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    To my family: Sorry for all the times I made you proofread this instead of doing dishes.To my cat: You're still not getting a spaceship.And to every government agent reading this: The cornfield is fine. Move along.
—Cristina B.

      

    



  	
        
            
            10 days. 1 alien. 0 idea how to handle this.
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Chapter 1: The Night the Sky Fell
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The Texas heat clung to Ellie Mae Carter like a second skin as she trudged through the cornfield, the golden stalks whispering secrets in the evening breeze. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of pink and orange, but Ellie barely noticed. She was too busy stewing.

Another night stuck on the farm. Another night listening to her daddy’s old radio crackle out country tunes while the rest of the world—the real world—moved on without her. At nineteen, Ellie was certain of two things:

	She was meant for something bigger than Hickory Bend, Texas.

	If she had to shuck one more ear of corn, she might just lose her mind.


She kicked at the dirt, sending a pebble skittering into the shadows. “Stupid farm. Stupid chores. Stupid—”

A sound cut through her grumbling.

Not the usual chirp of crickets or the distant lowing of cattle. This was something else. Something wrong.

A deep, shuddering whump rolled through the earth, rattling her teeth. The cornstalks trembled. Then—light. A searing, electric blue streak tore across the sky, so bright Ellie threw her arms over her eyes.

“What in the Sam Hill—?”

The ground shook. Something heavy crashed into the far end of the field.

Ellie’s heart hammered against her ribs. A meteor? A plane? Whatever it was, it was close.

She grabbed the nearest weapon—a rusty shovel leaning against the fence—and took off running, her boots kicking up dust. The stalks whipped at her arms as she pushed through, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

Then she saw it.

A smoldering crater, about the size of her daddy’s pickup truck. And in the center—

“Oh, sweet mercy.”

It wasn’t a rock.

It was a ship.

Sleek and silver, like nothing she’d ever seen, its surface shimmered faintly in the twilight. Smoke curled from one side where the metal had crumpled.

Ellie inched forward, shovel raised. “Hello?”

Silence.

Then—

A hiss. A seam in the ship’s side split open, and a figure tumbled out, landing in a heap on the dirt.

Ellie shrieked and swung the shovel.

THWACK.

The figure groaned.

She froze, shovel still raised. “Oh no. Oh no, no, no—did I just kill a spaceman?”

The spaceman moved.

Ellie stumbled back as he—it?—pushed up onto its elbows. Long limbs, clad in some kind of skintight silver suit. A head of tousled, ink-black hair. And when it turned to look at her—

Oh.

Two enormous, liquid-dark eyes blinked up at her. Not human. Not even close. But somehow... beautiful.

Ellie’s grip on the shovel slackened.

The alien touched a long-fingered hand to his forehead, then examined the shimmering blue liquid that came away. He made a sound like a disgruntled cat.

“Uh,” Ellie said intelligently.

The alien’s gaze snapped to her. His mouth moved, but the words were a jumble of clicks and hums.

Ellie swallowed hard. “You ain’t from around here, are ya?”

The alien tilted his head. Then, slowly, he raised a hand—not in greeting, but toward the sky. His fingers glowed, pulsing with soft blue light.

Ellie yelped and swung the shovel again.

This time, he caught it.

They stood there, frozen, the alien holding the shovel’s handle, Ellie gripping the other end like her life depended on it. His skin was warm. Not slimy, like she’d expected. Just... warm.

He made another sound, lower this time. Almost like a laugh.

Then his knees buckled.

Ellie barely caught him before he face-planted into the dirt. Up close, he smelled like ozone and something sweet, like overripe peaches. His skin had an odd sheen to it, faintly iridescent under the moonlight.

“Well,” she muttered, slinging one of his arms over her shoulders, “this is officially the weirdest dang night of my life.”

The alien murmured something against her neck, his breath tickling her skin.

Ellie sighed. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s get you inside before the feds show up.”

And with that, Ellie Mae Carter—future space explorer, current alien smuggler—hauled her unexpected guest toward the barn, praying to every star in the sky that her daddy wouldn’t wake up.
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Chapter 2: Hiding an Alien in the Barn
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Ellie Mae’s arms burned like fire by the time she dragged the alien—Zorvok, he’d tried to say, though it came out sounding more like a sneeze—into the old hayloft. The barn smelled of dust, dried corn, and the faint, lingering musk of cows that hadn’t set hoof in here for years.

She dumped him onto a pile of burlap sacks, panting. “Lord Almighty, you’re heavier than you look.”

Zorvok blinked up at her, his dark eyes reflecting the dim glow of the kerosene lantern she’d snatched from the porch. His silver suit—if it even was a suit—clung to him like a second skin, shimmering faintly in the flickering light.

Ellie crossed her arms. “Alright, spaceman. We gotta get a few things straight.”

He tilted his head.

She held up a finger. “First, you can’t go glowin’ like a lightning bug in here. Daddy sees that, and he’ll either shoot you or try to sell you to the circus.”

Zorvok frowned, then lifted his hand. His fingertips pulsed blue.

Ellie lunged forward and smacked his hand down. “No. Bad alien.”

He made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a chuckle.

“Second,” she continued, ignoring him, “you gotta talk. Or at least try. Can you say ‘hello’?”

Zorvok’s lips parted. “Hhhh—”

“Close enough.”

She chewed her lip, studying him. Up close, his features were almost human—sharp cheekbones, a strong jaw—but his skin had an odd, pearlescent sheen, and his ears tapered slightly at the tips. And those eyes. Like staring into the night sky itself.

Ellie shook herself. Focus, girl.

“Alright, third rule: you stay hidden. No wandering off, no flashing lights, no—”

A loud clang from outside made them both freeze.

Ellie’s heart leapt into her throat. Daddy.

She grabbed the lantern and shoved it under a feed sack, plunging the loft into near-darkness. “Don’t. Move.”

Zorvok went perfectly still.

Below, the barn door creaked open.

“Ellie Mae?” Her daddy’s voice boomed through the barn. “That you up there?”

She swallowed hard. “Yeah, Daddy! Just... checkin’ for rats!”

A pause. Then, “At midnight?”

“Extra sneaky rats.”

Another pause. Ellie could practically hear him squinting up at the loft.

Finally, he grunted. “Well, get to bed. And don’t be leavin’ the back door open—saw a coyote near the fence.”

The barn door creaked shut.

Ellie exhaled so hard she nearly collapsed onto the hay.

Zorvok, still frozen, slowly turned his head toward her.

She glared. “This is your fault.”

By sunrise, Ellie had three things figured out about her alien:

	He loved peanut butter. (After she’d smeared some on a cracker, he’d eaten the jar, the crackers, and the spoon.)

	He was a fast learner. (He’d already mimicked her saying “y’all” and “dang it” with alarming accuracy.)

	He had no idea what pants were.


“No, no,” Ellie hissed, tossing a pair of her daddy’s overalls at him. “You can’t just—walk around like that.”

Zorvok held up the overalls, turning them over in his hands with a puzzled frown.

Ellie groaned. “Alright, fine. Watch.” She mimed pulling them on. “Legs go here.”

He blinked. Then, with surprising grace, he stepped into them—backwards.

“No.”

Twenty












	“Hello.”

	“Peanut butter.”

	“What the hell?” (Which Ellie definitely hadn’t taught him—he must’ve picked it up from her daddy.)
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