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      It was just supposed to be a fun field trip. 

      

      Adrian

      I am in so much trouble. I was the one who talked the principal into letting my fourth grade class invite kids in the same grade from the Mylos Fleet into joining us for a picnic on Friendship Day. It’s all gone horribly wrong. Humans First turned up to protest and things got ugly real fast. Worst of all, one of the Mylos children and I were snatched! I managed to get us away, but that hasn’t stopped me from being eyed as a possible accomplice or something. Oh, and I'm crushing on one of the insanely hot alien investigators, as if everything else wasn't bad enough.

      

      Klora

      I have so many questions. How did Humans First even discover that children from the Fleet were attending that field trip? How did they know which children to target? How did Adrian Morris manage to get himself and Tyrone away from the kidnappers? And finally, just why has my mating display kicked into gear? I haven’t been notified of a match…
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      For all those who’ve ever wished upon a star. May all your dreams come true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        In times of stress, the best thing we can do for each other is to listen with our ears and our hearts and to be assured that our questions are just as important as our answers.

        FRED ROGERS
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      “Do you know what ‘polishing your sword’ is a euphemism for?” Peterson asked me.

      I shook my head as I rubbed the cloth over the metal, having already checked the blade over carefully for any scratches or nicks I might have missed. I’d been in somewhat of a hurry after my last combat training session, and while I was careful with my weapons, I’d taken care of it while paying closer attention to the latest episode of the BBC’s Death in Paradise than I had to my blade.

      Peterson chuckled and made a rude hand gesture I’d learned meant jacking off.

      “What does doing that to one’s cock have to do with…oh. Nevermind, I’ve got it now.” I laughed. “Polishing your sword. Good.”

      “Yeah, and I can’t believe you guys go swing those about every week. It’s positively medieval.”

      “It’s better to fight with blades than blow a hole in the side of the ship,” our L.T.C. replied tersely. “Which is why from next week, you’ll be issued your own blades and begin training.”

      Peterson blinked. “I’m getting a sword?”

      “That is what I just said. If you’ve become hard of hearing, I suggest visiting Sick Bay so they can do something about it.”

      Peterson held up both of his hands. “Nope. Just was rather taken aback, is all.”

      “We also learn to fight with daggers,” I informed him.

      “Yeah,” he looked interested in that idea. “Can I get one of those as well?”

      “Two,” I replied, sliding my sword back into its scabbard and removing my twin daggers from their case. “We fight two-handed with our daggers.”

      “That’s pretty hardcore,” Peterson replied. “The guys back at the FBI are gonna go nuts when they find out we’ve learned to do that shit. We should start going down wearing those and not just our stunners. Go fully armed. Really give those assholes at the bureau something to talk about.”

      Sachuu shook his head at him. “You should put them out of your mind unless having to deal with them face to face in the moment.”

      “Yeah, well, the b.s. we ran into the last time still pisses me off. Anyway, don't you guys worry. We’ll hold down the fort just fine while you go do the wedding arch thing.”

      “If the protests get out of hand, we might not be going,” Sachuu replied morosely. “Richie and Rosie may have to go without me.”

      I looked at him pityingly. Everyone knew he was in trouble with Richie. How in the world had he managed to not tell him about the first two cats he’d adopted? How hard could it have been? When Rosie had asked, “Can we get a kitty?” all he had to say was, “Yes, we can get two more for you. I’m sure my cats would love more furry friends!” See? Simple. Only he hadn’t, and he’d left his cats in boarding where they’d been while he spent far too much time down on earth dealing with bureaucracy and chasing down leads during our hunt for Star Spangled Killer and Linda Takahashi’s missing husband and runaway lawyer.

      Linda Takahashi. My lip curled. She’d certainly had a rude awakening when she’d been sent to face our Council’s High Court for the crimes we had hard proof she’d committed. That stupid bitch had actually thought that she was going to get off scot free if we couldn’t find her husband’s body. News flash: she hadn’t. We had her on the inheritance fraud and custody interference charges. She’d face additional murder charges soon enough, once the guy who’d pretended to be her lawyer was in custody. The actual lawyer had turned up dead under a flower bed in her yard, but those charges were unfortunately still pending because he was human and the FBI was still trying to claim it was their case to prosecute. We’d prevail in the end, but hopefully we’d find the husband in the meantime so this whole thing wouldn’t drag out.

      “Attention!” Xeranos’s voice echoed around our office. “All senior security members are to report to Commander Gundar’s office immediately.”

      Our kunnarskyns went off and a quick glance down showed the same message.

      “Jesus!” Peterson swore. “It still feels weird when it does that.” He rubbed around the edges of the kunnarskyn he’d recently had implanted.

      “Lock your weapons in the armory and let’s go,” Sachuu ordered and I scrambled to obey while the rest of my team hastened out the door.

      “Xeranos,” I asked as I opened the armory safe in our office..

      “Protestors have kidnapped a teacher from one of the human schools participating in the Central Park picnic as well as Tyrone, one of our own young from here in the Fleet.”

      This was bad. Very, very bad and those kidnappers were about to find out just how truly terrible it was when the might of the Mylos Fleet came crashing down on them.

      “Okay, I’m on my way!” I growled, relocking the safe and running out the door. The sooner we caught those guys and got their hostages back safely, the better. And they’d best not have harmed so much as a hair on their heads, especially young Tyrone. There would be no saving their sorry souls if they had.
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      “I don’t like the look of all those protesters,” Shirley Templeton said.

      “I don’t either,” I replied to the anxious mother. I had a feeling that after this, she’d never volunteer to assist with another class field trip, ever. Still, I needed to reassure her and the kids that everything was going to be okay. Which I wasn’t sure about in the least, but if anyone panicked, things could become so much worse than they already might be. “But we’ll be fine. Look, everyone, the police are holding them all back and we’re walking away from them to where our buses are waiting, right by the Mylos saucers. We’ve got Mylos guards and more police escorting us to where we need to go. It’s not that far at all, really, and before you know it, we’ll all be on our way home and this will be just a wild and crazy story to tell everyone for years to come.”

      The closer we got to our designated parking area and landing zone, the larger the group around us grew as other school groups who came to enjoy the Friendship Day Picnic in the Park event headed back towards the ships and buses. Our fourth grade class had the distinction of being from the only school who’d shared their picnic with actual children from the Mylos Fleet, something I was very proud of as I had been the one to talk our school principal into letting me reach out to Fleet’s Public Affairs Office with the invitation. Everyone else had to make do with meeting the attending Mylos children by happenstance, interacting with the members of the Fleet who were organizing the games for all the children, and waving back at the large screens dotted around the picnic space showing children living within the Fleet as they enjoyed their own picnics far overhead.

      “Okay, class,” I called out, coming to a stop as the other attendees surged around us. “Make sure you have your buddy with you, holding your hand. I’m going to call your names. Please let me know you’re here and be loud so I can hear you over all the noise.”

      The Mylos guards escorting us also stopped, along with Lorraine, the fourth grade teacher from Star Dancer, the ship our guests hailed from. She also began doing a headcount.

      “Alrighty then, we’ve got everybody!” I cheered at my kids and they cheered back.

      “All present here and accounted for too,” Lorraine confirmed.

      “Can we just go ahead and get back on the bus?” Shirley Templeton fretted, wringing her hands.

      “Yes, sure,” I replied, moving to do just that as a group of staff members from another school darted out from beside the buses, no doubt trying to make their way to their own group to hurry them along. At least, that’s what I thought before they ran right through us, separating us from each other. Our Mylos guards reacted quickly, but there were only four of them and at least twice as many of these people.

      “Hey, what the?” I shouted.

      “Sorry!” one of the men shouted and several of them turned back towards the buses. I realized too late that they’d managed to cut my class off from me, which was frustrating as hell, but things like this are exactly why we take along at least one parent as an assistant. Surely Mrs. Templeton could manage to make it twenty feet. Our bus was right there, a mere five feet away from us now, so once I made it there, I could stand inside and call out to her so she and the children could finish making their way. That was the plan, right up to the moment the man who’d spoken to me moments earlier jabbed me in the side of the head with a quick punch. I heard someone scream and the sound of children starting to cry as I fell to the ground.

      “What are you -”

      “Sorry,” a woman said, helping me up.

      “No, we’re not,” the man replied while oddly wrapping a strong arm around me to help me towards the bus. Oh, not towards the bus but between it and the one next to it, where a much smaller bus was parked.

      “No,” I protested. “That’s my bus over there.” I pointed, then squinted. He’d clocked me pretty good and my vision was a little blurry. Ugh. He’d probably given me a concussion and now I was wondering why I’d let him help me walk over here after ringing my bell like that. And where was our bus driver? Had he gotten off the bus to help round up the students?”

      “Shut up and get on,” the woman advised me as another man rushed up and into the smaller bus with a child.

      “Hey, he’s one of the Mylos -” I began.

      “We know,” the woman replied.”Now shut up and get on. Don’t make us have to hurt you and the kid.”

      It dawned on me then. This was a kidnapping.

      “You targeted us!” I accused, making my feet obey me as I walked drunkenly the last few steps to the strange bus, unwilling to leave the kid alone with these hooligans. One of the assholes shoved me up the steps inside and I stumbled.

      “Go, go, go!” one of them shouted at their driver, who already had the engine idling. And then we were off and the man who’d punched me was manhandling me into the seat next to the boy they’d taken.

      “Keep him quiet,” he ordered me.

      The boy looked at me, looking strangely calm.

      “It’s okay,” he told me. “The Fleet will come for us.”

      I nodded numbly, feeling pitiful because the kid was trying to comfort me, as if he thought I was the one needing it.

      “I’m Tyrone.”

      I smiled at him. “Yes, the one everyone called Ty.”

      He nodded. “And you’re Mr. McDuffie, the teacher that invited us.”

      “Yes.”

      He patted my hand and I smiled down at him.

      “I said to keep him quiet!” the man roared and I winced, the sound piercing its way through my already aching skull.

      Ty made a zipping motion over his lips and turned to look out the window. I knew he was right. Police, the FBI, Homeland, the Mylos, if they were law enforcement or adjacent, they’d be hot on the trail. I just hoped we came to a stop sooner than later. I really hated to think what they’d do if I vomited all of my picnic lunch up from all this jouncing around. This bus really needed its suspension looked at.
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      “I’m glad to see you all,” Commander Gundar said, looking at each of us in turn from behind his desk. “I’m sorry to have had to call you here, however, for such a grave matter.”

      The L.T.C. gave a curt nod for all of us before saying, “We are ready to serve however we can,” speaking for each member of our team as we stood silently behind him, at attention.

      Commander Gundar took a deep breath in through his nose. “It’s a huge mess. Long story short, as Darla likes to say, is that the first official Friendship Day Picnic has ended in disaster. As you know, the city of New York agreed to hold it as the flagship event for the first annual Friendship Day.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Central Park had a large area blocked off from the general public, with a designated area close to the picnic area cordoned off for the various schools to park the buses they were transporting participating students in. Crowd control was in place using local law enforcement and park officials, as well as members of our own security forces.”

      “Yes, sir. All of the men selected for that duty were exemplary,” Sachuu replied, his shoulders stiffening. “I selected them myself.”

      The Commander waved his hand dismissively. “They are not being called into question. Entrance to the parking area was restricted via a pass which would be scanned and verified by the park officials in charge of admission. Even our shuttle, which took a small number of our own youngsters down to the surface to join one of the human school groups, had to produce a pass in order to check in after landing. The intention was that this way, no one unauthorized made it near any of the children, and if someone’s bus failed to arrive, they could be looked for.”

      Sachuu nodded. “It was agreed that protestors might try to prevent some of the participating schools from being able to go. I take it that despite all of the planned precautions, something dire has occurred.”

      “Indeed. It seems that someone who shouldn’t have had a pass received one and used it to bring in children who mysteriously left the event. Some adults remained behind in order to return to their bus, waiting for the Mylos children to return to the shuttle.”

      My veins filled with ice.

      “Did they hurt the kids?” Peterson burst out.

      “No, not as far as we know,” Gundar replied, shaking his head. “They swarmed them and their teacher, as well as the human fourth grade class who had hosted them. As a result, the two security members with them had their hands full trying to keep everyone together and moving towards their transportation. Human police noticed too late what was happening and before all was said and done, a human teacher and one of our children were herded towards the bus the miscreants arrived in and
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