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Crash! 
Bobby Baxter fell out of bed as the front door of his tiny apartment was smashed in. The overhead light flickered on, revealing men dressed from head to toe in black. They waved laser rifles around menacingly.
‘Bobby Baxter?’ the nearest snapped. He wore a name badge on his uniform: Robinson. ‘Are you Bobby Baxter?’
Bobby had been dreaming that he’d been asked to become the new lead singer of his favourite band, the Snot Danglers. The audience had been going wild, and he’d never felt prouder of himself.
Now the dream had given way to fear.
Fear was an emotion he knew very well. He kept a mental list of everything that scared him. It was up to 689 things so far, and included lightning, crowds, spiders, alien abductions, crocodiles, falling from tall heights, falling from short heights, and eggs.
‘What’s going on?’
The person who spoke in the quivering, high-pitched tone wasn’t Bobby but his father, who had been asleep in the other bed. Rex Baxter looked like an older version of twelve-year-old Bobby: brown hair, brown eyes and small.
More men pushed into the apartment. The room Bobby shared with his dad was barely two metres across, with beds that folded into the wall when not in use, a dining table that also slotted into the wall, and a small cupboard. Next to the cupboard hung a bell-shaped cage where their pet snail, Roger, slept. Roger had cost a great deal of money, and he was a beloved family member, despite being very quiet. Now he was waving his antennae about in confusion.
‘Your name?’ Robinson demanded, turning to Rex.
‘Rex Baxter! Why are you—’
Robinson referred to his datapad. ‘Employed as a grade two nuts and bolts inspector at Acme Universal Steel Company?’ he said.
‘Yes. But—’
Robinson turned to Bobby. ‘And you’re Bobby Baxter?’ he asked.
Bobby had to think for a moment to remember his own name. ‘Y-yes,’ he stammered. ‘And this is Unit 774549, Level 227, Block 9089, Tower 877, Blandville?’ Robinson said, referring again to the datapad. ‘Good. You’re both coming with us.’
Bobby and his father were dragged from their flat into the hallway outside, where their neighbours were peering through half-closed doors at the commotion.
‘Ring the police!’ Rex Baxter yelled. ‘Someone—’
Doors slammed shut.
‘We are the police,’ Robinson told Rex, flashing a badge. ‘Planetary Security.’
‘What’s going on?’ Rex asked. ‘Why are you doing this?’
‘No idea. I’m just taking you in.’
Bobby and his father were handcuffed and led down the long, long corridor between their apartment and the lifts.
‘I have rights!’ Rex Baxter cried shrilly. ‘I’m not just a number!’
‘I know that, 774549.’
‘That’s my apartment number! Not my name!’
‘Of course.’
‘This doesn’t make any sense!’
‘If I had a dollar every time someone’s said that to me I’d have...’ Robinson did some quick calculations. ‘Sixteen dollars.’
The armed men pushed Bobby and his father into the waiting lift. Bobby’s stomach lurched as they rocketed towards the roof.
‘Wh-where are we going?’ he asked. 
‘Planetary Security Headquarters,’ Robinson said. ‘In Neoville.’
‘Neoville? But that’s on the other side of the planet!’
‘No kidding.’
Bobby felt faint. He hadn’t left the building for years. He’d hardly even left their floor. Everything he needed was right here, in the building. He did his schoolwork online, there were shops a few doors down, and at the far end of the floor was a nice park filled with plastic trees.
One of the guards gave Bobby a shove to keep him on his feet.
Why is this happening?
Then the doors opened and the guard shoved Bobby again, out onto the roof and into the cold night air.
Above him stretched the endless sky.
It was huge! How could anyone survive out here? He was about to make a very unheroic gurgling sound when he and his father were bundled into a waiting van. Guards crammed in next to them, and the van took to the sky.
Soon they were at the edge of space. Here the van joined a line of other flying cars. Bobby looked down—and wished he hadn’t. In that brief glimpse, he had seen islands, continents and oceans. It was horrible!
‘Are you okay?’ his father asked.
Bobby couldn’t answer—he’d forgotten how to speak.
‘Everything will be fine,’ Rex said. ‘This must be some kind of mistake.’
Some kind of mistake...That’s it! Bobby thought. A mistake! A computer error! 
Someone had upended their can of UP-UP cola on their computer, and Bobby and his father’s names had been plucked out by accident. When they arrived at Planetary Security headquarters, someone would realise that it had all been a big mistake, and then he and his father would be whisked off home again.
Rex shrank back as Robinson leaned close. ‘We never make mistakes,’ Robinson said.
‘Never.’
‘Never?’ Bobby said.
‘Well, almost never,’ Robinson said. ‘But we certainly haven’t made a mistake this time.’
Bobby groaned.
The armoured van angled downwards.
‘I want answers!’ Rex Baxter said, making one last effort to assert himself. ‘Who are we being taken to see?’
‘Raymond Miller.’
‘The minister for planetary security? What does he want with us?’
‘You’ll have to ask him that.’
The van went into a steep dive, and they plummeted towards the ground below at an alarming rate. Bobby shut his eyes tightly and kept them closed until the sound of the engines changed. When he opened them again, the van was weaving at high speed through a canyon of tall skyscrapers.
Thousands of flying cars zoomed between the buildings. Spaceships were lifting off from rooftops every few seconds to head into orbit.
Every available wall was covered in flashing billboards. 
STAR WARS—THE FORCE AWAKENS YET AGAIN!
MOVE TO THE MOON!
PUT A BOUNCE IN YOUR STEP!
KEEP COOL—HOLIDAY ON PLUTO!
Bobby’s stomach lurched again as the van dived down towards a vast hexagonal building. A huge neon sign hung over the entrance: Planetary Security.
‘It’ll all be okay,’ Rex promised Bobby. ‘We’ll be back home before we know it.’
Robinson snorted. ‘You think?’ he said.   
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Handcuffed people were being led through a main entrance, but the prison van didn’t stop there. Instead, it flew around the side, where Robinson and the guards hustled Bobby and his father down a dimly lit corridor. The walk seemed to take forever. They reached the end and a door slid open. 
The room beyond lay in shadows, the only light coming from a single old-fashioned bulb that hung over a desk. There were two seats on one side of the desk and one on the other. The room had no windows.
As Bobby’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, a figure emerged from the gloom and sat down behind the desk. He was stocky and completely bald—he didn’t even have eyebrows.
Bobby recognised him from television: Raymond Miller.
Robinson cleared his throat. ‘Sir,’ he said. ‘This is the boy you wanted to speak to.’
He wanted to see ME? Bobby thought. ‘Good,’ the big man grunted. ‘We won’t need the cuffs.’
The agent removed the handcuffs and gave Miller a curt nod. As the door slid shut behind him, Bobby and Rex Baxter gratefully rubbed their wrists.
‘How was your trip?’ Miller asked.
How was our trip? Bobby thought. It was great! I was in the middle of a fantastic dream when the door was smashed open and I was dragged out of bed and shot into space like a test monkey!
But Bobby didn’t say any of this. He didn’t say anything at all. Fortunately, his father was still able to speak.
‘Forget the small talk!’ Rex said, awkwardly planting his hands on his hips to try to make himself look more powerful. ‘I insist…no, I demand…no, I refuse to cooperate until—’
Miller ignored him. ‘Take a seat,’ he said. They did.
‘I’m Raymond Miller,’ the man said. ‘But you probably already know that. Thank you for coming at such short notice.’
‘We didn’t have a choice!’ Rex snapped. ‘We were arrested…treated like common criminals!’
‘I’m sorry about that. Sometimes our people get overly excited.’
‘What’s this all about?’ Rex said.
‘I like that—a man who gets to the point.’ Miller thrummed his fingers on the desk. ‘Everything we say in this room is to remain top secret,’ he said. ‘Is that clear?’
Bobby and his father exchanged glances.
They nodded.
Miller appeared satisfied. ‘We understand that Bobby has received some exciting news,’ he said.
Bobby frowned. ‘News?’ he said. The only exciting news he’d received this week was that he’d received a credit on a biology exam. ‘What news?’
Miller frowned. ‘You haven’t seen the message?’ he asked. ‘It arrived more than a week ago.’
‘I don’t know what you mean.’
Miller reached into the desk and pulled out a keyboard. He stabbed at a few keys, and Bobby watched in horror as his personal emails appeared on the opposite wall. Most were about his schoolwork, while the rest were all hints and tips on how to play computer games.
Bobby blushed. ‘Those are my emails!’ he said.
‘You can’t do that!’ Rex said. ‘Those are Bobby’s private emails!’
‘Nothing is private to Planetary Security,’ Miller said, as he clicked on a folder marked SPAM. ‘Here it is.’ He pointed at an email with the subject line Galactic Space Academy.
When Miller opened the email, the area beside the desk shimmered. A three-dimensional holographic image of an alien appeared. Bobby stared at it in shock. The alien was tall and stooped, with a head like a praying mantis. It had six arms and two legs. Dressed in a white uniform with decorations on both shoulders, it looked quite official.
‘Ah,’ the hologram said. ‘I see I have an audience.’ Its eyes shifted from Raymond Miller to Rex Baxter, and finally to Bobby. ‘You are Bobby Baxter,’ it said.
‘No,’ Bobby said. ‘I mean, yes…I’m…yes.’
‘I am a fully interactive hologram of Principal Ethan Raklar of the Galactic Space Academy,’ the ghostly figure said, ‘and I am here to deliver a message on his behalf.’
‘Ah…alright,’ Bobby said. ‘What’s your…um, message?’
‘The Galactic Space Academy is located on the planet Andarma. For five hundred years, students have attended the academy’s twelve-week training program to prepare them for entry into the Space League.’
Bobby had heard of the Space League. It was a kind of galactic police force made up of alien races from every planet in the Confederation.
‘Okay,’ he said, slowly.
‘Every three months, KATBOS invites children from all over the galaxy to join the academy.’
‘Cat boss?’ Bobby said.
It sounded like a bossy cat.
‘K-A-T-B-O-S. It’s the academy’s computer. Millions of children’s names are entered into KATBOS’s system. KATBOS decides who among them will make a good candidate and who will not. No child from Earth has ever been chosen.’ The hologram’s eyes narrowed on Bobby. ‘Until now.’
‘Chosen,’ Bobby said, bewildered. ‘Chosen for what?’
‘To attend the Galactic Space Academy.’ 
‘What?’
‘You—Bobby Baxter—are being invited to join the GSA,’ the hologram said. ‘You are the first child from Earth ever to be asked.’
Bobby was astonished. ‘Why me?’ he said, his voice going up a notch.
‘It’s a mystery to me,’ the hologram assured him. ‘KATBOS usually picks so wisely.’
‘I can’t…’ Bobby’s voice trailed away. ‘I mean…why?’
‘It’s an honour,’ Raklar added sternly.
To Bobby this was like saying that getting punched in the face was an honour.
‘You’ll be assigned to a starship after completing the training course,’ Raklar said. ‘One day you might even command your own vessel.’
‘Er…uh…’ Bobby could barely command his own voice, let alone consider the possibility of commanding a spaceship. ‘A starship?’
‘This is all very sudden,’ Rex said, in what was probably the understatement of the year. ‘What if Bobby doesn’t want to go?’
‘You may reject our offer,’ Raklar said to Bobby. ‘But it would reflect badly on Earth. Not that people are thinking Earth is backward and primitive,’ he quickly added. ‘But if they were thinking it…well…they’d be thinking it even more. If you know what I mean.’
‘Well, hmm,’ Bobby said, which he hoped would be interpreted as No, thank you very much, but I’d rather not.
‘We don’t want to rush you,’ the hologram said, ‘but we will need your answer within twenty-four hours.’
‘What?’
‘You’ve already had a week to make up your mind. Term commences soon and you must—’
‘I haven’t had a week!’ Bobby protested. ‘I’ve only just—’
Miller snapped off the computer, and the hologram disappeared. ‘The email was sitting in your spam folder,’ he said. ‘I know what that’s like. An email from my cousin Penny went into my spam folder, and I missed an invitation to her birthday party. Very disappointing.’ He rubbed his face. ‘So, how do you feel about all that?’
‘How do I feel!’ Bobby’s voice was so high it could have shattered glass. ‘I’m not going!’
‘I’m sorry to hear you say that,’ Miller said. ‘Because you must go.’
‘Must?’ Rex asked. ‘Why?’
‘The Confederation is made up of 2210 worlds, but Earth isn’t one of them. If we had a student at the GSA, we’d almost certainly be asked to join.’
‘Why is joining the Confederation so important?’ Rex asked.
‘It would give us access to new technologies, and allow us to trade with other worlds. But most importantly, it would give us protection. Planets within the Confederation stand together as one. If Earth were attacked, other worlds would come to our defence.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Of course, you know of the Skarians.’
Neither Bobby nor his father said anything.
They knew the Skarians only too well.
‘We know little about the school or its training program,’ Miller said. ‘Students who join the academy sign a secrecy agreement.’ He paused. ‘But this is the biggest mystery: why was Bobby chosen?’
‘I don’t know,’ Rex said. ‘And I don’t care. I’m not sending my son to some alien school in a distant part of the galaxy.’ He turned to Bobby. ‘You’re happy where you are, aren’t you?’
Bobby nodded. He had a roof over his head, and his father and Roger for company. What more could he ask for?
‘I’m happy,’ he assured Miller. ‘Very happy.’ 
‘I understand your reluctance,’ Miller said, ‘but the future of the entire human race is at stake here.’
‘That makes no difference,’ Rex said.
‘It would be…unfortunate if you refused.’
‘Are you threatening us?’ Rex said, trying to look assertive, but instead looking like a bug cowering under a giant shoe.
‘I’m afraid I am,’ Miller said. ‘I don’t like threatening people, but I’m very good at it. You know your nice little home? Gone. Your job? Finished. Your pet snail? Crushed.’ Miller paused. ‘I really don’t like crushing snails. They make such squishy, crunchy sounds when you step on them.’
Rex paled. ‘You can’t…you…’ 
‘We can and we will.’
Bobby studied his father’s face. He had never thought of his father as a brave man, but now he saw him getting ready to say something that they both might regret. He gripped Rex’s arm.
‘We’ll think about it,’ Bobby said, ‘but we need some time.’
Miller sighed. ‘You heard the hologram. You’ve got twenty-four hours.’   
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It had been a long night. Upon returning to their tiny apartment, Bobby and his father had fallen into bed and slept late. 
Now Rex was preparing Bobby’s favourite breakfast—a food cube that tasted like pancakes with maple syrup. He heated it in the Instacooker for ten seconds before plonking the yellow and brown block onto Bobby’s plate. Then he heated a food cube for himself—bacon and sausages—and another for Roger, a small green one that tasted like lettuce. Roger dipped his antennae and started chewing quietly on it. ‘Eat up,’ Rex urged Bobby. ‘It’s always easier to think on a full stomach.’
Bobby had never felt less like eating, but he forced himself. Every mouthful was a struggle.
After breakfast, Bobby turned on the television to take his mind off things.
The first station had a cooking show that specialised in cooking mould. Another had a talent show where people played music using only their armpits, and a third had a program about someone who was trying to set a world record for whistling while hopping on one leg.
Bobby sighed. There were 6254 channels to pick from, but it was still hard to find something to watch.
He took his favourite game out of the cupboard, climbed onto his bed and turned it on. The words Block Mover flashed on the screen, then faded away, leaving a field of stars. It was like looking out at the view from the cockpit of a spaceship. As the game began, odd-shaped blocks started flying towards him. Bobby moved the joysticks and tapped the buttons. He had to shoot the blocks in just the right places to angle them away from the ship.
Block Mover was ancient: no one had played games with joystick controls in years. Bobby held the highest score ever recorded, but that didn’t mean a lot, anyway.
‘Bobby,’ Rex said. ‘We need to talk.’
Bobby paused his game. ‘I don’t want to talk about it!’ he said. ‘I don’t even want to think about it!’
‘It’s at times like this that I wish your mother was here,’ Rex said.
Bobby nodded. ‘Me too,’ he said, his voice catching in his throat. ‘I miss her.’ His eyes welled up. ‘What are we going to do? I don’t want to go!’
Rex gave Bobby a hug. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s take a walk.’
‘Where to?’
‘The park. It’ll help us to think.’
It only took a few minutes to reach the park. Everything in it was plastic, but it was still very pleasant. The grass was plastic, the trees were plastic and the lake was plastic. Robotic plastic ducks waddled about on the edge of the water. One of them took flight and disappeared behind a plastic cloud.
Bobby and his father wandered down a path. ‘I’ll support you in whatever you decide to do,’ Rex said. ‘But going to the academy can’t be all bad. There must be a bright side.’ 
‘There must?’
‘Well,’ Rex said, ‘you get to fly around the galaxy.’
‘Okay.’
‘And see other planets.’ 
‘Right.’
‘And meet aliens.’
‘Yep.’ Bobby paused. ‘So what’s the bright side?’
Rex sighed. ‘I know it all seems scary,’ he said. ‘But sometimes scary is good.’
‘How can scary be good?’
Rex put his arm around Bobby’s shoulder. ‘My parents grew up in homes half the size of ours,’ Rex said. ‘They wanted me to get a good job and work hard, so that’s what I did.’ He stared into the distance. ‘That’s what I’ve always done.’
‘Do you regret it?’ Bobby asked.
‘No,’ Rex said. ‘But there’s more than one way to live a life. Your mum used to say that rocky paths lead to the greatest destinations. The safe way isn’t always the best way.’
Bobby nodded his head slowly. He didn’t want to go. He wanted to stay where he was, and do what he always did.
But he couldn’t.
‘I’ll go,’ he said. ‘It’s sort of my duty. Earth needs to be part of the Confederation, and it could change everything. But will you be okay on your own?’
‘I’ll be alright,’ Rex said. ‘I have Roger to keep me company.’
Raymond Miller had given them a number to ring. They returned home and rang it on their computer. Within seconds, the screen changed and Miller’s face
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