

      In a deep, strong voice that rumbles from my chest, I intone, “This is for Rex.”
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      “We’re stuck with not one but two unconscious bodies! What the hurk are we going to do with them?” Allegra asks, staring at Felix’s limp form. He’s still breathing. I’d set the laser to a level that would put him in an induced coma. He should serve time on the lava-covered planets of the Mialu Galaxy. Barefoot.

      “You’re sure he’ll be out for hours? I’m not letting you go if there’s a chance he wakes up and tries to hurt you.” Nick peers at Felix cautiously. The cretin is now bundled up like a silkworm, his arms and legs secure in the ropes and tarps Dee-Dee found in the barn.

      Thank Gad Nick heard me speak to him telepathically during Felix’s rants, heard me give the order to tackle him on my signal.

      After all Nick has done for us, my heart aches at the thought of leaving him behind. I can only hope there are millions more people on Earth with his kindness and generosity. Something tells me, though, he’s one of a kind.

      “Positive,” I say, crossing my fingers behind my back. “He can’t do anything to us now.”

      “What about Kaia?” Nick asks, circling her. She looks less than glamorous, with saliva dripping in a fine line out the corner of her glossy mouth. But her makeup isn’t even smudged and her leg is good as new. I’m sure she’ll be okay when she wakes up.

      “I’ll try to snap her out of it,” I say.

      Allegra frowns, concerned. “Do you think it’s wise to do that now? Perhaps we should deposit her at home first. After erasing her memory, of course.”

      I begin to respond, but a clanging bell from the kitchen cuts me off. We look at each other with apprehension.

      “Someone’s at the gate,” Nick says, his expression serious.

      “It could be Karen.” I strain my ears trying to pick up on an engine sound.

      “No, it’s the military. I can feel it.” Dee-Dee wrings her hands. “What are we going to do?”

      Though dismay screams through my body, I remain calm. For everybody’s sake, including my own. Perhaps Felix wasn’t bluffing after all.

      “There’s just a few kilometres between the gate and the ranch house,” I say grimly. “We must move. Now.”

      “Where to?” Nick asks.

      I jam the laser pistol into my waistband. “To the caves.”

      Dee-Dee runs around the living room, switching off lights as she goes. “Why don’t we just pretend we’re not home?”

      Catching her by the shoulder, I turn her to face me. “We could do that, but what if they camp outside the house and wait? Or worse, what if they break in and find us?”

      “She’s right,” Nick says after a long pause.

      Nodding grimly, I continue, “And once we get to the caves, we’ll transfer fuel from Felix’s ship and prepare to take off.”

      “What?!” three voices yell at me.

      “Cherry—” Nick starts.

      “There’s no time to argue.” I toss Felix over my shoulder. “I’ll take Felix. I want him close to me at all times. Dee-Dee, head upstairs and pack our belongings. Don’t forget the mission report. It’s under my pillow. Nick, you get a Pegasus saddled. Now. Dee-Dee will hand you our explorer packs. Ride to the caves as quickly as you can. We’ll likely arrive before you.”

      Distant engine noise cuts into my speech.

      Dee-Dee cries out, “We’re doomed!”

      “No, wait.” I put my hand up. “Listen to the engine’s revolutions. That’s Karen’s truck.”

      Nick approaches the window. “I don’t hear anything. Are you sure?”

      “Positive. But that doesn’t mean we stop our preparations. Dee-Dee, upstairs. Allegra, go help her. And get your flight suits on.”

      A few minutes later, Karen’s car screeches to a halt outside the ranch house.

      “Girls!” she yells while running into the house. Otto trails her, barking. “GIRLS!”

      “Karen, what’s wrong?” I grab hold of her shoulders.

      Panting, she says, “The mili—” She stares at the broken glass, Felix’s bound-up body, Kaia drooling on the couch. “Holy heck, what is going on here? Who’s that man?”

      “Karen, I’m so sorry about the broken window. Felix followed us from Blixod and came at us with his laser.”

      Blood drains from Karen’s face. “Another Blixodian?”

      “Uh-uh. Not one of our finest examples of blokes.” I clear my throat. “And that’s Kaia. She was injured at the game tonight, but she’s okay now.”

      “Isn’t she your cheer squad captain?” Karen looks over at Kaia and frowns. “She doesn’t look okay to me.”

      “She’ll be awake and good as new soon. Trust me,” I tell her.

      Otto sniffs Felix and growls. The canine clearly is a good judge of character.

      Treading gingerly, Karen joins Otto and picks him up. “Why did he follow you? Was he here to take you back to your planet?”

      Briefly, I fill her in on what had just transpired, what we’d just learned. I try to keep the tremor out of my voice. There’s no time to give in to emotions.

      “He’s a murderer?” she says faintly. “From outer space? Where’s his ship? I didn’t see it parked out front.”

      “I’m hoping it’s at the caves near our GalaxyCruiser. And we need to go there now.”

      Karen turns to me, her expression troubled. “You’re right. The reason why I came back here in such a hurry is because I heard some bad news in town.”

      I grip her arm. Otto tries to lick my hand. “What kind of news?”

      She gulps. “It’s a rumor, and normally I don’t pay much mind to gossip, but I’m not taking chances. A UFO was spotted in this area. The military’s stepping up their search. They’re coming here. To the ranch. Tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s the last of the fuel,” Nick says, wiping his brow and tossing aside the remaining wax wrappers from the glowing fuel bricks.

      “Thank you.” It’s the most inadequate reply to someone who has risked so much. But because of the big lump of emotion in my throat, it’s all I can manage.

      The fuel hatch on the GalaxyCruiser’s underbelly closes automatically. Nick glides a hand over the ship. I shiver as I recall his hand grazing my body in much the same way that night on the ship. Feels like ten lifetimes ago.

      “Tom did a decent job on the bodywork,” he notes, not looking at me.

      “Very commendable,” I say. “And such a shame he’ll never know he did it.”

      Allegra coaxed Tom into a deep trance, working four hours a night, pummeling and shaping the ship. He worked like a man possessed. As for the ablative shield we sprayed on a few nights ago, we won’t honestly know if the formula Allegra and Leonie developed will protect us from burning up in the atmosphere until we fly. I’ll put those thoughts aside for now. Failure isn’t an option.

      Nick and I had exchanged few words since we arrived at the caves. I’d gone into full evacuation mode, maintaining my professionalism and barking orders. Otto also barked orders, though no one paid any attention to his commands. He eventually curled up in a ball beside Kaia, whom we’d propped against a large boulder. She should come-to in a few hours. We decided that Nick should take her home later. Much later.

      He takes a step toward me.

      No, don’t do that. Don’t hug me. I can’t trust myself. I won’t be able to let go.

      Whether he hears my thoughts or not, he plows on regardless. His arms wrap around me like a security blanket. I am ridiculously close to snuggling my head under his chin.

      “Thank you. For everything. We really couldn’t have survived without you.” I shudder. “If we’d landed on any other planet, or anywhere else on Earth, I doubt we’d have been lucky enough to find people as generous as you and Karen.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know, three hot alien cheerleaders? You’d have people falling over themselves to help. Especially since you’re the kind of aliens who don’t suck people’s brains out of their nostrils.”

      I chuckle softly. “We’re space officers, first and foremost. Cheerleading is something we took up after we arrived.”

      Touching my nose lightly, he says, “Are you sure you don’t want to hang onto your pom-poms and stay? Go professional?”

      “No, thanks. It was fun until we saw Kaia’s injury.” I recoil at the memory of the broken bone and the oozing, thick, red blood.

      He leans back slightly and gazes at me in wonder. “I still can’t get over the way you healed her. Pure magic.”

      “Not just magic. There was a bit of skill involved,” I say, trying to sound modest.

      Shaking his head ruefully, he says, “All my life, I’ve believed in UFOs and aliens. People thought I was a complete weirdo. Especially Kaia. I wish I could tell the whole world there’s life out there for real.”

      “You can’t tell a soul about us,” I say, my tone turning serious. “The worlds we inhabit aren’t ready to encounter each other yet. Now I see the societies on both our planets have many conflicts to sort out. This is about so much more than just you and me.”

      Nick sucks in a breath. “Well, let’s just think about you and me.”

      In one smooth motion, he draws me in for a tender kiss. Lip to lip. Heart to heart. Our surroundings seem to disappear into the ether as the kiss intensifies.

      “This isn’t goodbye,” he murmurs, breaking the kiss after who knows how long. His hand strokes my hair, and finally I nestle into his chest, relishing the warmth emanating from him. “Promise you’ll come back. I don’t care about your society or mine. I just want us to be together.”

      I pull away, even though my body is still buzzing from our close encounter. “Nick, I don’t want to make promises I can’t keep. When I get back home, I could be looking at lengthy imprisonment.”

      He grabs my hands. “Then don’t go back.”

      “I have to.” I stare hard at him. My gaze lands on his lips, and I feel another adrenaline rush. Softening, I say, “But I haven’t forgotten what you said. You’re going to build that ship. You can visit me.”

      “That could take decades! Can’t I use Felix’s ship?” He gestures in the direction of Felix’s SoloCruiser parked nearby. Because that model doesn’t feature chameleon mode, Dee-Dee and I covered it with tarpaulins and fallen branches. No trees were harmed in the process.

      “You can’t. It needs fuel that doesn’t exist on Earth.”

      Nick’s jaw firms. “I’ll find a way, even if I have to invent it.”

      I take his hand and squeeze it as hard as I can without hurting him. Can he feel the energy flow between us? “I have every faith you will.”

      The GalaxyCruiser’s engines hum into life. Karen runs around the corner.

      “Oh, there you are! You’ve gotta get going!” she exclaims, but I can’t help but notice a sad note in her voice. “Cherry, your sisters are strapped in. I mean, your crew. And Felix’s locked in the cargo hold. You’re all set.”

      It’s hard not to notice the emotional crack in Karen’s voice. Tears flood my eyes. I run to her and wrap her up in an organ-squeezing embrace.

      “Karen, thank you so much for everything you did for us. Everything!”

      “Even shaving your fur with an old razor?” she asks, cocking her brow.

      Chuckling, I say, “Even that. I’ll never forget you!”

      “Same here, kid,” she says, fighting back a sob. “I’ll keep the cattle ranch going so I can feed you when you return.”

      I laugh through my tears. “Don’t tempt me! I’ve given meat up, remember? It isn’t good for my complexion. But please keep your fridge stocked with vegan sausages, okay?”

      She laughs with me as Otto trots over and stands on his hind legs. I scoop him up and ruffle his wiry white fur.

      “While brooding over my condition last week, I rummaged through the ship and came across a compartment I hadn’t noticed before.” I put Otto on the ground. Reaching into the explorer pack at my feet, I draw out a velvet bag and place it in Karen’s callused hands. “I found this inside.”

      She tests the weight of the bag. Its contents clank together musically. “Huh. It’s heavier than it looked.”

      Smiling, I say, “Open it.”

      Carefully, as if unwrapping a present, she pulls the bag’s silk drawstring and peeks inside. Her face scrunches up her face in confusion. “Gold?”

      “Pure gold. That’s our emergency stash of blixes.” I tap the bag. “It’s your stash now. Unmarked and ready to trade when you need it.”

      She gasps and takes out a few of the shining bars. “There’s gotta be fifty grand’s worth in here.”

      Nick whistles. “Holy shit, Karen.”

      Swallowing a lump of emotion, I say, “I’ve researched the gold market. It’s a lot. But not enough to repay you for what you’ve done for us.”

      “I never wanted you to pay me back. You gave me the jump start I needed after I lost Darren.” Her arms wrap tightly around me, and I feel her tears on my shoulder. “My life will never be the same. Thank you.”

      The air splits with a whooshing sound, making me jump. I narrow my eyes at the empty sky. Dread fills every cell in my body. “Incoming aircraft.”

      Nick and Karen share confused looks. They can’t hear the approaching jet engines yet, but I can.

      “It’s time.” I make striding to the entrance ramp seem effortless. But my mind and body feel heavy with sorrow.

      Nick grabs my arm. “Maybe it’s better if you wait till the coast is clear.”

      I give him a forlorn smile. “Nick, you forget this is a GalaxyCruiser 6000-K12. Now that all our operations are running as they should, we can jump to light speed in seconds. Your military jets have no chance of intercepting us.”

      “This can’t be it for us,” Nick says, his voice thick.

      “I don’t want this to end either,” I whisper. As we embrace, my fingers snake into his jacket pocket. I pull back slightly and stare deep into his eyes, trying to convey words I can’t say out loud. “You’re going to have an awesome life, and you’ll hear me cheering for you all the way from Blixod.”

      Finally, the jets streak above, around the property’s eastern perimeter. One, two, three of them. Flying in formation. Nick looks up, then at me, panic-stricken.

      “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing,” I say. I grasp his hands. And it takes everything in me to let go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From eight thousand kilometres away, Blixod could easily be mistaken for Earth. We hover above the atmosphere, each of us catching our breath after the last space jump. Blue waters interspersed with terrain in shades of green, lavender, brown, and gold. White clouds swirl over the icy poles. Far below, millions of Blixodians go about their daily lives in relative harmony.

      But the impact of our return is bound to turn the planet off its axis.

      “Is it really home?” Dee-Dee asks, and she has every right to. “The coordinates didn’t get mixed up when you weren’t paying attention?”

      “Yep! Home sweet home!” A bright grin lights up Allegra’s face. It’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen from her since we left Blixod. She laughs and points gleefully at the map in front of her. “I’m so happy I could somersault.”

      “Go on!” Dee-Dee laughs.

      “Watch your head.” I chuckle as Allegra releases her harness and moves about in the snug space. She bumps into a wall behind us and giggles. The old Allegra is back.

      “So, should I keep the ship in stealth mode, Captain Trubill?” Dee-Dee asks as Allegra dances to her navigator seat and gets back to the business of landing.

      I stare thoughtfully down at the planet. “No. No, we are not going to sneak in. We’re going to make ourselves known to the Directorate.”

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I see Allegra and Dee-Dee exchange nervous glances.

      “It’ll be okay,” I assure them as the ion engines power down. “I’ll take full responsibility for stealing the ship. Neither of you will be punished. Felix, on the other hand, will face the penalty for killing my brother.”

      “The three of us should stick together,” Allegra insists. “We decided as a crew that no one person should take the blame. Right, Dee-Dee?”

      “Absolutely.” Nothing can wipe the smile off Dee-Dee’s face, not even the possibility of getting into trouble with the authorities. A grounding wouldn’t faze her. Her urge to fly isn’t as strong as mine.

      “No, dear sisters, I’ll explain everything to my parents. I’ll be the spokesperson if the Directorate decides to question us.” More likely when, but I’d rather not focus on that now. I press a button on my display. “AeroCentro, this is GalaxyCruiser 6000-K12, call sign Trubill-C2.”

      “Cherry!” A familiar voice floats through my headset a moment later. I expected a clipped, professional tone. Instead, she sounds half-frantic, half-ecstatic.

      And it’s music to my ears.

      “Mum?” My heartstrings tighten. A sudden tear spills out, quickly joined by several more.

      “Holy mother of Gad, Cherry! You’re alive!” Mum’s voice cracks. “Your dad and I have been taking shifts here at AeroCentro since we discovered you were missing. What happened? Were you kidnapped?”

      “Nothing like that.” I steal a glance at Allegra. I’m alive, but so dead when she finds out the whole truth of what happened. “Are Allegra and Dee-Dee’s parents with you?”

      “The commander’s calling them back right now. We’re going to send out a welcome like you’ve never seen before. You land that ship as soon as you can. They’re giving you clearance now.”

      “Okay, Mum. I love you. And I’m sorry,” I say softly.

      I missed her so much. It was tough to even think about my family while we were on Earth. Honestly, I wouldn’t have kept my head and heart together if I dwelled on them. Strange as that may sound. Mum sounds more relieved than angry. I should enjoy that while I can.

      “I love you too, sweetie. We’ll see you on deck shortly. No stunts in the meantime, okay?”

      Laughing, I disconnect the comms. After giving Allegra the go-ahead to enter the AeroCentro’s hangar coordinates, I excuse myself from the flight deck.

      “Where are you going?” Dee-Dee calls after me as she pulls up a checklist on the control panel.

      “Just checking on Felix. I’ll be back before you start the re-entry procedure.” I step out of the room before she or Allegra can say another word.

      Of course, I couldn’t care less about Felix. He’s tied up, locked in the cargo hold, and an induced coma for good measure. According to our monitors, he hasn’t moved a muscle since we left Karen’s house.

      I glide to another pod and seal myself inside. All I need is a few minutes alone. Time to picture Nick’s sapphire eyes, to remember his deep voice.

      Please, please, Gad, let this work!

      My wrist-comp pulses, startling me, even though I’d spent the entire journey home hoping for the device to come alive. Hoping my totally illegal plan would work.

      I tap the display with sweaty fingers. For five and a half agonizing seconds, all that comes through the wrist-comp is static. Noisy, garbled static.

      “Cherry?” Nick’s worried voice floats across the universes. Finally. “Did you make it? Are you all right? Are you in the right galaxy?”

      If I had more space, I’d do a jump split. And a somersault. Maybe even cartwheel until I’m dizzy.

      Instead, all I can do is stifle a sob. “I’m home, Nick. I’m home.”

      At least for now.
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        AeroCentro - air traffic control
      

      	
        blitch - bitch
      

      	
        blix - a unit of currency
      

      	
        bloke - male, fellow, guy
      

      	
        bongo - bingo
      

      	
        calke [cal-key] - cake
      

      	
        centimetre - 0.393701 inches
      

      	
        cluckens - chickens
      

      	
        comcommer - cucumber
      

      	
        communicator - phone
      

      	
        cor - cool, great
      

      	
        cyclor - bicycle
      

      	
        data-tab - a tablet device
      

      	
        enduroglass - high-tech glass
      

      	
        feemol - a versatile curse word
      

      	
        flaybander - a type of electrical channel
      

      	
        flotcalke - pancake
      

      	
        flugander - a type of electrical circuit
      

      	
        frigidbox - fridge
      

      	
        Gad/gad - God/god
      

      	
        goosip - gossip
      

      	
        hurk - hell
      

      	
        jurka - jerk
      

      	
        law-benders - lawyers
      

      	
        lemonurr - lemon
      

      	
        leevop - tennis
      

      	
        kilometre - 0.621371 miles
      

      	
        metre - 1.09361 yards
      

      	
        minyoto - a spicy cocktail
      

      	
        mum - mother, mom
      

      	
        Pegasus - horse
      

      	
        piku, pikulets [pea-coo] - pigs, piglets
      

      	
        purrkle - cat
      

      	
        reckon - think
      

      	
        roosenberry - strawberry
      

      	
        snookers - sneakers
      

      	
        treldone - lion
      

      	
        tox/toxus – tax/taxes
      

      	
        whirlstorm - cyclone, hurricane
      

      	
        wrist-comp - a powerful computing device worn on the wrist during expeditions
      

      	
        zingbot - microwave
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