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			CHAPTER ONE

			

			Tanner Hughes was in the process of smacking me in the head and making some unflattering observations about my masculinity while his girlfriend, Madison, leaned against the wall, tapping on her phone. This was the music of my humiliation—the vacuum whoosh of texts on their way out and the chime of those coming in. We were in my science classroom, and I was supposed to be taking an after-school makeup quiz. Mrs. Capelli, my teacher, had stepped out ten minutes before, telling me she was trusting me to conduct myself responsibly. I wasn’t sure if retreating with my arms raised to protect my face qualified as responsible behavior.

			I wasn’t a total coward. Under the right conditions, I was willing to take a stand. When you traveled as much as my mom and I did, and started a new school every year, you had to be ready to face guys like Tanner Hughes, who were always on the lookout for fresh victims. That was the theory, anyhow. In practice, I wanted to keep things from escalating. I was in sixth grade, Tanner was in eighth, and he looked like maybe he had enjoyed some of his earlier grades enough to want to repeat one or two of them. He was easily six inches taller than I was and had about a twenty-pound advantage, all of it in muscle. I’d confronted my share of bullies, and I knew how to play the odds. In this case, I put my money on holding out until the teacher returned, which I hoped would be very soon.

			I also wanted to believe that maybe after Tanner got in a couple of jaw-rattlers, Madison might possibly ask her boyfriend to back off. Girls were apt to become bored with felony assault. No luck there. Every time Tanner took a swipe at me, Madison sighed, like she was OMG, so bored, and then went back to her phone.

			I’m not saying I hadn’t given Tanner Hughes good reason to hate me. I had after all, shown up in his school, offended him with what he considered a lame haircut (I had been trying to coax my slightly limp brown hair into looking like Matt Smith’s, and I was happy with the results, but I respect dissenting opinions), and, perhaps most seriously, looked at him in the hallway. In my defense, he had been standing in the part of the hallway where I was heading, and I like to look where I’m going, but still. I understood his point.

			We had, in other words, pretty much irreconcilable differences. He found my existence offensive. I wanted to exist. I didn’t have a lot of faith that we were going to work out a compromise.

			I was considering the hopelessness of my position while also sidestepping a shove that would have knocked me into, and possibly through, the wall, when Mrs. Capelli returned to the classroom. She’d left me alone and made me promise to do nothing but finish my quiz, so I could understand how it might look bad to see me with Tanner and Madison in the room. That said, Tanner was in the middle of stamping his boot treads all over the emptied contents of my notebook, which he’d taken the time and trouble to scatter across the floor. I kind of thought the evidence might point toward me not really welcoming the company.

			In a perfect world, Tanner Hughes would have been delivered over to our educational correctional machine and suffered a stern talking-to for his crimes against society and my notebook. This was not a perfect world, however. Tanner was the goalie for the school soccer team—it never hurts to have a guy the width of a garbage Dumpster standing in the way of the opponents scoring—and that team was one game away from securing a place in the middle school state playoffs. That Mrs. Capelli’s son was a starting midfielder only served to bring the truth into sharper focus. After all, Tanner’s version of events made perfect sense: I’d invited him into the class and demanded that a meathead with a C-minus average help me with my quiz. When he’d refused, I’d become so “spastic” that Tanner had been forced to defend himself. When Mrs. Capelli asked Madison if that was what had happened, Madison shrugged and mumbled a stirring “I guess,” which would have convinced even the most hardened Tanner doubters out there.

			That was how I ended up in the front office so the principal could discuss my many deficiencies with my mother.

			A lot of kids cringe at the prospect of their parents being called in to the principal’s office. A lot of kids are afraid of their parents. A lot of kids, I am led to believe, have crummy parents, but I was not one of them. I was not afraid of my mother. I was afraid for her, because the last thing she needed was more stress. My mother had recently been handed a bad diagnosis—a really bad one. Scary, terrifying, bad. Besides medicines her insurance company would not pay for, and exercises she had no time to do, what she needed most was to reduce the amount of stress in her life. Thanks to Tanner Hughes, Mrs. Capelli, the principal, the school, and the game of soccer, I had just become the source of more stress.

			To look at her, you wouldn’t know she had an unbelievably awful disease. She sat in the principal’s office in her pantsuit, legs crossed, her brown hair up in a bun. No one else would have noticed the new and deeply etched lines around her eyes, the creases in her forehead, and the appearance of a few streaks of gray in her hair. On the other hand, I kept a running tally of how she looked from one day to the next.

			“So,” she said to Principal Landis, “tell me again why Zeke is in trouble and this other boy is not.”

			Principal Landis was not what you would call a thin man. He was what you would call a fat man. I understand that no one is perfect. I, for example, am both tall and thin—there are those who have referred to me as gangly—and I’ve already mentioned my controversial haircut. All of which is to say that I’ve been on the receiving end of personal insults. Empathy being what it is, I try to avoid making fun of how someone might look, but if the person in question is a complete jerk, then I say it’s a good time to make an exception. This was one of those times. Principal? Fat.

			I don’t want to suggest that Mr. Landis was circus-freak heavy. He was not grotesquely fat. He was, however, hilariously fat. Every part of him was overweight. Even his ears were fat, his nose was fat, his fingers massive, blubbery loaves, and it was hard to take him seriously. Also, he was balding. There’s no reason a receding hairline has to be funny. Many men wear baldness well, even make it look cool. On my principal: funny.

			Mr. Landis leaned forward, his fat wrists splayed on the desk. The desk, in response, creaked. “Though he has been with us only a few months, this is not the first time Zeke has been involved in an incident,” This last word generated air quotes with sausagey fingers.

			“If by incident,” my mother said, somehow resisting the urge to air quote back at him, “you mean that boy bullying him, then you are absolutely correct. I’d like to know why you aren’t doing anything about this.”

			“This accusation of bullying is troubling,” said Mr. Landis, now leaning back and intertwining his large fingers. “I take it very seriously.”

			He said this with such finality that I was tempted to rise, clap my hands together, and say, I’m glad we got all that worked out.

			My mother wasn’t buying it. “I don’t see that you do take it seriously. This is the third time this semester that I’ve been called in to discuss Zeke’s behavior, and each time his behavior, as near as I can tell, is his getting picked on.”

			Mr. Landis narrowed his eyes and pressed his lips together in a show of indignation. “Let me remind you that we are not here to discuss what other students may or may not have done. Zeke has not done a very good job of settling in at this school, as you are no doubt aware. I understand that your career has led you to move frequently, but that does not change the fact that Zeke has difficulty making friends, and he has antisocial interests. Together, these factors suggest the profile of a student who might present a danger to himself or others.”

			“Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you saying that because Tanner Hughes comes into a classroom where I’m taking a quiz and messes with me, you think I’m going to show up with a gun and starting shooting up the place?”

			“No one mentioned guns,” Mr. Landis said, “until you did, just now. Quite honestly, I feel unsafe.”

			My mother stood up. “We’re done here.”

			Mr. Landis looked up from my file. “If Zeke makes an effort to stay out of trouble, I will certainly rethink how seriously we have to take his threats against the school.”

			My mother stared at him for a long minute. I knew her well enough to understand that she was seriously considering making a comment that included the words “fat,” “bald,” or both. I also knew her well enough to understand that no matter how seriously she considered it, she wouldn’t actually do it. At the time I thought it was probably the right decision, but later I would wish she had indulged.

			I had no way of knowing that I was never going to set foot in that school again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			

			For the record, I did not have difficulty making friends, at least no more than you would expect from a kid in my situation—which, admittedly, produced some challenges. My mother was an environmental compliance consultant, and that meant she moved around the country helping companies keep up with changing pollution laws. Every year or so we found ourselves in a different city, something that was never easy for me, and was getting harder each time.

			Starting a new school partway into the first semester of the sixth grade was particularly tough. Cliques had already been formed, and most kids were friends with people they’d known for years. Still, nerds find each other. Not because of appearances, though. I like to believe I look like your average kid. I don’t wear Coke-bottle glasses or pull my pants up to my armpits. I don’t spend too much time worrying about my clothes, but I dress okay. I could probably benefit from a little time lifting weights, but I’m still kind of athletic, and I’d been on the track team at my last school.

			When I got to my new school, it didn’t take me too long to find a group to hang out with. We RPGed, talked books, movies, and comics. We played video games, both in person and in co-op. I was not, and never had been, the loner sitting in his room, looking at pictures of automatic weapons and thinking about how they were all going to pay. I figured Tanner Hughes and his kind would pay by spending the rest of their lives being themselves. The kids I had problems with were their own worst enemies. They could be counted on to take revenge against themselves sooner or later.

			Even so, I didn’t have any epic, lifelong friends. Kirk and Spock. Data and La Forge. Han and Chewie (though that relationship always felt a little one-sided to me). Those were the kind of friendships I envied. I wanted a friend who would call me in the middle of the night and say, “I need you to go to the main bus station in Tucson, Arizona. I can’t tell you why.” I would hang up and then be off to Tucson, regardless of the consequences, because this would be the sort of friend who wouldn’t ask me to go if he didn’t need me. He would know he could count on me, and I would know I could count on him.

			I didn’t have friends who even came close to that level. Still, what I had was okay.

			•   •   •

			My father, Uriah Reynolds, had been a professional dork, which I guess meant dorkdom was in my blood. For years he made his living as an editor of fantasy and science-fiction novels. I used to love going through his home office, looking at the books he had lying around, thick volumes with pictures of aliens and spaceships and futuristic cities on the covers. In those days, I had a normal life. We lived in a quiet New Jersey suburb, an hour from New York City, and, in the way of little kids, I expected my life to be like that forever.

			My dad went to sci-fi and comic conventions all the time, and he’d always come home with great stuff—Star Wars and Star Trek action figures, ship models, toy blasters and phasers. Whatever else he brought me, he would always try to find something related to Martian Manhunter, who was my dad’s favorite superhero and so became mine: Martian Manhunter toys, mugs, key chains, posters, and snow globes. His green skin, protruding brow, and muscular chest crossed with two red bands were all as familiar to me as my own reflection. Martian Manhunter wasn’t the most popular member of the Justice League, but my father was drawn to the sad nobility of the honorable survivor of a lost race.

			He enjoyed his work in publishing, but he was always reaching for something more. Sometimes he would disappear into his office, typing away relentlessly on his keyboard, working on his own stories. I never thought too much about it, but then he found an agent, and his pitch for a TV show was picked up by one of the cable networks. It was a sci-fi series called Colony Alpha, and for a while it looked like my father’s dreams were going to come true.

			The network gushed enthusiasm about the show. It was going to be a huge hit, they assured him. I remember sitting on the rug in our living room, watching him pace around the house as he talked to his agent or the show’s producer on the phone, excitement visible in his every movement.

			Then, in the way dreams do, his dream began to unravel. There were the casting problems. A couple of feisty kids were thrown in to improve the show’s appeal with young viewers. The network added a former swimsuit model whose main function was to walk around in a bodysuit and strike poses. The special effects were mind-bogglingly bad, and the talentless directors they brought in to save money made every scene feel like middle school theater. Colony Alpha was canceled after five weeks, the network never bothering to air the last three episodes.

			My father was devastated, but he had come too close to give up. Colony Alpha was his dream, and he believed he could bring it to life somewhere. When an Australian TV producer contacted him about relaunching down under, my dad jumped at the chance. This, too, turned out be just another false hope. I still remember hearing the phone ring, seeing my mother at the kitchen table, her back slumped, her shoulders trembling so violently that her shirt rippled. I couldn’t see her face, and she made no noise, but I knew she was crying, and I knew I was never going to see my father again.

			The show’s producer had been taking my father to visit some possible shooting locations. It was early in the morning, and there was no traffic on the Sydney highway. The police suspected the producer had wanted to show off, to impress my father with what his new Ferrari could do. A tire blew out, and the car rolled five times before it fell off the bridge.

			That was five years ago.

			In the year before he died, my father had to endure the jeers of science-fiction fans—his own people, as he put it—over what a piece of garbage he had created. He hated that fans believed that what they saw was the show he had envisioned. I think that was one of the reasons he worked so hard to find a new home for his idea.

			The ironic thing is that Colony Alpha went on to become the poster child for quality genre shows mutilated by clueless network suits. It is often called the greatest science-fiction show that never was. There’s fan fiction, lists of dream casts for a reboot. On YouTube you can watch fan films based on scenes from the original scripts. The dork blog io9 once ran a post called “Ten Ways Colony Alpha Changed Science Fiction.” Uriah Reynolds did become the sci-fi hero he’d always dreamed of being, but it only happened after he was dead.

			•   •   •

			Between work, dealing with her terminal disease, and taking the time to bail out her delinquent son, my mother didn’t have much time to cook. Once she had rescued me from the principal’s office, we stopped to pick up Chinese takeout so we could enjoy a quiet evening of sitting at the kitchen table and complaining about my life.

			The previous year we had been in Albuquerque, where even in the winter it didn’t get dark until pretty late. Now we were in Wilmington, Delaware, and though it wasn’t yet five o’clock, the sun was already going down. I liked that, for some reason. I liked the cold and the quiet, and how our house was well lit and warm against the early December chill. It was nice and comfortable and safe, except in all the ways it wasn’t. No matter how funny or lively or good-natured my mother might act, I knew nothing was ever going to be comfortable for her again.

			“I’m really sorry you had to deal with that stuff today,” I told her.

			She put down her disposable chopsticks and leveled her gaze at me. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Zeke. Do you honestly think I’d be angry with you?”

			“I know, but I hate that you have to take the time and put up with the stress and all that.”

			She smiled. She looked perfectly okay. That was the thing that made no sense to me. She looked so healthy and normal, it was hard to believe that was all going to change. Six months before, my mother had been diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, ALS, also called Lou Gehrig’s disease. It’s a degenerative neurological condition that causes gradual but catastrophic muscle failure. At some unknown point in her future, she would begin to lose the ability to control her limbs, and then, slowly, she would suffer failure in the muscles that allowed her to do things like breathe and swallow and blink. She was going to become a living corpse, trapped within her own failed body. I didn’t want to think about her journey from healthy to disabled to helpless, but sometimes I couldn’t think about anything else.

			“Look,” she said, “just promise me you’ll stop threatening your principal.”

			We both laughed.

			“If I made that joke at school, I would totally get kicked out,” I said.

			Now she was serious. “Do not make that joke at school.”

			“Mom, I’m not a complete idiot.”

			“You’re twelve,” she said. “That means you’re a complete idiot at least part of the time.”

			Then came the knock at the door.

			I got up to answer it, and when I threw the doors open, I saw two men on the front stoop. I hadn’t turned on the porch light, and their dark suits made them almost invisible. They had grave expressions, stiff postures, and earpieces. They looked scary and governmental.

			“I swear, we were kidding,” I said. “I’m not going to threaten my principal.”

			The men looked at each other, then at me. “Are you Ezekiel Reynolds?” the taller one asked.

			I thought he was about to arrest me, so all I could manage was a nod. I also flicked on the porch light. Just because you are scared doesn’t mean you can’t be polite.

			“I’m Agent Jimenez, and this is Agent McTeague. May we have a word with you?”

			My mother was now standing behind me. “What’s this about?”

			“Ma’am, we would rather not say on the front porch.”

			“Do you have a warrant?” My mother had just shifted into she-bear mode.

			“Ma’am,” said Agent Jimenez, “it isn’t that kind of conversation.”

			“So this isn’t about . . .” My mother decided not to finish that thought.

			“Ezekiel’s threats against his principal?” Agent Jimenez asked with death-row seriousness. Then he grinned. “No, ma’am. Your son is not in any trouble.”

			My mother sighed. She was clearly feeling less threatened, but she wasn’t quite prepared to let the men into the house. “Look, I’m not comfortable with this, especially considering how vague you’re being.”

			“I understand,” said Agent McTeague. “We anticipated some natural reluctance on your part.” He touched his earpiece and said, “We’re go for Renegade.”

			I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded cool. I’d never been go for anything, at least not that I knew of.

			The doors of one of the black cars in the driveway opened, and more people in suits came out. It was dark and I couldn’t see who they were, only that several of them were standing around one person, as if protecting him. It was only when he stepped into the porch light and was standing just a couple of feet away from me that I recognized him.

			“Mr. Reynolds,” he said. “I hope I can have a few minutes of your time.” He spoke in his usual serious but easy tone. It was the kind of voice that let you know he was a friendly guy, but not one you wanted to mess with. I’d heard him use this tone a million times on TV.

			“Um, sure,” I said. “Okay. Come on in. Sir. Please.”

			I stood aside to let him pass, because that seemed to be the right thing to do when you receive a visit from the president of the United States.

			Of America. Just so there’s no confusion.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			

			My mom managed not to freak out, which I considered impressive. She invited the president to sit, and he did. She offered him a beverage, and he declined. She stammered only moderately when she spoke. There were more agents in the house now, swarming around as they made sure we didn’t keep any assassins lurking in the pantry or the coat closet. Some of the agents held out what looked like thick metal pens, which, they explained, allowed them to scan for listening devices. It turned out that we had none, which I probably could have told them, considering that anyone with the means to plant a listening device could not possibly care what my mother and I had to say. We tried not to worry about the fact that there were agents moving throughout the house, and more in the backyard, standing at the ready in case, I don’t know, the propane grill decided to attack.

			In the living room, my mom and I did our best to ignore all this. Next to the president sat an intense-looking woman with distractingly red nail polish, her coppery hair pulled back tightly and mercilessly clipped into place. She was perhaps in her midthirties, and she wore a severe pantsuit that looked almost military in its cut. She and her clothes were all sharp lines and hard angles, and her eyes were an unfeeling icy blue. She might have been pretty if she hadn’t looked like she ate puppies for breakfast. The president introduced her as Nora Price from the State Department. I had no idea what her job was, but she had the kind of scary expression that made me feel pretty sure she would trample anyone who got in the way of her doing it.

			The president pressed his hands together and leaned forward. “Mrs. Reynolds, I apologize that I am going to be somewhat secretive. I’ve come here to ask if your son could be our guest for a few days. I can assure you he will be in absolutely no danger.”

			“What?” she asked, her voicing rising several octaves.

			Ms. Price smiled, but it was more indulgent than warm, the kind of smile used only by people who have to work hard at appearing nonthreatening. “I can assure you this is a matter of national security.”

			I was starting to think that illegally downloading those episodes of Teen Wolf might have been a mistake. I knew the commercials told us that piracy is not a victimless crime. Even so, I wanted to believe the president had other things to worry about. “Why do you need me?” I managed to ask without my voice cracking.

			“That’s classified,” Ms. Price said, not kindly. She seemed to have forgotten to appear nonthreatening.

			“It needs to be unclassified,” my mother said, “or I’m not agreeing to anything. These agents say he isn’t in trouble.”

			“And he isn’t,” the president assured her, taking a much warmer tone than the State Department woman. “All I can tell you is that there is a visiting representative of, uh, shall we say, a foreign government, who has requested the honor of meeting Ezekiel. I can’t say anything more, so I understand your frustration. I have two daughters myself, and I can imagine I wouldn’t much care for it if someone came to me and proposed what I’m proposing to you. I can only give you my word as your president, and as a father, that your son will not be in harm’s way, and that he will be doing a great service to his country.”

			“How long are we talking about?” my mother asked.

			“Initially, two days,” the president said. “It may happen that Zeke will choose to participate in a sort of foreign exchange program, and if that’s the case, it will be longer. At that point, you would receive more information.”

			“What sort of exchange program?” she demanded. “With what country? Wait, let me guess. You can’t tell me.”

			The president smiled, and it was genuine. I had the feeling he had already come to like my mother, as if under other circumstances the two of them could have hung out—gone bowling or whatever. “The only thing I can add is that it will be a unique experience,” he told her. “I do feel very confident that your son will not regret coming with us.”

			I looked at the president. “Does it have to be me, or will some other kid work? Sir.”

			“It has to be you,” the president assured me.

			“Why would some ambassador even know who I am? Is this about my father’s show?” American shows, even unsuccessful ones, can develop followings in foreign countries. For reasons that remain unclear to me, they went wild for Colony Alpha in Estonia.

			“The father,” Ms. Price explained to the president, “now deceased, created an unpopular television program.”

			Now there’s a way to honor a man’s life.

			“It has nothing to do with that,” the president said. “As to why it has to be you, I’m afraid I can’t tell you at this time.”

			My mother took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, a sure sign she was about to say something that made her uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, but the answer is no. I’m not letting you take my son unless you give me more information.”

			“We don’t actually have to ask you,” Ms. Price said. She sat up straight, and the hard look she gave my mother was nothing short of a challenge. “This is a national security matter, and, as such, we can take him whether you like it or not. If you attempt to interfere, we can arrest you. We don’t want to play it that way—”

			The president held up his hand to silence her. “And we won’t. Zeke is not going to be taken against his will, and no one is going to be arrested.”

			“So I can say no?” asked my mother.

			“My plan,” the president said, “is to stay here until I can convince you to say yes.”

			I couldn’t imagine why any ambassador would want to meet me, but I also couldn’t imagine going the rest of my life without finding out. How would I feel, years from now, when I remembered the time the president came asking for my help, and I sent him away?

			It seemed to me that this might be a situation I could use to my mother’s advantage. If I could help her, and find out why my government needed me, then everyone would be a winner.

			“The thing is,” I said, “if I were to go, it would be hard on my mom, and this isn’t a good time for her to be under stress.”

			The president nodded gravely. “Yes, we are aware of her health issues.”

			My mother started at this. “That’s none of the government’s business. How, exactly, did my private health-care records—”

			Ms. Price cut her off. “National security.”

			I spoke up before my mother decided to see what would happen if she gouged out the eyes of someone in the president’s entourage. “Are you aware,” I asked, “that her insurance company has been giving her a hard time about the treatments her doctor wants her to get?”

			“Ezekiel!” my mother snapped. Maybe she thought this was no one else’s business, or maybe she had an inkling of what I had in mind. Either way, she was unhappy.

			The president raised his eyebrows like he was mildly amused. “Go on.”

			He was going to make me say it. “I was wondering if you might be able to smooth some things over, being, you know, the president and all. It would make me feel better to know my mom was getting the care her doctor prescribed.”

			The president frowned, deep in serious thought, and there was maybe a hint of the side of him you didn’t want to see. After a moment’s thought, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He pressed one button. “A Mrs. Reynolds is going to be calling your office tomorrow. Have one of your people take her information and make certain her insurance company understands that you want her to receive any treatment her doctor recommends.”

			The president then looked at my mother. “That was the secretary of health and human services.” He was typing into his phone as he spoke. “I’m sending a note to my assistant right now to provide you with her direct number. You call her, and you’ll have everything you need.”

			My mother looked at him. She looked at me. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

			“Now,” the president said, meeting my eye, “are you done playing hardball with the leader of the free world?”

			“I haven’t agreed to anything,” my mother reminded him.

			“Come on, Mom,” I said. “He said I’d be in no danger.”

			“No danger whatsoever,” the president assured her.

			I knew what she was thinking. She was wondering if she would have been so reluctant if she hadn’t been sick, and that was what would tip her over to my side. She hated the thought of what her illness would do to me, the kinds of responsibilities that would come my way, the experiences I might miss.

			“You’re sure you want to go?” she asked.

			“I don’t know what this is about, but I have to admit I’m pretty curious.”

			She gave the slightest of nods.

			And because I am always thinking ahead, I turned to the severe woman, Ms. Price. “I’ll also need a note excusing my absence from school. Can I get that on White House stationery?”

			•   •   •

			I quickly packed a small bag with enough clothes for two days. My mother hugged me several times and told me to call her if I got scared or if I needed to come home. I hated to leave her, and I was already plenty scared, but every time I thought about pulling the plug, my curiosity kicked in. Why, of all the people in the country, did I have to speak to some foreign bigwig? How could it possibly be so important that the president of the United States would drive two hours to Wilmington to press his case? I had to know what this was about.

			I did not get to ride with the president, but he stopped me before I got into the backseat of a sedan. He shook my hand and thanked me for being willing to serve my country.

			“I appreciate that, sir,” I said, trying to act like I was not flipping out.

			“I think you’ll find it interesting,” he said. “And Ezekiel. For the record, I respect how you stood up for your mother’s interests. I know that all of this”—he waved his hands at the sedans and the agents—“must be very intimidating. You’ve got a lot of courage, young man.”

			“Thank you, sir,” I said, feeling like a phony. I was sure that if the president had seen me cringing as Tanner Hughes smacked me around, he’d have found some other clueless kid to meet with the ambassador of wherever.

			I rode with Agents Jimenez and McTeague, who were polite but not particularly conversational. As we pulled onto the highway and headed toward DC, I finally worked up the nerve to speak. “Do you guys know what is going on?”

			Jimenez shrugged. “I am not authorized to answer that.”

			“You’re not authorized to tell me whether or not you know?”

			“I’m not even authorized to explain what I initially meant.”

			“What about you, Agent McTeague?” I asked the agent riding shotgun.

			“I’m not authorized even to discuss my level of authorization,” he said without turning around.

			“Is there anything at all you can tell me?”

			“I’m not authorized to answer any questions about what I can or cannot answer,” Agent Jimenez said. “Except,” he began, and then he just shook his head. “Wow. That’s all I’m going to say. Wow.” Then he cast a look at McTeague and the two of them burst out laughing.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			

			I thought I was going to the White House. When the president of the United States comes by and says, “Let’s hang,” you figure you’re heading for Oreos in the Oval Office. This turned out not to be the case. The president had dropped by to convince me and my mom I should go along with the Secret Service guys, but he had more important things to do than deal with me.

			Our destination was Camp David, which was not as exciting as the White House, but it was still pretty impressive. How many people do you know who have been to Camp David? That’s what I thought.

			We passed through several checkpoints and drove down narrow streets dense with groves of wintry, leafless trees that looked spooky in the dark. We finally parked outside a large building that was more hunting-cabiny than I would have imagined. The agents led me inside and through rooms that looked like they had been designed by extremely wealthy pioneers, and brought me to a less rustic-looking office. The severe State Department woman, Nora Price, was sitting behind a desk waiting for me. Or rather, she was there when I entered, and proceeded to ignore me so she could work and I could watch her do it. I stood across from her while she typed away furiously on her laptop. The Secret Service agents had already retreated. Finally, without looking up, she gestured with a flick of her crimson fingernails for me to sit in one of the heavy wooden chairs.

			The endless clack clack clack of her fingers on the keyboard didn’t slow, but after about five minutes she said, “I’m sure you are wondering why you’ve been invited here.”

			“You know, I am wondering about that.” The sarcasm was a sure sign of my growing impatience.

			She sighed and pushed herself away from the computer. “I could explain it to you, but you would never believe me.”

			“Maybe you could try,” I suggested. “Otherwise, I’ll end up sitting and watching you type for a long time.”

			I was getting the impression she didn’t like kids in general, or me in particular. She stared at me for a long time, as if wishing I would vanish. When I didn’t, she offered one final, long-suffering sigh, stood up, and walked over to my side of the desk. I now saw she was holding a cylinder about four inches long and an inch in diameter. It appeared to be made out of some kind of dull black metal, smooth and without distinguishable features. Without asking my permission she pressed one end of it to the back of my hand. It let out a little humming noise, and a slightly warm feeling bloomed across my skin.

			“What was that?” I rubbed my hand, but the warmth was already gone. It felt perfectly normal.

			Ms. Price returned to her seat. “I’ve just injected you with nanites. Those are—”

			“I know what nanites are,” I said, feeling dizzy, though I didn’t know if that was from the injection or the knowledge that I now had something top secret, and probably insufficiently tested, in my blood.

			“Impressive,” she said, though she sounded more irritated than impressed. “I didn’t.”

			“Nanotechnology is pretty common in a lot of sci-fi,” I explained.

			She waved a hand to indicate that this conversation was going places she didn’t much like.

			“I didn’t give you permission to inject me with anything,” I told her. “I didn’t see my mother sign a consent form.”

			She pressed her lips together. “You could always complain about being exposed to technology that’s not supposed to exist, and which no doctor in the world will be able to detect, but I’m not sure it would get you very far.”

			“That’s a fair point,” I admitted. “What do these nanites do, exactly?”

			Nanites are, in effect, machines built on the molecular level. They are still experimental as far as practical application in the real world goes, but in science fiction they can be used to augment natural human ability, increase brain function, cure diseases, impart information directly into the brain, turn skin into armor and limbs into weapons, change the shape of your body or face . . . just about anything imaginable. I’d always loved the idea—in theory. I didn’t know that I loved the idea of having them in me right now, especially since I didn’t know what they were up to.

			“The nanites will help you to communicate,” Ms. Price said, with less enthusiasm than the subject of advanced and invasive technology seemed to deserve.

			This was starting to sound creepy. I didn’t know that I wanted machines in my brain. “Communicate what?”

			“Ezekiel, there’s no way to prepare you for what I’m going to tell you, so I’m going to say it outright. For the past week, several nations of this world have been negotiating with a representative of a vast network of alien species. They are considering admitting our world, on a provisional basis, into their alliance, and the first step is for us to send four young people, chosen by the aliens, to one of their cultural hubs. Our worth as a species will be measured by the behavior of this small group. However improbably, you have been chosen to be part of this process.”

			I stared at her. She had to be messing with me, but this woman looked like she had no direct experience with the concept known as humor.

			She shook her head in apparent sadness. “I know it is hard to believe.” She pressed an intercom button on her phone. “Tell the representative we’re ready for him.”

			I was about to ask her something, but whatever my question was, it froze in my throat, because a giraffe in a business suit had entered the room. Up to his shoulders he had the frame of a pretty normal man, but then, exploding out of the collar, were two feet of heavily muscled neck covered by short, nut-brown fur. Then there was the giraffe head, with a long snout, large ears, and two stubby protrusions sticking up from the forehead.

			The suit was charcoal gray, and nicely tailored. The giraffe creature had an impeccably folded white handkerchief in the front pocket. I thought that was weird.

			Technically, he was not really a giraffe. For one thing, he didn’t have giraffe markings. For another, he walked on two legs and he wore a suit. Also, he spoke, which is not something you generally expect from a giraffe.

			“Hello,” he said. “I’m Dr. Klhkkkloplkkkuiv Roop.” He stuck out his hand for me to shake.

			In something of a daze, I shook. The creature had tapered hands, with long, narrow fingers, and they were covered with the same brownish fur, but otherwise they looked a whole lot like they could be human. He also had a firm handshake and he met my eye, so, if necessary, I could trust him to sell me a used car.

			“You must be Ezekiel Reynolds,” he said. His accent sounded vaguely European, which surprised me. To my knowledge, giraffe men are not native to Europe.

			“Yeah,” I managed, and I thought I was extremely articulate under the circumstances. My neck was already hurting from this conversation. Up to the shoulders he was normal person–size, but with the neck the total package was close to about eight feet.

			“I understand this is difficult for you,” he said, “and I can think of nothing to make it less so. We might as well jump right in.”

			“Sure,” I agreed. “That sounds like a plan.”

			The giraffe guy gestured for me to sit, and I did. He sat across from me, crossed his legs, and adjusted this tie.

			“I work,” he began, “for the Department of Sentient Integration, a branch of the Coalition of Central Governing Committees of the Confederation of United Planets. We are a vast alliance of species native to our section of galactic spiral. From time to time, when our selection committee has identified four qualified worlds, we recruit new species who have achieved certain cultural and technological milestones. From each species we identify four young beings who possess skills or attributes admired in our culture and request that they spend a standard year with us so we may evaluate them and determine if their culture is a good fit for our own, and if ours is a good fit for them. The honorable members of the selection committee have picked four beings from your planet, and you, Ezekiel, are one of them.”

			I said nothing for a long time. Ms. Price stared at me like I was an idiot, which, coincidentally, I felt like. Dr. Roop widened his big yellow eyes slightly as the clock ticked on.

			Finally, I thought of something to say. “Is this a joke?” As soon as I said it, I realized this question might not suggest I was the absolute best the human race had to offer.

			Ms. Price breathed in sharply through her nose, as if my question caused her pain. “Ezekiel, I assure you that the president is far too busy to play pranks on an irrelevant twelve-year-old.”

			I realized the joke theory was not holding up under scrutiny. For now, I was willing to run with the idea that this giraffe guy was an alien. Even so, I had some questions.

			“Dr. Roop,” I started.

			“Please,” he said, waving a furry hand. “There’s no need to be so formal. Call me Klhkkkloplkkkuiv.”

			“Uh, no,” I said. “I’m not going to do that.” His name sounded like he was choking on a fish bone. “Look, I’m confused. Also freaked out, but we’ll deal with confusion first. I mean, this Confederation of United Planets sounds an awful lot like the United Federation of Planets, which is from a TV show. You can see why I have a hard time buying it.”

			“Certainly,” he said, spreading his fingers in the Vulcan salute. “Star Trek. I find it charming. You see, Zeke, for many decades we’ve known Earth to be a strong candidate for Confederation membership, and in accordance with our long-standing practice, we have used certain back channels to filter facts about the wider galaxy into your speculative narratives.”

			“You’re telling me that sci-fi is influenced by actual fact?”

			“Some of it, yes.”

			“And there really is a government of peaceful and benevolent aliens out there?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“And ships that can travel between stars without being limited by the laws of physics?”

			“As you understand those laws, absolutely.”

			“And we’re talking, and your mouth doesn’t really seem suited to make words in our language, so there must be some kind of universal translator?”

			“Ms. Price injected you with the appropriate nanites before our meeting. They are able to process and interpret virtually any language, spoken or written, and in most cases do so instantaneously.”

			“Then why do you sound like you have a French accent?”

			“Dutch,” Ms. Price said. “He sounds Dutch.”

			“On occasion, the translator will find analogues from your own linguistic experiences to help convey certain cultural inflections.”

			“But,” I said, “it looks like you’re speaking English. I could read your lips.”

			“It’s an illusion created by the nanites. Otherwise the discontinuity between a being’s words and its movements might prove jarring. The translator function will also provide equivalents of nonlinguistic noises, such as laughter and sighs. Body language you will have to work out on your own.”

			“Wow. Okay.”

			“You may also, on occasion, detect a slight delay in the translation when the system attempts to find a familiar equivalent in your language and then opts, instead, to provide explanatory wording. So, if I mention a type of food native to my planet, such as [spiny leaves with dried fruit], or perhaps an unfamiliar alien custom such as [the ritualistic hair-coiffing of herd tenders], you will notice the difference in my voice.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “For sure.” It was hard to describe, but when he said those things, the voice sounded slightly slower, and like it was vibrating, but not exactly. It was more of a feeling, and I understood that I was getting a rough equivalent, and there was a kind of mental pause and rush, like if a video playback had a glitch that caused it to slow and then hurry ahead to catch up. “That’s cool. Wait, did you just get that weird sensation when I said cool?”

			“I received a relative cultural equivalent of whatever word you used.”

			I couldn’t get my head around all of this—not really. This dapper giraffe in a suit, who spoke with a Dutch accent, was a real alien, born on another planet full of giraffe people, who had access to incredible technology. And it was all real. “What else is out there?” I asked.

			“There are too many things to list, so perhaps you could tell me what you are curious to hear about,” Dr. Roop suggested amiably. He tilted his head to one side, but having just been told that that I wasn’t getting any help on body language, I had no idea what it meant.

			I thought for a second. “Are there, I don’t know, space pirates?”

			“Some. Not many.” He lowered his neck in a gesture that I felt sure meant something among his own kind. A shrug? “Our peace officers try to make piracy an unappealing option.”

			“Mysterious elder aliens and extinct races?”

			“Oh, yes.” His eyes widened.

			“Teleportation?”

			“Only on a subatomic level,” he said. “Much of the defense technology we possess depends upon what amounts to, for all practical purposes, quantum-level teleportation. The process can be done on a larger scale, but requires vast amounts of energy, and the only way to teleport a living being is to destroy it and recreate an identical facsimile. Most beings choose not to experiment with the process.”

			“Yeah, I can see why. How about time travel?”

			He cocked his head slightly. “I am not at liberty to discuss that subject.”

			That was a yes, I decided. “Can I transfer my consciousness into an avatar?”

			“It can be done,” he said, “but the side effects include shortness of breath and explosive diarrhea. It’s much easier to simply reshape your existing body.”

			“What about the Force and Jedi powers? Are they real?”

			“No,” Dr. Roop said. “That would be silly.”

			•   •   •

			Here was the deal as the giraffe guy explained it. Along with the other three humans, and representatives from three other species, I would go visit the Confederation of United Planets, and there we would be evaluated, though he was vague about the details. If, after a standard year—only a few days shorter than an Earth year—a species was deemed worthy, then the Confederation would initiate the first phase of integration. We would be given incredible new technology that would help us eliminate pollution, hunger, disease, and want.

			“Dr. Roop has assured us that the nations of the Earth would maintain their local sovereignty,” Ms. Price assured me. “In case you were worried about that.”

			I couldn’t imagine why she thought I would even care, but still, good to know.

			“How you order your local affairs is of little interest to the Confederation,” Dr. Roop said, “as long as the various countries of your world demonstrate the values and behaviors we consider commensurate with our standards. We will give you the means to create a just and fair world, and if you are able to take advantage of what you are given, then you can advance to full participation in the Confederation. Eventually, you will be provided with the technology for interstellar travel.”

			Given how ready many people are to abuse power, justice and fairness seemed like a tall order. “And if we fail to achieve justice and equality?” I asked. “What then?”

			“Then nothing,” said the giraffe man. “We shall leave you alone and come check back in a few decades to see if you’ve worked out your problems. There’s no downside to participating. You can only benefit.”

			“This end to disease you mentioned,” I said. “Is that for real?”

			“Oh, yes,” Dr. Roop said. “We can’t eliminate all minor ailments and discomforts, but chronic and deadly disease will be a thing of the past.”

			I couldn’t help but think about that particular benefit. My mother would be cured. No more ALS. She would not have to turn into a living corpse. I realized that beyond how much I loved all of this for its own sake, I had a very personal interest in the Confederation of United Planets being impressed with the people of the Earth.

			“Why young people?” I asked. “And more importantly, why me? How, of all the kids on Earth, did you come up with my name?”

			Dr. Roop widened his eyes, which I began to suspect might be his species’ version of a smile or a nod. “Adolescents are particularly well suited for evaluation because they are old enough and sufficiently educated to represent your world and its cultures, but not so fully developed as to be resistant to new ways and new technologies. Over time we have found that using beings your age—or the species-relevant equivalent—for this evaluation gives us the best and most accurate sense of compatibility.”

			“Okay,” I said. “I guess I can see that. But why me?”

			“Maybe,” Ms. Price suggested, “we should tell you a little bit more about the other young people the Confederation has selected.” She picked up a remote device, and a screen came down on the far side of the room and the lights dimmed. She then flicked a few keys on her keyboard, and the image of a kid about my age appeared on the screen. He was dark-skinned and thin with narrow, focused eyes like he was concentrating on something. He wore a white dress shirt with a sweater over it that had some kind of symbol on the right breast, which I figured was a private-school insignia.

			“This is Charles D’Ujanga,” Ms. Price said. “He’s twelve, from Uganda, and remarkably gifted in both math and science. He was born in a horribly poor village, and orphaned quite young, but by incredible luck his gifts were discovered early by a UN doctor. Consequently, he’s been the beneficiary of some excellent NGO aid that’s allowed him to go to the best schools in his country. Given the political problems in Uganda, this is no small thing.”

			She hit a few keys on the keyboard and the picture of an Asian girl flashed onto the screen. She wore a martial-arts uniform and had her legs firmly planted, and her arms up, as if ready to block a punch. It was clearly an action photo, and the girl’s short hair was pointed upward, as though she’d just landed after jumping. “This is Park Mi Sun. Despite her youth, she is the reigning female tae kwon do champion in South Korea.”

			“We are not a belligerent society,” Dr. Roop explained, “but we respect the grace and discipline to be found in martial arts from many species and their cultures. Also, we are fond of Jackie Chan films.”

			I nodded appreciatively. “I just saw Supercop.”

			“That’s a good one,” Dr. Roop agreed.

			Ms. Price sighed and clicked, and the image of another girl came onto the screen. This one had bronze skin, long black hair, and an oval face with sharp cheekbones, large eyes, and a dazzling smile. Her clothes suggested she was from India or Pakistan or someplace in that part of the world.

			“And, finally, this is Nayana Gehlawat from Jalandhar, India. You may already know her name.”

			On the other hand, I might not. “Sorry.”

			“She’s ranked the third best chess player in the world, though it’s only a matter of time before she’s number one,” Ms. Price said. “Are you sure you haven’t heard of her? There was a lot of coverage in the media last year when she shot up the ranks after beating Magnus Carlsen.”

			I shrugged. “I got an Xbox last year, so I was sort of distracted.”

			Ms. Price clicked her remote, and the screen rose and the lights came back up. “And there you have it,” she said. “If you agree to go, those are going to be the only human beings you’ll have contact with for the coming year. Besides me, that is.” A normal person would have smiled after saying this. Ms. Price tapped her nails on her desk.

			I, meanwhile, was considering the implications of what I had learned. That sinking feeling in my gut was all too familiar. Normally I’d swallow my pride and keep my head down, but that didn’t seem like an option here. I had to say what was on my mind.

			“Those guys are really impressive,” I said. “They have all these amazing skills. Best chess player in the world? I don’t have anything like that. Why am I even here?”

			“Your confusion is understandable,” Dr. Roop said gently. “Let me explain. The selection committee chooses from each world three beings they believe have the best chance of success in the Confederation. However, we do not want to bias the process by selecting only particular representatives who match our ideals, since it is never wise to evaluate a species based only on extraordinary individuals. Consequently, there is always a fourth being chosen at random, one picked from a somewhat contoured pool, but still a more or less blind choice.”

			“Somewhat contoured?” I said. “What does that mean?”

			“In this case, as your species conforms to the quite popular male-female gender split, we wanted to balance things out with a second male,” Dr. Roop said. “Also, because yours is the most culturally dominant nation on your world, and it had not yet been represented, we felt it was prudent to pick an American. Or a Canadian. We don’t understand the difference.”

			“So,” I said, “my name was pulled from a hat of twelve-year-old North American boys.”

			“Eleven to thirteen, but yes,” said Dr. Roop.

			“And there’s nothing about me to make anyone, anywhere, think that I have a better chance of success than any other boy my age?”

			“Initially, yes,” Ms. Price said, looking at me through narrowed eyes, as if to suggest she had been steadily revising her estimation downward.

			“And this healing technology you mentioned,” I said. “What if I made helping my mother a condition of my going?”

			Ms. Price rolled her eyes. That again.

			“I wish I could offer such an incentive,” Dr. Roop said. “Were it my choice, I would happily provide your mother with the aid she needs, but our laws preclude any technological or medical assistance to species that haven’t gone through the evaluation.”

			I didn’t think there was much to be gained by asking him to violate the Prime Directive. I knew what I had to do, so I stood up and looked at them both.

			“I am really flattered,” I said. “I can’t believe what I’ve seen and learned here. This is, without a doubt, the most incredible day of my life. But I’m going to have to take a pass.”

			“What?” cried Ms. Price. “Sit down!”

			“Sorry,” I said. “I’m out. Can someone drive me home?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			

			I was not chickening out. Not really.

			Sure, I was afraid. Terrified. I was going full coward on this. It’s one thing to daydream, as we all have, about going off in a spaceship and having amazing adventures with a giraffe in a business suit, but when the dapper giraffe shows up and is ready to whisk you off to the stars, I think it’s perfectly reasonable to want to crawl into the fetal position.

			Even so, fear was not calling the shots. If all other things had been equal, I don’t think excitement would have had any problem beating out terror. I was not about to miss out on new life and new civilizations simply because the thought of leaving the planet made me want to wet my pants.

			I was backing out because I wasn’t up to the task. My mom was dying, and she was going to die about the worst death imaginable. If the right person went and convinced the aliens that the human race was worthy, we would get advanced alien medical knowledge, and my mother would get to live. I didn’t want to miss out on the time she had left, but more importantly, I couldn’t risk messing things up. I would pass on the adventure of a lifetime and let someone halfway competent take my place.

			•   •   •

			Dr. Roop stood up and actually blocked my way. He looked down from his eight-foot vantage, and held out his long arms so I couldn’t pass. Apparently, he was taking no chances. “I don’t think you understand.”

			“I understand perfectly,” I said. “Dr. Roop, I really, really appreciate this offer, and you have no idea how much I want to go, but I’m not your guy. I’m completely average. I can’t fight or play champion-level chess or do math or any of that stuff. I have nothing to contribute. You’re better off getting someone else.”

			“There is no one else,” Dr. Roop said, lowering his arms. The dramatic gesture had apparently run its course. “This is how the process works. The decision of the selection committee is final, and it has to be that way.”

			“Trust me,” said Ms. Price without bothering to look up from her computer. “They won’t budge on this point.”

			“We’ve learned from experience that nations will go to war to get more of their own people in the initiate delegation,” Dr. Roop explained. “The only way to make the process successful and peaceful is to render it immutable.”

			“So if I don’t go, humanity is one man short?”

			Dr. Roop cocked his head and looked at me with his big yellow eyes, which appeared sad. “If you don’t go, Zeke, humanity is out of the running. We’ll try again in sixty years, but if we can’t recruit the delegation selected by the committee, then there is no delegation.”

			I stood there, speechless.

			“I know you are thinking about your mother,” Dr. Roop said. “If you want her to have a chance at being cured, you must agree to participate.”

			That changed the scenario. I nodded and sat my butt back down. Ms. Price continued typing away on her laptop. A glance at her screen told me she was using my time of personal crisis, my moment to make a decision that would affect all of humanity, to catch up on her e-mail.

			•   •   •

			I had so many questions, I hardly even knew where to begin.

			“When do we leave?”

			“As soon as you are ready,” said Ms. Price, looking up. “The other candidates began meeting with their governments three days ago. They have all agreed to participate. At this point, we are waiting for you.”

			They met three days ago. “You tried to get someone else too. That’s how you know you can’t change their minds.”

			Ms. Price did that thing that, for government employees, stood in for a smile. She blinked and pursed her lips. “We had hoped to put our best foot forward.”

			“But I’m the foot you’re stuck with.”

			“We are delighted that an American citizen will be part of this delegation,” she assured me.

			“I can understand why you might feel inadequate,” Dr. Roop said, “but random participants often become not simply a part of the team, but major contributors.”

			“I get it,” I said, having had enough of the pep talk. I was the resident loser. That’s how it was, so time to move on. “Where exactly are we going?”

			“Ah,” said Dr. Roop, sitting taller in his chair now that we’d moved beyond my protests. “You will be based for the year on Confederation Central, a massive space station more or less in the center of our territory, and the capital city of our civilization. It is the seat of government, home to several of our finest universities, and has some of the best museums in the galaxy. Approximately twelve million beings are aboard at any given time.”

			“So it’s like Babylon 5,” I said.

			“Yes and no,” Dr. Roop said without missing a beat. “The station was not built for the purpose it currently serves. In fact, we did not build it at all, but rather inherited it from a species of beings who lived long before us. We call them the Formers.”

			“So the station is like the Citadel from Mass Effect, and these Formers are like the Protheans?”

			“Best foot forward,” Miss Price said, clearly irritated by my dorking out.

			Dr. Roop held up a hand. “No, no, Ms. Price. As I explained, these narratives are, in part, the result of our influence, and Zeke’s familiarity with them may prove a genuine advantage.” He turned to me. “I feel certain you must have noticed that my appearance is similar to a creature from your own planet. I am said to resemble a gorilla, yes?”

			“Giraffe,” I corrected.

			“That’s right. You are the one who resembles the gorilla. But you must think it rather an odd coincidence that I should so closely resemble an Earth creature.”

			“Yes, but given everything else that’s going on, I didn’t see the point in bringing it up.” I had read, and been disappointed to learn, that most scientists believed any alien intelligence we might encounter would be so different that communication would likely be impossible. It was the height of self-absorption and fantasy, such theories said, to presume other planets would evolve species that were more or less the same as us. I guess they got that wrong.

			“There are hundreds of planets in the Confederation, but thousands upon thousands of inhabited planets in our galaxy,” Dr. Roop said. “We believe that most, if not all, of these worlds—indeed, the systems in which the worlds are located—were partially or entirely altered by the Formers so that they could sustain life. These planets are all approximately the same size and have similar rotation cycles, atmospheres, climate types, and so on. More than that, the same seed stock of genetic material was deposited on each of these planets.”

			Here I could have mentioned the Preservers from Star Trek or the Ancients from Stargate. Come to think of it, I could have mentioned my father’s show, Colony Alpha, which also featured a mysterious precursor race that had left behind valuable technology. Much of the show revolved around the two warring factions’ efforts to find and understand ancient artifacts while the last of Earth’s population, located on an isolated colony planet, found itself in the middle. I demonstrated wisdom and restraint by holding my tongue.

			“Life develops in somewhat similar patterns on many different worlds,” Dr. Roop continued. “You will see dozens of alien species on Confederation Central, a majority of them bipeds of approximately four to eight feet in height. This seems to be the direction in which the Formers wished us to evolve. You will see sentient races that look like animals from your world. On some worlds there are likely animals that look like human beings.”

			“Let’s not belabor this point,” Ms. Price said, moving her hand in a circular let’s go motion.

			“It is always a good time to learn,” Dr. Roop said. “Don’t you agree, Ms. Price?”

			“I work for the government,” she answered, “so, no, I don’t agree. Let’s talk logistics.”

			“Very well. To remain on schedule, we would like to leave in two days. By that time, you should be aboard our orbiting spacecraft. That ship will take us to rendezvous with the delegates from one of the other applying species, and then we will go to Confederation Central, where you will attempt to demonstrate your species’ ability to thrive within our society.”

			“And how will I do that?” I asked, already sure I was going to fail miserably at whatever they wanted me to do.

			“We will explain in due course. You need not concern yourself just yet.”

			“And can all four species become part of the Confederation,” I asked, “or just one of us?”

			“Sometimes all four groups succeed. Sometimes none do. You are competing against yourselves, not one another. Any other questions?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “How does space travel work? Most of the stuff I’ve read says that faster-than-light travel is impossible.”

			“I shall spare you the details,” said Dr. Roop. “You only need to know that we travel outside relativistic space, so there are no problems with time dilation, if that was your question.”

			“I’m pretty sure what you’re saying is beyond his concerns,” Ms. Price said.

			As it happens, that was my nerdy concern. I had a pretty good layman’s understanding of this stuff. According to Einstein, as you approach the speed of light, you not only require exponentially more energy as you acquire more mass, but you also experience the flow of time differently than the universe around you. The closer you get to light speed, the more the variance between the vessel and everything else outside it, so at high speeds a trip that only takes a few months for the crew of a ship would happen over centuries for everyone else. I was glad to hear that these Confederation guys had found a way around that problem.

			“And this is all safe?”

			“There are risks, of course,” Dr. Roop said, “but our safety record is significantly better than that of your auto travel on this planet, and superior even to your own aviation travel.”

			That was all good to know, but no matter how safe it was, my mother was not going to like the idea of me going off into space.

			Apparently reading my mind, Ms. Price handed me a file containing an alarmingly thick document.

			“What’s this?” I asked.

			“That,” she said, “is a permission slip.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			

			I spent the night in a guest room that felt like a cross between a wedding suite and a mountain-man hideout. In the morning I found a tray outside my door containing juice, some fruit, and a pastry. There was also a note telling me to come down to Ms. Price’s office at exactly eleven. I was on time, because that’s the kind of guy I am.

			The first thing Ms. Price had me do, once she finished ignoring me for twenty minutes, was call my mother. I didn’t love the idea of her being summoned to Camp David, but I supposed it was a step up from being called to the principal’s office. When I spoke to her, I swore that everything was fine—better than fine—and that I really had been given an incredible opportunity. Then Ms. Price took the phone and told her a car was already on its way and she should be ready in an hour. Then she hung up on my mother.

			“I suppose you’ll want to meet the other children,” she said.

			“What, they’re here?”

			She nodded. “The participating nations agreed that a single location was preferable to having alien craft zipping all over the planet. Everyone was flown in on conventional aircraft last night. They’ll head up to the ship later today, and you’ll join them once your affairs are settled.”

			“Then, sure,” I said. “That would be great.”

			She led me through a series of hallways and into what looked like a high-level meeting room. There was a long wooden table, and on one wall were multiple video screens of the sort that allow a president to keep an eye on wars as they unfold.

			Inside, I also saw the other kids from the slide show. Charles D’Ujanga and Park Mi Sun were both sitting at the table, reading through thick binders. Charles wore khaki pants, a white short-sleeved dress shirt and a tie. Tae Kwon Do Girl wore jeans and a long-sleeved patterned shirt. Her hair was cut short, and though she had seemed pretty in the picture I’d seen, her scowl made her appear a little intimidating. They both looked up when I stepped into the room. Charles grinned broadly.

			Then I saw Nayana Gehlawat. She wore dark jeans and a green and gold shirt that looked like material for a sari, with a matching scarf around her neck. Her hair was long and a little wild, falling into her eyes. I was also impressed by the fact that she was sitting in a chair, legs pulled under her, reading a paperback copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.

			I wanted to go talk to her at once, but Charles was up and out of his chair, pumping my hand. “You must be Ezekiel Reynolds,” he said. His voice had a clipped and precise accent. “I am Charles D’Ujanga, and I am pleased to meet you.”

			“Zeke,” I said. “Great to meet you too.”

			Park Mi Sun looked up from her reading and gave me a brief nod. “Hey,” she said.

			“Hey,” I answered to show I could be unenthusiastic too if I wanted.

			Charles interrupted our brilliant exchange. “This is truly the most amazing thing, don’t you agree? There is so much to do—papers to sign and meetings and arrangements—that it is easy to forget that we have met a being from another world, and we shall soon meet many more.”

			“Dude,” I said. “Totally.” He was more articulate than I was, but I appreciated that he was having the same trouble I was in getting my head around it.

			“What’s in those binders you guys have?” I asked.

			“They are our individual governments’ directives,” he said. “You will not need one because a member of your government travels with you. I understand you are to follow us tomorrow.”

			I nodded. “Assuming I can get my mother to agree to let me go.”

			“I cannot imagine she would object to you having this incredible experience!” I hadn’t met a lot of people who spoke with exclamation marks, but he was one of them.

			“Yeah,” I said, but I knew he could probably not imagine she had ALS, either.

			“I hope you will excuse me.” He gestured toward his binder. “I must demonstrate my understanding of my government’s policy before I am cleared to depart.”

			“Sure,” I said. I headed over to Nayana. Unlike the South Korean girl, she did not seem to have a do-not-disturb sign swinging from her psychic doorknob. As I approached, she held up the book and met my gaze. “Have you read this?” she asked. She had an extremely proper British accent, which I suspected was real and not the translator.

			“Sure, like a dozen times,” I said. “It’s hilarious.”

			She tossed it onto the table. “Papa gave it to me before I left, but I find it far too silly.”

			By some miracle of self-control I kept myself from displaying disbelief. “It’s supposed to be silly. That’s why it’s fun.” I chose to say nothing about Douglas Adams’s connection to Doctor Who, because this felt like the wrong way to get on her good side.

			She studied me for a long moment, as though she could not quite believe what I was saying. I, on the other hand, was wondering if it was possible to spend a year with someone who didn’t like Hitchhiker’s Guide.

			“Forgive me,” she said, holding out her arm with her hand hanging limp like it had been detached. “I’m Nayana.”

			“I’m Zeke,” I said, waggling the loose hand, “and of course I know who you are. You’re totally famous.”

			“Oh, please,” she said, with a dismissive wave of the hand. “You’ve never heard of me. Or do you follow chess?”

			“Not religiously or anything,” I said. “I don’t, like, watch the Chess Network or whatever, but everyone knows about how you beat Magnus Carlsen last year.” I figured I had it, I might as well use it. “That was pretty sweet.”

			“It is fine when people admire me for my skill at the game,” she assured me. And what a relief it was to learn she was okay with my admiration. “That doesn’t bother me in the least, but all the reporters and cameras and magazine spreads became a bit of a bore very quickly. I suppose if I were a plain Jane they wouldn’t have cared, but they were all agog to stare at the beautiful chess genius.” She shook her head sadly. “It’s nothing but foolishness.”

			“Yeah, foolishness,” I agreed. “For fools. And morons.”

			She was now squinting. I was starting to think I might have made a better impression, but I was also starting to think that it was possible to be beautiful and a chess genius and kind of an unpleasant person.

			“Would you be a dear and fetch me a sparkling water?” She gestured toward a sideboard, about fifteen feet away, where drinks and snacks had been set up. “I’m terribly thirsty.”

			I wanted to tell her that she should go fetch her own sparkling water, but I thought that there were only four of us, and antagonizing a third of my companions for the next year might be a bad move. She was almost certainly testing me, seeing if I would volunteer to be her servant when we left Earth. I didn’t particularly want to be her personal butler, but I also didn’t want to do anything to make her dislike me. My Spidey-sense told me she could put on a pretty fierce dislike.

			I fetched her the water, and Park Mi Sun scowled at me as I did it. She clearly didn’t think much of my butlering, so I guessed I had to make sure I won Nayana over. The idea of both of them hating me before we even left Earth was completely depressing.

			When I came over with the bottle and a glass, she let out a world-weary sigh. “No lime?”

			“I didn’t see any.”

			She pressed her lips together and cocked her head. “Might I trouble you to ask for some?”

			Like an idiot, I did ask, and Agent McTeague, a guy who under other circumstances was supposed to take a bullet for the president, ended up both fetching limes and thinking I was the lame-o who wanted them. When I finally had the drink prepared for Nayana, she gestured to a little table next to where she sat. “Right there is fine,” she said, and picked up her binder.

			I sat there in the room with the three of them reading their binders, and after five minutes I wanted to throw myself out the window. Then Ms. Price stepped into the room and told me she wanted a word.

			•   •   •

			We sat in a couple of chairs outside the meeting room. Ms. Price folded her hands and looked at me the way I’d once seen my mom look at a mouse she’d discovered in our kitchen, when she couldn’t decide if she should chase it out of the house or crush it with a broom. Maybe that was a bad analogy, because Ms. Price seemed pretty solidly in the mouse-crushing camp.

			“I want to talk to you about certain problems you may face once you leave Earth.”

			“If I leave Earth,” I said. “My mother hasn’t agreed to anything.”

			“She’ll agree,” Ms. Price said, flicking her fingers impatiently. “Your mother won’t forbid you from helping all of humanity because she doesn’t want to miss out on a year of baking cookies and tucking you in for night-night kisses.”

			“Do you have children?” I asked.

			She scowled. “What do you think?”

			“I think you haven’t been around this many people under eighteen since you graduated from high school.”

			“Correct.”

			“I’ll try not to get on your nerves,” I told her, giving her my best smile. It was more polite than saying You are both intense and super scary.

			She sighed. “I wish we had better material to work with, but you’re what we’ve got.”

			“Thanks,” I said. I packed up the smile and put it away.

			“I’ve read your school records. You seem to get into a lot of trouble.”

			“I never cause those incidents,” I told her, hating how defensive I sounded.

			She flicked an indifferent hand upward. She could not trouble herself to care. “The president exerted a lot of influence to make certain the United States provided the adult permitted to accompany the delegation. We had to promise all kinds of beneficial trade deals with India and South Korea, and offer a great deal of aid to Uganda.”

			“Welcome aboard?” I offered.

			Her facial tic suggested I was, once again, too slow to get the point. “It’s also worth pointing out that the other species are not sending any sort of chaperone. Only Earth.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the other species didn’t think to ask,” Ms. Price said. “And that is my point. Dr. Roop has allowed me to review certain data about the Confederation in advance of our departure, and I find some things both interesting and troubling. More than eighty percent of the member species evolved from herbivores. Almost none of the species eat primarily meat, and most of those that are omnivores eat mostly insects or other small, harmless creatures.”

			“What are you telling me? That I should order a hamburger before I go?”

			She sighed at my failure to understand her point. “Do you know what the symbol of the Confederation is? It’s a gas giant, like Jupiter. Do you know why?”

			I took a moment to consider what I knew about planets of that sort. “Maybe there’s a gas giant in the outer solar system of every inhabited planet,” I proposed.

			She squinted at me, maybe impressed, maybe suspicious. “How could you know that?”

			“I’m into this stuff,” I said. “Gas giants are supposed to be a possible precondition for intelligent life. The gravity pulls big stuff into the planet’s orbit. If we didn’t have Jupiter to protect us, the Earth would constantly be getting smashed by asteroids and comets, like the one that killed the dinosaurs.”

			She nodded. “Correct, and their symbol is this thing that exists to protect them, not a thing they have done to protect themselves. They’re passive. They’re sheep.” Her voice grew quiet. “They are nice and orderly and calm and helpful, but they are not innovators or inventors like we are. All of their technology comes from these ancient aliens, these Formers, and they’ve been recycling their old technology for centuries. They have very little crime, and even less violent crime, not because they’ve solved those problems but because they never had them in the first place. I don’t know why they asked us to apply—we’re much more aggressive than most member species. So my point is that you are going to have to be on your best behavior. I’m less worried about your average intellect and lack of useful skills than I am about your adolescent rebelliousness. You need to keep it in check. No fighting, no troublemaking, no rule breaking.”

			“I am not a troublemaker,” I said. I didn’t want to tell her that I got picked on a lot, because that would sound pathetic.

			“I don’t care what you were,” she said. “I only care what you will be. Understand that I will do anything to make certain Earth is accepted into the Confederation, and if your behavior becomes a problem, then I will deal with it in ways you won’t like.”

			“I also respond well to positive reinforcement. I like Twizzlers, FYI.”

			She stood up. “Tone down the sarcasm. I’m not sure how it translates. Now I need to speak to the rest of the delegation, so go wander around the grounds or something until your mother arrives.”

			She went inside the meeting room and closed the door. She paused, just a beat, and then locked it. Whatever she had to say to the other humans, it was not for me to hear.

			•   •   •

			They made my mother sign nondisclosure agreements with serious legal consequences for violation, but I couldn’t imagine they would have actually prosecuted her for speaking up. Who was going to believe her if she claimed the government was in on a scheme to send her son to Hogwarts in space? The end result was that later that afternoon I was back in Ms. Price’s office with Dr. Roop and now my mother, looking utterly astonished.

			My mother wasn’t skeptical about what they were saying. It’s easy to believe in aliens when an actual alien is making the case. The Confederation’s laws prevented my mother from getting the translation nanites, so Ms. Price and I had to tell her what Dr. Roop was saying. Mostly me. Ms. Price tended to type on her laptop when other people were speaking.

			Dr. Roop was a charming giraffe guy, but even he couldn’t make her happy about her son heading into space for a year. Given that my mother didn’t know just how many years she had left, I understood that this was hard for her. It was hard for me, too.

			They let us have some time alone together in an adjoining room. My mother looked pale, and maybe a few years older than the last time I’d seen her. Her eyes were red, but she wasn’t crying. Not yet. Or maybe not anymore. Or maybe both.
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