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It was the perfect evening. Picnic blanket. Fried summer food. Coolest girl on the planet beside me.

Our hilltop spot gave us a panoramic view of Forest Grove. And when the sun disappeared in a blaze of those colors you only find in sunsets, it left the night sky wide open for the fireworks show.

Splat!

A gob of warm slime smacked me in the forehead and oozed down my cheek.

Correction. It was almost the perfect evening.

At least for a few minutes I had been able to forget that Amy and I were supervising a field trip of rowdy kids from outer space. It was just another one of our weird jobs as employees of Grandmas Intergalactic Bed & Breakfast.

Oh, I do apologize. Mrs. Crowzen, their teacherthe only other chaperone helping us watch these eight alien delinquentsrushed over, waving a hanky in her spindly claw. She reached down to wipe the slime from my face, but I held up my hands, fending her off. Her body was covered in crunchy exoskeleton plates, kind of like a crabs, which meant she was pretty clueless about the sensitivity of human skin. The last time she helped clean me up, I swear she almost rubbed hard enough to scrape down to the bone.

Its okay, I got it. I dragged my palm across my cheek and then wiped it on the ground, leaving a bright yellowish-green streak on the grass. It looked like the aftermath of the worlds messiest sneeze.

Dont worry about it, Mrs. Crowzen, Amy said, giving me a mischievous grin. David looks much better this way.

I scooped more slime off my face and flicked my fingers, splattering Amy with flecks of space goop.

Gross!

Hey, youre the one who wants to study everything about aliens. I flicked more snotty-drops at her. Im just giving you some free samples. Amy smacked me on the shoulder, hard; then we both burst out laughing.

Mrs. Crowzen raked her claws along her chest plate in a well-practiced motion, grating against a patch of little bumps to make an unpleasant screeching that instantly got the kids attention. Boys! You get over here this instant!

A pair of little aliens shuffled forward, heads bowed. They actually looked pretty humanoid, aside from the antennae and the whole drenched-in-slime thing. As obnoxious as they were, I almost felt bad for these two. Earths atmosphere was too humid for their bodies, causing the endless slime excretion. Maybe it was like sweating and it kept them from overheating or something. Whatever the explanation, it didnt make it any less gross.

You two owe our gracious hosts an apology. The teacher gestured at Amy and me.

But its not our fault! It feels like Im walking around in a bowl of glicklespitz soup on this planet. One of the little aliens held up a hand that was dripping trails of goop.

Were not trying to do any of this. It just happens. Look. The other one shook his body like a wet dog, and goo droplets sprayed everywhere. Amy and I yanked the blanket over our legs to avoid getting splattered again. It might have passed for an innocent mistake…but I caught the second alien hiding a grin.

So did Mrs. Crowzen. Nonsense, the teacher said, grabbing an antenna on top of each of their heads, twisting them until those little smiles turned into grimaces, and then marching the kids toward the rest of the group. You have been deliberately throwing clumps of secretion at each other ever since we arrived. And now you have soiled one of our hosts.

Again, Amy whispered, elbowing me in the ribs and snickering.

But we didnt mean to

You are going to behave like proper guests on this planet. Sit down and wait for the sky show. The aliens trudged down the line of blankets to where the other kids sat. On opposite sides, if you please. The boys split up and slumped onto the grass on either side of the crowd.

The otherworldly students were decked out in corny stars-and-stripes-themed paper hats and T-shirts to hide scales and extra limbs and neon skin colors. It worked from a distance, especially in the fading light. But it was far from the perfect disguise. Up close, they basically looked like the most patriotic group of space aliens in the galaxy.

The PA system crackled to life down in the park. Happy Fourth of July, Forest Grove, the mayors voice boomed out through the speakers. Im sure it was really loud down there, a safe distance from our little alien outing, but up on the hill the words were faint. The fireworks display will start in five minutes. A cheer drifted up from the crowd.

I stole a glance at Amy. She was watching the sky, eyes shining with excitement. But if I knew her, she was more interested in the constellations than the pyrotechnics. I scooched a little closer. Maybe I could put my arm around

AAAAAAHHHHHH! I yelled (no, it was not a scream, thankyouverymuch) as the picnic blanket came to life and jumped onto my lap.

Amy glanced over. What are you screaming about? she said. Its just Kanduu.

That wasnt a scream. I mentally ditched my plans to get closer to her, and sighed. Hi, Kanduu. The kid alien was only about two feet tall and had color-changing skin like a chameleon. Who knows how long hed been lurking there, blending in with the red-and-white-checkered pattern of the blanket, just waiting to scare me. It had been his favorite activity since arriving on the planet.

As Kanduu stood on my lap, his skin faded into the color of my old blue jeans. His class was from an inter-solar-system school made up of kids from different planets, so at least he didnt have the slime problem. Kanduu put his tiny hands on my chest and leaned forward until his squishy nose touched mine. Greetings, earthling. Take me to your leader.

Kanduu fell back on the blanket and rolled around, his laughter a series of honking noises. Hed heard that phrase in an old cartoon during one of Amys Movie Nights, and he thought it was hilarious. Just like all of his alien classmates. As if such a primitive planet as Earth could actually have leaders.

Amys the leader around here, I said, scooping the little guy up and dumping him on Amys lap. He cuddled into her arms and blended into her pink sweatshirt until they looked like one being.

I leaned over and grabbed a fried treat from the basket. The food was still warmI had stocked up at the snack stands in the park while Amy herded the alien kids.

Kanduu sniffed the air. What is that?

This, my friend, is a corn dog. I raised it by its stick handle. Pretty much the perfect food.

Kanduus spongy face scrunched up in disgust.

Whats the matter?

He gestured down the hill, where little kids were running around with dogs on the edge of the crowd. Humans eat their pets?

What? No. No, its not a real dog. Its just called that.

Kanduu tilted his little head. So…humans think that sounds tasty? To name foodstuffs after their cute little domesticated life companions?

I guess. I suppose it did sound a little gross when you thought of it like that.

He pointed. And then they impale the dog on a piece of wood?

I shrugged. Everything tastes better on a stick. Trust me. Its an Earth thing.

He sniffed again. My sensors inform me that this dog is a highly processed product made from the questionable parts of several different Earth beasts. One more sniff. Nutritional value: dubious at best.

Sure, but its a holiday. Food isnt bad for you if you eat it on a holiday.

Really?

All humans know this. Eating large quantities of unhealthy food is pretty much the basis of all our holiday activities.

Kanduu grabbed his little notebook and furiously scribbled some notes. Each night the kids had to write a report on the things they had learned about Earth that day.

Amy glanced over. Dont write that down, Kanduu. Hes teasing you.

I dunked the end of the corn dog into a puddle of ketchup on a paper plate.

Whats that? Kanduu asked.

I was getting tired of defending my planets food customs to a judgmental second grader. Blood, I said, then made crazy eyes and took a big bite.

Eeeewwwwww! Kanduu ducked his head and peered at me from beneath Amys arm.

I licked the ketchup from the corners of my mouth. Dogs blood.

YUCK! Kanduu covered his eyes and buried himself in Amys sweatshirt.

Amy swatted at my arm. Stop scaring the poor thing.

Oh, Im not scared. Kanduu popped right back up like a prairie dog. Can I try a bite?

Amy rolled her eyes. I guess boys are boys, no matter what planet theyre from.

You leave our hosts alone now, Mrs. Crowzen called from her position in the middle of the students behind us.

Its okay, I said over my shoulder, offering Kanduu a bite. He chewed thoughtfully, looking maybe a little disappointed that it wasnt totally disgusting.

Patriotic music blared from the PA speakers as the first firework streaked into the sky. The crowd cheered when it burst into a colorful shower of sparks. And then the show was on, one firework after another, sometimes four or five at the same time, a Boom! echoing a few seconds after each explosion.

Amy applauded, her face beaming in the rainbow glow. The Fourth of July show always makes me feel like a little girl again.

Huge pinwheels of color filled the sky. Shadows swirled up and down the surrounding trees, making the forest seem alive, like a group of giants enjoying the show. For a small town on the outskirts of Nowhere, Washington, it was actually a pretty impressive display.

Kanduu hopped onto my lap and tapped my chest. This is it? he asked. This is what we were waiting all evening for?

Yep. Humans think this is pretty cool. Sometimes its hard to impress aliens. Most come to Earth to get away from it all, to rough it without any super-advanced technology. The fireworks probably seemed quaint at best. Whats the matternot what you were expecting?

Its not that. I just thought it kind of looked like He broke off and scanned the surrounding grass. Here, let me show you. Kanduu jumped from my laphe was so light that the feeling barely registeredand stalked around the blanket.

What are you doing?

He held a finger up to his mouth hole (he didnt really have what you could call lips) in the human gesture for Quiet! that Amy had taught him. Then he straightened up and pointed at the ground. There she is!

I squinted, but I only saw a mound of grass. With a closer look, though, I noticed that the mound was shivering all over.

Kanduu bent down and talked to the lump. I knew my sensors were detecting you. Come on, get up.

The mound arose and unfurled itself into the shape of Kanduus little sister, Kandeel. She was even tinier than he was, and her skin mimicked the grass perfectlynot just the color but also the pattern of the individual blades. I could have looked all night and not found her.

She glanced up at me, then lowered her eyes and scurried back toward her classmates.

Wait up, her brother said, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her back to our blanket. I want you to show him the beacon. She resisted, but Kanduu was stronger, and Kandeels feet slid across the grass. You know, the one Mom made us bring.

Kandeel eyed me warily, and when they got close she wrenched free of her brothers grip and hid behind Amy, who was still watching the sky. Amy put her arm around the little girl alien.

I dont know why she likes you so much better, I muttered.

My guess would be your shirt.

Whats wrong with my shirt?

They can probably smell it from their home planet. Amy wrinkled her nose. You wear it every day and I bet you havent washed it in a week. I cant believe you didnt bring more clothes for a two-month stay.

I sniffed the shirt. Come on, its not that bad. Besides, its okay to wear the same clothes in the summer. The rules are different on vacation.

Kanduu scribbled in his notebook.

Dont write that one down, either, Amy said.

Kanduu set the notebook aside. Come on, show us the beacon, Kandeel. His sister peeked out at us from behind Amy. Just come here. Right over to the blanket. Kanduu said it soothingly, beckoning to her. Please?

Kandeel crept forward. The instant her foot hit the blanket, her entire body went red-and-white checks all over. Man, she was even better at that than her brother.

Show him the beacon, Kanduu repeated.

Kandeel studied me with the look of a small animal frozen by fear. When she finally spoke, her voice was a squeak, nearly drowned out by the popping of the fireworks. Mom said its only for emergencies.

But I just want to show him one time. Come on, its way cooler than those fireworks.

Like her brothers, Kandeels body was segmented. You know those stacking baby toys that are a series of increasingly smaller circles on a little plastic dowel? The two of them looked sort of like that. She dug her fingers in between two of the segments that made up her torso and withdrew a silver cylinder about the size of a bullet.

Uh-oh. Off-world tech. I instantly went cold all over. The last time an alien gadget was smuggled hereearlier this summerit had nearly destroyed the entire planet. I stopped the whole thing from happening by… Well, thats a story for another time.

What is that? My throat had gone so dry that the words came out in a croak.

Its a beacon. You know, a signal? Kanduu said.

Why dont you hand that over? Right now, okay?

Kandeel shot me a mistrustful look and took a few steps backward. Our mom gave it to us in case we got lost. So Teacher could find us. She lowered her eyes, talking to the ground. Its our first time on another planet.

Kanduu snorted and shook his head in disgust. Mom worries too much. Give it here.

He grabbed for the device, but Kandeel whisked it out of range. The chase was on as he lunged for her and she ran in circles around the blanket.

Terrified that they were going to set it offwhatever it was; I didnt know what the word beacon might mean to aliensI scrambled after them on all fours. But it was already pretty dark, and they had assumed the color of the grass, so it probably looked like I was frantically galloping around the blanket all by myself. The crowd of alien kids pointed and buzzed with space laughter. Not my finest moment.

What are you doing? Amy finally pried her eyes away from the fireworks show.

Theyve got a little device of some kind. Looks metalish.

Amys eyes went wideit didnt take her long to remember the doomsday device our former handyman had carried in his coveralls. So she joined me in scampering around the blanket. At least I had some company in looking like a moron.

Music from the PA system swelled to a crescendo, and the crowd sang along with the part about the bombs bursting in air. The timing of the overhead explosions ramped up, rapid-fire, like a string of enormous firecrackers. We were missing the big finale.

Kandeel and her brother jumped back onto the blanket and stood out against the night sky in red-and-white checks. Amy and I pounced at the same time and got tangled up.

…does that star-spangled banner yet waave…

Kanduu grabbed at the silver device. Kandeel spun away, but it slipped out of her fingers and landed on the blanket. I snatched it upbut, man, was it slick. The little thing squirted right out of my fingers and ricocheted off Amys forehead.

Ow!

…the laaaaand of the freeeee…

The four of us froze as we scanned the blanket, searching for the beacon. There! Right in the middle of our little circle. We all dove for it at the same time and ended up in a dog pile.

Kanduu got his tiny fingers around it first, slipped out from under us, and ran several yards away from the blanket.

I lifted myself up to my knees. Kanduu, please dont

…home of the BRAVE!

The biggest firework of the night went off with a circle of fire that lit up the whole town for a moment. The crowd cheered. The Forest Grove fireworks show was over.

The Intergalactic Bed & Breakfast show, however, was not.

Kanduu pressed a little button, which made a metallic click.

A tiny orb of light shot from the tip, streaked toward the stars, and expanded. In an instant, the entire night sky was glowing. The light started out like a second moon, but grew stronger until it was as bright as noontime, then got so dazzling it was almost painful, like when someone shines a flashlight right in your face. In a few moments it was so intense that I wondered crazily if the sun was going to crash right into the Earth, and I threw my arms over my face to protect my eyes.

The crowd below gasped in unison.

When the light dimmed enough to allow me to open my eyes, I saw that the scattered clouds were all crackling with electricity, each one hosting a tiny storm surrounded by a swirl of sparks. Then a bolt of lightning shot out of each cloud and converged in the middle of the sky, melding into a huge mass of white-hot energy, a hundred times bigger than that final human firework, churning in a massive whirlpool like the lost arm of some exotic galaxy.

It looked like the end of the world.

I tore my eyes away from the sky and looked for Amy. Every one of her hairs was standing straight up on her head. I felt a sudden need to grab her, protect her, but what would I even be able to do?

Zzzzzt!

The great lightning mass contracted into a tiny silver orb with a sizzle and dropped out of the sky, right back into the little silver cylinder. The night went dark again.

Kanduu spread out his palms and shrugged. Our moms a little overprotective.

She wanted Teacher to be able to see the light, wherever we were, Kandeel squeaked. In case we got lost.

Mrs. Crowzen clicked her claws together angrily. I certainly did see it, and the beacon is not a toy. Put it away this instant.

I gulped. I think my friends back in Florida could see that. Turning to Mrs. Crowzen, I said, Are their parents going to show up now? I shuddered just thinking about it. The one night a year when the entire town was outside staring at the sky together would probably not be the best time for the arrival of an angry alien family.

But the teacher just shook her head. The beacon is only used to help me pinpoint a lost childs location on the planet.

Well, it was certainly effective. Down in Forest Grove, the crowd was motionless, soundless. Every head was craned to gape at the suddenly empty sky.

Amy grabbed my arm. She tried to say something, but panic had taken her voice. She mouthed, What are we going to do?

I did not have a good answer. Or even a bad one. Our job was to keep everything at the B&B a secret, but how could we possibly explain away a sight like that?

Just then something happened. Someone down in the park let out a great Woo-hoo! Then the clapping started. And the cheering. And lots more woo-hooing.

Phew! The crowd must have thought it had just seen the greatest fireworks finale in the history of the town.

The mayors somewhat confused voice came over the loudspeaker. I, uh, suppose that concludes the show. Happy Fourth of July, folks.

The cheering intensified. The whole crowd was ecstatic. Kanduus little device had whipped them into a patriotic fervor. If the entire British army had marched into town just then with their red coats and cannons, the citizens of Forest Grove would have put up a heck of a fight. The Battle of Corn Dog Hill.

Amy exhaled slowly as the color returned to her face. That was a close one.

Yeah. I stood up, legs shaky from the relief of dodging yet another bullet. Lets get everyone back inside before something really noticeable happens.
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We helped Mrs. Crowzen round up her students and march them single file back to the B&B. No one wanted to be next to the slime drippers, so those two brought up the rear.

Amy carried Kanduu and Kandeel in the crook of each arm, gently explaining the importance of secrecy while on Earth, and reminding them to leave any off-world gadgets in their rooms. I was glad she was around for stuff like that. I seriously doubt I could have stayed so calm.

It was hard just to be civil to all these kids sometimes, especially in the evening. They basically messed around all dayjust like Earth kidsand when it was almost time to write their reports they swarmed around me, firing off a million questions like miniature investigative journalists at the worlds weirdest press conference. Kanduus were always the worst, because they set off such wild speculation among his classmates.

Dont you think its weird that everyone on this planet wears clothes all the time?

Yeah, what kind of strange custom is that?

Its totally confusing!

How can you even tell who is a boy and who is a girl?

I mean, how was I supposed to answer something like that?

This was the second summer I had worked at Grandmas inn for space aliensthe only place of its kind in the whole worldbut I still didnt feel like humanitys best choice for ambassador to the rest of the universe. Grandma and Amy were better at all that interspecies-relations stuff. I just wanted to help keep the business running, which meant that my most important job was usually preventing anyone from Forest Grove (or anywhere else) from learning about the biggest secret on the planet.

And right now, that meant getting everybody safely back inside after the incident with the beacon. We came upon other space Tourists on the way back, adult guests who had spread out their blankets a good distance away from all the noisy kids. Amy set Kanduu and his sister down to rejoin the class, and then we both lagged behind to help the older Tourists pack up and to make sure that everyone was headed to Grandmas.

I always get nervous when theyre outside without their full earthling disguises, I said.

I know. But its dark, and this is a pretty secluded spot. Amy gestured all around us at the grassy hilltop, surrounded on three sides by dense forest. And weve always got our emergency alibi.

I hope that works. If anyone from town caught a glimpse of an undisguised alien, our story would be that the Intergalactic Bed & Breakfast was hosting a sci-fi costume party and some of the guests had gotten lost. Every once in a while we even put up posters around town advertising an Alien Masquerade Ball for added authenticity. They never included a time or date for the event, of course.

It was as good an excuse as any, and actually pretty believable. Amys dadhe used to be sheriff and was now in charge of security at Grandmashad come up with that one. Itll work because the townsfolk already think a space-themed inn is half bonkers, anyway, Tate often said. Then, under his breath, hed add something like, Theyre almost right. This place is certified one thousand percent bonkers.

Tate was usually pretty grumpy like that. If it were up to him, the vacationing aliens would never leave the premises after showing up in the guest room closets (which were actually interstellar transporters). As much as I hated to admit it, though, he was probably a good person to have around to counterbalance Grandma. She had been hanging out with the aliens for so long, she tended to forget that anyone else might find them strange.

And speaking of strange… Amy, look over there. I swept my flashlight along the path. Does that look like what I think it looks like?

A group of adult aliens was being herded into formation, four of them crouching down in front and three standing tall in back, almost as if they were…

Theyre not seriously trying to take some kind of group picture, Amy said. Are they?

Not good. The rules were clear at the B&B: no off-world tech, and definitely no pictures.

We hurried down the path. A pair of aliens was organizing the crowdthe male was lanky and made loose-limbed movements as he waved the other aliens into position, while the female was short and stout, bustling around the edges of the group. The moonlight revealed that they both had pointy ears of a deep blue that didnt quite match the more aqua tone of the rest of their skin. Maybe their species stored extra water in the earlobes or something.

You look fantastic, the male said. Everybody smile big!

Amy and I reached the group just as all the aliens flashed their best smiles. Yikes. That could get a little strange. Like the frog-faced dude in the backwith his wide, wet lips and double rows of sharp teeth, his smile made him look capable of biting someones arm off.

The gangly blue-skinned male with the mismatched ears pulled something out of his pocket and pointed it at the group.

Wait! I reached out and grabbed his shoulder. What is that thing?

He flinched and whipped his head around. His eyes went wide for a moment, then he calmed down, shrugged, and showed me what he had.

I was expecting another piece of advanced alien technology, but I got a surprise. Thats just a phone, I said. A regular Earth phone.

The male raised his blue eyebrows and exchanged some sort of meaningful glance with his little round mate. Were they communicating telepathically? Nothing much about aliens would surprise me anymore.

Where did you get that? Amy said.

Oh, I bought it here, the male said. In town.

As a souvenir, of course, the female quickly added, sidling up to the male. An earthling souvenir, right, dear? (And did she elbow him in the ribs? Kinda hard? Alien ways of communicating were sometimes a bit odd.) Her blue cheeks were pretty big, and when she smiled they bunched up and squeezed her eyes into slits. We always like to shop native on vacation and bring a little something home with us.

Well, youre going to have to put it away, I said.

Were sorry, its just that we dont allow photography of any kind, Amy said. There has been…well, a little trouble with pictures in the past.

I snorted. A little trouble was putting it mildly, but Amy was trying to spare my feelings. Last summer a photo of three alien guests had wound up on the front page of the Forest Grove Gazette, and it had been my fault.

The blue males face fell, and he just sort of stared at the phone in his hand. He looked pretty devastated, actually. Part of me felt bad, but this was one rule that I definitely had to enforce. And come on, it was just a picture. Hed get over it.

I was about to say something when the little round female grabbed the phone and tucked it into her purse. We must do what the young man says, dear, she said, emphasizing the last word the way you do when youre trying to send an unspoken message.

Whatever. As long as the camera was put away and we were all headed back inside for the night, I was good.

Do we have to keep smiling? Frog Face said. All of the aliens strange expressions were frozen hideously in place.

Amy giggled. No, its okay. You can relax.

The Tourists faces went back to normal as the group let out a collective sigh of relief. Apparently aliens dont like holding that fakey smile-grimace for the camera any more than humans do.

You all must be tired, I said. I always got a little messed up by the three-hour time difference after my flight from Florida; I couldnt imagine what jet lag must feel like when youve traveled three million light-years. Lets get everyone inside.

Inside? Thats a great idea! the blue male said, clapping his hands in excitement like a little kid. The female gave him another shot to the ribs and he toned it down some. Man, aliens can be weird.

Amy and I led the way down the path. It was one of those rare balmy nights in the Pacific Northwest when it actually felt good to be outside. It wasnt quite like being back home in Tampa, where the night breeze feels almost like warm silk against your skin, but it would do.

An owl hooted at us from his perch on a tree limb, setting off a hearty chorus of answering hoo-hoos from the aliens. Sometimes they werent one hundred percent sure which Earth creatures had the power of sophisticated language and which didnt.

The path emptied out on the road, a couple
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