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			Chapter One: An Unexpected Call

			July 14, 1947

			New York, New York

			“You want me to make an alliance with aliens? Did I hear that right?” Ryan couldn’t have been more shocked.

			Two days earlier…

			Ryan Wilcox tilted his head from side to side, dabbing thick foam across his cheeks, his usual morning ritual. Standing in front of the mirror in the bathroom of his one-bedroom apartment, the usual hustle and bustle of New York carried on outside his window. He set down the brush and flipped open his razor, slid the blade with practiced ease through the shaving lather.

			The day wasn’t unusual. Overcast, thick clouds painted the city in gray tones. It probably would rain later into the afternoon, but for now, the streets were dry.

			He patted his cheeks and applied aftershave, then set out into the kitchen, expecting the kettle to be whistling for his morning coffee. A shrill ring filled the living room instead. With a sigh and a longing glance at his comic book and empty mug, he took the handset off the wall.

			“Hello?”

			A deep voice crackled over the line. “Mr. Wilcox?”

			Ryan’s heart raced, and he nearly dropped the phone. “Mr. President?” he asked.

			“Yes,” the president replied in a serious, professional tone. “I have an important ambassador position for you and your assistant.”

			The president has a position for me! Wait…. “What?” His voice cracked, his throat suddenly dry. Swallowing, he hurried to answer. “I mean, thank you. But I thought you said I’m too young for anything big.”

			The president cleared his throat, which sent a wave of static over the line, like someone crumpling paper into the mouthpiece. “Yes…. Well…. This is a unique situation. Top secret. You won’t be able to tell your friends or family where you are going. Are you OK with that?”

			“Um…. Yes sir, but where am I going?” Ryan asked.

			“There’s not much I can disclose over the phone, but know that should you accept, you’ll be negotiating with a foreign government. They are currently under siege, and they need our help to defend themselves. I’ll have a car pick up you and your assistant on Monday morning to take you to the airport.”

			Ryan nodded, then realized the president couldn’t see him. “Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!”

			Without even a reply from the president, the line went dead. Ryan stared at it a moment as the raspy dial tone buzzed from the receiver, much like the buzzing in his own head.

			What could be so important that the president would call on a Saturday? He couldn’t help but picture himself being escorted through the unmarked hallways of a secret military base, or perhaps being driven to an obscure location by men in suits. “And where am I going?” he asked aloud to the room. No one answered, obviously, as he lived alone.

			Just then, the kettle shrieked, and he almost tripped over the twenty-five-foot coiled phone cord as he dashed to the kitchen and turned the burner off. Grabbing the steamy wooden handle of the kettle, almost burning himself, he moved it on to a cool burner. The whistling stopped.

			The phone in his hand still buzzed with the raspy dial tone. The president is sending a plane for me and my assistant on Monday. I should probably let Donna know. Sticking his fingers into the dial, he spun it in the familiar pattern of her number.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Two: On A Hot Desert Highway

			New Mexico

			“You want me to make an alliance with aliens? Did I hear that right?” Ryan couldn’t have been more shocked if General Jones had dressed up like a rubber chicken drenched head to toe in iced lemonade.

			Not that the general seemed like the type to do that. Ryan recognized him, but only in passing. A friend of his father’s, most likely.

			The man was high-ranking, too. Four stars gleamed upon his suit. His hair was graying, so Ryan guessed he was in his later years, sixties maybe, but his shoulders kept the broad strength of a soldier in his prime. And the strength Jones carried was of one completely in his element. Ryan couldn’t help but envy him.

			Ryan’s assistant, Donna Warren, sat next to him, her legs crossed daintily and her hands in her lap over his traveling briefcase. A black man in sleek glasses drove, a young soldier by the looks of his buzz cut and faded green uniform.

			They were sitting in the back of a black stretched limo, not one of those ugly green army ones a general usually rode in. The two rear bench seats faced each other. This must really be important.

			They were driving through what Ryan could only describe as the middle of nowhere. Realistically, he knew they were somewhere between the Albuquerque Municipal Airport and their unknown destination, but when he looked out the window, he only saw dirt, sand, and a few green shrubs.

			Jones leaned forward, gaze steady. “Yes.”

			The word snapped Ryan’s attention back to the man across from him.

			“You must be joking!” But the seriousness in Gen. Jones’s tone and the firm set of his face told Ryan that he wasn’t. “How do I form an alliance with an alien race?”

			“How did you negotiate the peace treaties?”

			The familiar weight of self-doubt settled in Ryan’s chest as he cringed. “…I didn’t. I gave my suggestions to the older and more competent men. They are the ones who negotiated the treaty!” How could anyone think that I’d done all that? I’m only twenty-six!

			“I disagree. Yes, they did the negotiations, but they used your work. I’d say none are more competent than you, Wilcox. You are the son of one of the best ambassadors we have, but this requires a younger perspective.” The general smiled.

			Ryan caught a twinkle in the general’s eyes. Oh no, what did my dad say?

			“Your father tells me you’ve been negotiating since you learned how to talk. He says your mother could never say no to you about anything.”

			“I can vouch for that,” Donna said, jumping in with a matching twinkle. She grinned with the same smugness of a cat eyeing a vat of cream. “Well…since middle school, anyway. I helped him practice for the debate team. There wasn’t an argument he couldn’t win.”

			Flashes of endless afternoons spent together played behind his eyelids like a film at the cinema. “Yes, but—”

			Jones interrupted him. “You learned several foreign languages and cultures from your father’s placements. You have a master’s degree in politics.” He paused. “Yes, you were a junior negotiator when you started, but you worked your way up, and the only things keeping you from being called senior negotiator are your babyface and your age.”

			A pinch of annoyance raced down Ryan’s spine at the mention of the familiar nickname. How’d I get stuck with Babyface, anyway? He shook himself.

			“The president himself has noticed how hard you’ve worked, and the senior members of your team recommended you for an ambassador position when you’re older.”

			Ryan’s eyebrows shot up. “They did? They didn’t tell me that. —But that doesn’t change anything! In Paris, I was one of many. Who do I have now?” I can hardly negotiate an alliance with an alien race without a team. Are there more negotiators already at their base, or am I going in alone?

			Donna gave an exaggerated gasp. “Um!”

			Ryan barely glanced at her. He looked back at Jones, hoping to find all the answers in the man’s lined face.

			“In Paris, you were negotiating with multiple countries. Obviously, we can’t bring in a lot of people on this. You’ve mentioned several times that you want an ambassadorship. This is the only way you are going to get one at your age. Your multicultural experience and love of space and science fiction makes you uniquely qualified for the job. The president and I thought you would jump at the chance.” Jones sighed.

			Ryan suddenly felt sick. What if I fail? What would that say about me—about my father? He couldn’t blow his first big chance. “I need more time to think it over. Is it possible for me and Donna to speak in private?”

			“Sure,” the general said. He glanced over his shoulder through the divider window. “Corporal Dow, stop the car, please.”

			The black man, now known to Ryan as Cpl. Dow, eased the limo to the side of the road. The moment it stopped, Ryan threw open the door and stepped out.

			“Let’s go for a walk,” he said, holding the door for Donna. Beyond seeing one of her feet leave the car, he didn’t wait. He was already walking away at a quick pace, hands sweaty and shaking. Only subconsciously did he register Donna’s hurried footsteps behind him, and her grunts and grumbles about the desert.

			He didn’t even speak for the first ten minutes, lost in his own head. Then, he turned to her and felt a spark of guilt at seeing her ruffled form, but brushed it aside and asked, “So, what do you think?”

			Donna threw her hair back. Ryan could tell she hadn’t been expecting to walk anywhere. She wore a yellow dress and cream-colored heels—he winced at the thought of her keeping up with him in those. She would wear an outfit like that to the office, not trekking across the desert. At least she’d left his briefcase in the car. No need for her toting that around on top of everything.

			“I was as shocked as you were at first,” she admitted, “but it does sound interesting, and I think you’re well suited to it.”

			“Well suited to negotiate with aliens?” He gaped at her.

			“You know what I mean.”

			Yes, he did. They’d been friends for over twelve years now, and she knew him better than anyone else. Ryan sighed and kept walking, a little slower this time. “How am I supposed to negotiate with aliens? It’s never been done before.”

			“If anyone can do it, you can,” Donna assured him.

			It wasn’t until she grabbed his hand that he realized it was still shaking. Her nails were painted a shade of red to match her lipstick.

			“Maybe….” He thought about it, turned the assignment over in his head a few times. A fresh wave of worry washed over him, filling his gut with dread.

			

			Nope! he told himself. Too many things could go wrong. The senior negotiators are right. This is too much for me right now. “No. I’m sure there’s someone else better suited to the job. I’m far too young to be the only one on this assignment!”

			Donna frowned at
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