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  Chapter 1

I hate multiple-choice questions, because I can always see a way for every answer to be right. My answer sheet is a mess of As, Bs, Cs, and Ds all crossed out and replaced and crossed out again, frenzied scribbles of an alphabet in distress. I wish they’d just let you answer “all of the above” for every question. I’m sure to get a record-breaking low score on the SATs. 
Will is sitting cross-legged on a big pillow on the floor, chewing on their pencil, which means they’re anxious. Kate is sitting on the other end of my bed, her face buried in her long blonde hair, her fingers gliding across her laptop. 
Kate closes her laptop with a typical-Kate decisive clack. “I so have this. I got nearly every one right on verbal.” This whole practice session was her idea, even though she’s way better at this stuff than Will or me. I’m curious about everything from black holes to evolution, but the SATs and all the classes at my high school are all about regurgitating other people’s ideas instead of actually learning.  
“And you, William?” I say. “Are you also headed for the Ivy League?”
Will runs their purple fingernails through their curly black hair and stretches out their long legs. Will’s my best friend and has been hanging out in my room since we were seven, but lately when they come over all I can think about is how close I am to those adorable lanky legs. “I’m hoping film schools recognize film is a visual medium, not a verbal one,” says Will. “And you, Val?”
“Well, if you doubled my score, then I’d be doing great.” 
“You guys really should take Kaplan,” Kate says.
Will and I look at each other. Neither of our families can afford Kaplan. For Kate, money’s as accessible as air, so it never occurs to her there are things some of us can’t afford. But if I say that, it’ll just embarrass all of us in different ways. So I just say, “The SATs are culturally biased anyway. Like, what does a passage by Edith Wharton have to do with anything in real life?”
Kate makes air-quotes with her fingers. “‘Culturally biased’ or not, you need the SATs to get into any good college, basically. You two need to get your acts together. You’ve got, like, no ambition.”
“Well,” says Will, “not all of us can grow up to be president of the United States.”
“Actually,” Kate says, “lately I’m thinking I need to think bigger.”
“What’s bigger than president?” Will says with a laugh. “Pope?”
Kate folds her arms around her SAT workbook. “Excuse me for having ambition. It’s so not-cute to have no goals in life. Especially you, Val. At least Will has this whole movie director dream, even if it’s totally unrealistic. You don’t have any goals.”
Will clenches their teeth that way they do when they’re hurt but don’t want to show it. I don’t care when Kate insults me, but I can’t stand it when she demeans Will’s dreams like that. She even used to do that during the two-month drama when they dated last year, which is how she and I ended up being friends, or at least friends-in-law. I have the urge to call her out, but that will only escalate things, so I resist with gentle humor instead. “You’re probably right that I’m a hopeless cause. That’s why I plan on mooching off Will when they’re a famous filmmaker. Luckily, they’re not going to have to solve for X or interpret some 19th-century passage to make all the awesome films in their head.”
Will smiles at me and bites their lip in appreciation, which gives me a little flutter. 
“Whatever,” Kate says. “Mooching is totally not a plan.”
There’s the familiar sound of a car rolling into the gravel driveway—tío Umberto’s Toyota Camry. He’s been away in Istanbul for weeks. He’s the only person I can really talk to, and half the time he’s traveling for work, either with no time or no signal.
“My uncle’s home,” I say. “BRB, please carry on the scintillating SAT excitement without me.”
I bound down the stairs and find Mami and my little brother Miguel in the kitchen. The three of us nearly crash into each other on the way to the back door. 
The door swings open and tío Umberto walks in, rolling his purple suitcase behind him, loaded up with shopping bags. “Saludos!” he says, with a tip of his purple fedora. 
“Umberto!” Mami greets him with a hug and kiss on the cheek. “Por fin vuelves!”
“I’m back, and I come bearing gifts!” tío Umberto says in Spanish. We all gather around as he fishes in his bags. He pulls out a Federico García Lorca play for Miguel; a singing key-finder keychain for Mami (“Not that you ever lose your keys”); a book on the Treaty of Paris for my big brother, Timoteo (“He can pick it up when he comes home from Harvard”); and a miniature stuffed soccer ball for me.
I toss the soccer ball into the air a couple times. I’m way too old for stuffed toys. Must be a last-minute airport purchase, because tío Umberto’s gifts are usually more thoughtful.
He taps me on the shoulder. “So you ready for the SATs?” 
“Um, maybe I could do a gap year with you in Istanbul?”
Tío Umberto laughs. “I’m sure you’d be exceptional in my line of work. But maybe you should stick out school a bit longer.”
Mami invites Will and Kate to stay for dinner. Kate doesn’t speak Spanish, so I have to play interpreter any time she and Mami talk. Things end up splitting into two conversations in two languages: Kate talking with Uncle Umberto in English and Mami and Will talking with Miguel in Spanish about the spring musical. Will’s family is Chinese-Peruvian, and Will is trilingual, which is easily as sexy as their lanky legs. I’m sitting between Kate and Will, and I dip in and out of both conversations.
“So exactly which NGO do you work for?” Kate asks Uncle Umberto. She has these moods where she’s all into having adult conversation. “I do Model UN, you know.” 
 “That’s lovely,” says Umberto. “My work is … complicated. Let’s see. Take Puerto Rico as an example. Are you familiar with Puerto Rico’s status—as a U.S. territory?”
“Of course,” Kate says. “I think it should be a state.” Kate always has an opinion. 
“Well,” says Umberto, “my organization helps give voice to pla—uh, places like Puerto Rico. The territories, the colonies, the small places that usually don’t get a seat at the table.”
“Seems like you’re not doing a very good job,” Kate says. “Because they still don’t have a seat at the table.”
Umberto laughs. “Well, it’s certainly slow-going. But I’ve always been drawn to underdogs and lost causes.”
After Mami serves flan for dessert, there’s a knock at the front door. “It’s one of those people from your work,” Mami tells Umberto as she comes back to the kitchen.
“Ah.” Umberto gets up with a grimace. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
I can see the front door, partially blocked by the mound of jackets on the coat rack. One of Umberto’s co-workers is standing there, in a red leather jacket and tight jeans. I’ve met him a few times—his name is Johnny, and some quirky last name that sounds made-up.
“Johnny,” Umberto says, “it’s late.”
“I know, boss,” Johnny says. “But with everything going on, I thought …” He looks past Umberto, toward us. For a second, his eyes meet mine. My cheeks go red, and I look down at my plate, embarrassed to be caught eavesdropping. I spoon a slice of flan but keep listening. Johnny says, “Maybe we could chat somewhere a little more private?” 
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Umberto says.
“Okay,” Johnny says. “Well, you know there’s been a huge … tick problem lately. Not to brag, but I’m really good at handling ticks. So I thought I could hang out a bit, check for ticks, spray some pesticides. Then stay the night in case any ticks come back.”
“My tick problems were far away,” Umberto says, stern. “You know, out in the woods.”
“Boss, there have been two tick outbreaks in the past month. Don’t you think we should be a little cautious? I really don’t want you getting Lyme disease.”
Kate gives me a “what-the-hell?” look. I guess she can’t help eavesdropping either. I reply with a shrug. It’s obvious “ticks” are a code for something. I wish tío Umberto would tell me more about his work. I’d love to go with him on one of his trips, to learn more about other cultures all around the world. He promised to take me with him some day, but that day’s never today.
I go to get more flan and glance toward the door again. Johnny is staring at Umberto as if listening—but Umberto’s not even talking. “Whatev!” Johnny finally says, pointing at Umberto’s fedora. “You could never have stopped it, not with that pea brain of yours!”
It’s weird for Johnny to insult tío Umberto when he’s Johnny’s boss. Why are they so stressed? Their work is in international relations, and lately the whole world always seems on the brink. But they work on cross-cultural understanding, nothing dangerous. I think. 
“Johnny,” Umberto says, inching the door closed, “this is inappropriate. Go home.”
Umberto comes back and drapes his napkin on his lap. “Sorry about that. Now back to my important date with this flan!”
“What’s the deal with that guy?” asks Kate, never one to be diplomatic.
“Things have been stressful at work,” Umberto says. “And we did have a problem with, ah, mites on our last trip. Johnny can be over-protective.”
Miguel licks the flan from his spoon. “All the people at your office are weird.”
“Johnny’s from … a remote island,” Umberto says. “Weird depends entirely on where you are and where you come from.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Saturday night, Kate’s parents are out of town, so of course she has a party. A bunch of seniors come who I don’t even know—Kate overachieves at party-throwing just like she does in school. I’m sitting on the couch, holding a Heineken, talking with Kate and a few other girls. Getting drunk isn’t my thing, but if I don’t drink at all, then everyone will ask why not and shove more drinks in my face. It’s easier just to nurse one beer all night long.  
I’m half-paying attention to Kate and the others talking about prom. Across the room, Will is talking to Des, leaning into her. I wish Will were leaning into me. But I can’t even join the conversation, because Des will get passive-aggressive with me. Now Des is leaning into Will too, a mutual lean. A mutual lean seems so appealing, yet so unattainable. It’s inevitable they’ll get together, and maybe there’s some cosmic justice in that, a penance for what I did to Des.
Kate elbows me and points her chin at Des and Will. “Des still isn’t talking to you, huh?”
At least she thinks I’m staring at Des and not Will. Kate’s the last person I want to know about my crush on Will. They’re still exes, and even if Kate’s been all BFFs with me lately, she still doesn’t feel like a true friend. Not like Des was. “Nope, Des still hates me.”
“It wasn’t even your fault, mostly,” Kate says. 
“Easy for you to say. You’re the hero of the story.”
“I just thought she should know. I don’t like when people keep secrets.” Sometimes it’s like Kate’s trying to make me feel even worse about things with Des.
Kate gets up to get another drink. Will and Des extricate themselves from their mutual lean, and Will comes over, dramatically collapsing next to me on the couch. A few strands of their curly hair graze my jeans, and it takes all my effort to keep my breath steady. “I’m going crazy over Des,” they whisper. “Do you think she likes me too? You must have some idea.”
“I’m not the expert on Des that I used to be, Will.” How can they know me so well but be so clueless about how I feel about them? 
“You’ve got to make up with her. I can’t stand having my two favorite people not talking to each other.” I grin at that, though the smile fades when I realize I’m probably a distant second-favorite.
Will’s eyes dart to the fireplace. “What was that? Oh my God, it’s a snake!” A flash of dark green slithers from the fireplace to the television stand.
“There’s a fricking snake in the house!” someone shouts, and there’s a chorus of yelps. In seconds, everyone but me evacuates the couch.
“Fricking wuss,” some guy says to Will. “It’s just a snake.”
“Give it a kiss then, if you’re such a fan of snakes,” Will retorts. I love the way they’re never mean but never take crap from anyone.
Most people have run out of the room, except a few of the senior guys standing behind the couch, trying to look cool—but keeping a notable distance from the snake.
“What if it’s poisonous?” one says.
 I look at the snake from my lone vantage point on the couch. It’s less than two feet long, olive green with two blotchy yellow stripes running along the length of its body. I’m kind of addicted to documentaries and amateur nature videos, so I recognize it right away. “It’s just a garter snake. It’s not venomous.”
“Snakes are so scary,” says some senior girl I’ve never met, clearly trying to get attention with this damsel-in-distress routine.
“I’ll take care of it,” says one of the boys, his speech slurring. Great, now a drunken prince is coming to the rescue.
I get up and pull the poker from by the fireplace, and slowly walk toward the snake. “Oh shoot,” someone says, “Val’s going to impale it!” There are a few drunken laughs.
“I’ve done this before,” I say, which is not technically true, but I’ve seen someone else do it—twice, if you count YouTube. I hold the poker out near the snake’s head, then go behind it while it’s distracted. I try to be quick but gentle, picking it up with one hand at the middle of its body, then lift the front part of its body with the poker. For a few seconds, I hold it like that, level, letting it get accustomed to where it is.
“Ranger Val’s got it under control,” says a member of the drunk-guy chorus.
The snake slithers through my hand in my relaxed grip. I wrap my other hand around it further up its body. I let it slither back and forth between my left and right hand as I rotate my grip between the two. That’s right, get comfortable, little snake. It’s just like being in a tree, always with somewhere else to climb. 
“So gross,” says the damsel.
“It’s probably more scared of you than you are of it,” I say as I walk around her, carrying the snake toward the back door. 
“She’s such a freak,” someone says as the door shuts behind me. Apparently it’s freaky to not be freaked out by a harmless snake. 
There’s a brook behind Kate’s backyard, which is probably where the snake came from in the first place. I hold it up in the moonlight. Up close, its scales are intricate, and its bright black eyes stare back at me. It’s funny so many people are scared of snakes. People and snakes have most body parts in common, except for limbs and scales and a few other things. Maybe I should be a zoologist. I did okay in bio last year. But that would require a college degree, and a decent score on the SATs, which is about as likely as Will asking me to prom. I point the snake toward the brook and let it go.
When I get back inside, Kate and Will are in the kitchen, Kate hovering by the back door, Will leaning over the fridge. “What’d you do with the snake?” Kate asks, sounding not-thrilled about having a snake in the house during her parents-out-of-town party.
“Let it out by the brook,” I say. “It was probably just confused.”
Will emerges from the fridge and pops open a White Claw. “Val Vega, you’re my hero,” they say. I jab them softly in the chest, but they shrink away. “Just wash your hands before you touch me, okay?” they say with a smile. “Because that was hella gross.”
Great, now I’m Val Vega, snake-handler, least sexy person in school. 
As it gets later, the general drunkenness increases. Will and Des are sprawled on the couch, their bodies pointed in opposite directions, but their heads only inches apart, speaking to each other in hushed tones. The party has definitely ceased to be fun, so I text tío Umberto to see if he can pick me up. It’s late, but he’s a night owl and always says he’d rather I wake him than risk driving with someone who’s even a little bit drunk.
Umberto texts back right away: your chariot is en route! :)
Over on the couch, Des has fallen asleep—clearly in no condition to drive. She was Will’s ride too, so they both have no safe way home. I walk over to them.
“Hey, Will,” I whisper. “My uncle’s on his way. We could give you guys a ride.” 
Will looks over at Des. “I … think that’s a good idea. I’ll wake up Des.”
That’s my cue to leave them alone. While I’m searching the pile of jackets on Kate’s bed, I hear Des shout, “No way!” My stomach twists. Des is so angry she doesn’t even want a ride home from me. 
I walk back to the living room and find Will helping Des to her feet. I take a deep breath and walk over to them. “Des, I’m really—”
“Shut up,” Des says, pointing at me with a drunken sway. “We’re coming with you. But it’s your uncle who’s helping me. Not you, Two-Face.” 
“Okay,” I say. It’s been two months since she said my name. All I am to her is Two-Face.
We walk outside and wait on the front porch, Will with an arm around Des, who’s chewing gum, loudly. I stand in awkward silence with my best-friend-slash-unrequited-crush, while they hit on my former-best-friend-who’s-not-speaking-to-me.
It’s a relief when tío Umberto pulls up a few minutes later. He salutes with a tip of his fedora. I hop in the front seat and ask if we can give Will and Des a ride.
“But of course,” Umberto says. “Great to see you two.”
We pull onto the twisting roads. The only sounds are the hum of the motor and the occasional bubble bursting from Des’s mouth.
“Haven’t seen you in a while, Des,” says Umberto. “How are things?”
“Fine,” Des says. 
Silence again. Des’s gum-chewing gets so loud I can hear it from the front seat. Uncle Umberto shoots me a quizzical look. I shake my head at him with a clenched-teeth face. Thankfully, he gets the drift. We drive another few minutes in silence. 
Umberto pulls up in front of Des’s house. “First stop, Madame Desiree’s abode!”
“I’ll get out here too,” says Will. “It’s a short walk. Thanks, Mr. Olmeda!”
They get out of the car, Des leaning on Will for support. I feel a pang of jealousy—of both of them. If only I could figure out a way for everyone to get along with everyone else, then everything would be better. Des and I would be friends again, and Will would realize I understand them in a way no one else can.
Uncle Umberto pulls the car back onto the road. “Des didn’t even say good-bye. Was that just because she was drunk?”
I slump in my seat. “She doesn’t talk to me, like, ever. I kind of deserve it.”
“What happened?”
I look out the window, torn between embarrassment and desperately needing to talk to someone. Will is too wrapped up in their crush on Des. I can’t talk to Des because she’s the problem, and Kate’s never been someone I go to for advice. 
“There are a few people—some of the girls on the team,” I say, “who said Des was really moody. Like she’d be happy one second and the next she’d be angry. Someone said it was like she had multiple personality disorder, and they started counting her personalities. They’d even do it in front of her. We’d be at the diner after practice, and Des would say something, and somebody would go ‘Seven!’ or ‘23!’ And Des had no idea what was going on.”
“And you participated in this?” There’s disappointment in the softness of tío’s voice.
“Of course not,” I say. “But I didn’t tell her. One time she even asked me what the deal was with all the numbers, and I acted like I didn’t know. Then Kate told her what was going on, and that I knew about it, and Des sent me like thirty texts saying she couldn’t believe I’d do that to her, and that I was a terrible friend. And she blocked me on, like, everything, and now all she ever calls me is ‘Two-Face.’ And to be honest everything she said is true. I lied to her. I do act like a different person depending on who I’m with. I’m two-faced.”
“It sounds like a hard situation,” Uncle Umberto says. “What do you think you should have done?” He’s doing his Socratic thing, which is totally not what I was hoping for.
“I probably should have told her what was going on. Or told the others to stop. Or both.”
“And why didn’t you?”
“Because I knew it would just hurt her feelings, and the team would say I snitched, and everyone would be pissed at each other, and it all seemed like more trouble than it was worth.”
“Then I think ‘two-facedness’ is a misdiagnosis of the problem. You have some exceptional gifts, Val. When you’re with someone, you imagine yourself behind the eyes of the other person. You see the world from their perspective and meet them there—even if that perspective is vastly different from your own. But our greatest gifts can also be our greatest liabilities. You saw that Des was going to feel hurt, and you saw there would be strife on the team, but you didn’t go a step further and do something about it. The problem is you took the path of least resistance. And that path, though the easiest, is often not the one that gets you where you need to go.”
Umberto’s cell phone rings, his favorite Gloria Estefan merengue beat. “Sorry,” he says. “It’s work, I have to take this.” He gets work calls at all hours of the day. It must be morning by now in Istanbul. He nestles the earpiece onto his ear and says, “Yes, Patrece? … I know, they were rumbling about that before.” 
The car picks up speed as Umberto listens. “Increíble,” he says, slapping the steering wheel. “Then say we’ll set them up with seats near the ceiling.” Umberto scoffs. “Well, it’s not like we can change their physiology. I’m not letting this derail us, not now. … Then we’ll build them an alcove!” He yanks off the earpiece, barely slowing as he turns the corner.
“Um, you have to build an alcove for someone?” I ask.
Umberto chuckles. “Luckily, I don’t personally have to build it.” 
I think back to that weird conversation he had with Johnny. These people making these demands—are they connected to the “ticks” that Johnny was worried about? “Is everything okay, tío? I know your job is stressful, but lately it seems even worse.”
Umberto slows down. “I have a big meeting coming up, a major negotiation that I’m mediating. If it goes well, it will make a real difference in many people’s lives. If it doesn’t …” His voice trails off as we come to a red light, and he takes off his fedora to reveal his thinning hair. “You’re so young, Valeria. There are things I have to tell you. This might not make much sense now, but a time is coming, sooner than I’d like, when you may have to leap into a whole new set of challenges. You’ll find realities that are wondrous—but also harsh.”
 “What are you talking about?” I say. “I know life is hard. You don’t have to tell me that.”
Umberto squints at the road ahead of him. “Right. We’ll talk after the SATs. I don’t have to leave until a week from Wednesday.”
“You’re leaving again?” I slump deeper into the seat. “I hate it when you’re not here. You’re basically the only person on the planet who understands me.”
Tío Umberto pats my knee. “Well, that’s not so bad. That means you might still find plenty of people who understand you on other planets.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kate sleeps over the night before the SATs for some final cramming. I wish it were Will or Des, but it’s good to have someone to study with. In the morning she wakes up before everyone else and even makes omelets for everyone, impressing Umberto and Mami.  
The test is a disaster, my answer sheet filled with scribbles that will probably invalidate half my answers even if I got them right. At least it’s over. 
There’s no sign of Umberto’s car, and Kate and Will both get a ride with Des’s parents, which is awkward, so I just avoid all of them and go sit at the picnic tables and doodle. Tío Umberto promised to take me out for ice cream as my reward for surviving the SATs. It’s a ritual we’ve followed on special occasions since my First Communion. We’ll have cookie’s ‘n’ cream ice cream cones with chocolate fudge and chocolate sprinkles. The chocolate sprinkles are essential. We’ll talk about the Yankees, then go home and stream a movie. 
After ten minutes, I dial Umberto. No answer. I redial. After four rings, it picks up. At first I think it’s a bad signal, but then realize that strange sound is actually a high-pitched sob. “Hello?” I say. “Tío?”
“O Dios mío.” It’s Mami’s voice. “Dios mío,” she says over and over, in between sobs.
“Mami?” I say. “Qué pasó?”
“Ay, m’ija,” she sobs. “Umberto está muerto. Mi hermano está muerto.” 
But we were going to get ice cream, is the first stupid thought that goes through my head.
Then a planet tilts inside my heart. It can’t be true. Tío Umberto can’t be dead. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Mami pulls into an empty space in the parking lot of the funeral home, utterly failing to line up the car with the white lines. As we walk across the lot, Mami grips my hand tight, the way abuela always used to. For a second, I wonder if Mami has somehow transformed into abuela, because that’s how everything seems now, like the universe is conspiring in every way possible to pull the rug out from under me.  
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” the guy at the funeral home says at the door.
“He says he’s sorry about Uncle Umberto,” I tell Mami in Spanish. She nods through tears as he ushers us into the sitting room. I hold Mami’s hand and interpret as the funeral director writes down our info and asks about scheduling for the wake and the funeral. Interpreting for Mami is so familiar that it’s oddly comforting. 
“Another important matter,” the funeral director says, “is the selection of a casket.”
The funeral director hands Mami a catalog, thick like an art portfolio. Mami looks at it, lets out a high-pitched sob, and drops the book to the floor. “No puedo más!”
I don’t translate that for the funeral director, just give Mami’s hand a firm squeeze.
“I’m so sorry,” the funeral director says, putting a box of tissues in front of us. 
I hold Mami as she sobs, and I wonder why I’m not crying too. It’s like Mami and I are a single entity: my mother is the part that expresses our grief, and I’m the part that does everything else.
I bend over to pick up the catalog and lay it on my lap. I thumb through it, surprised that caskets are so expensive. Mami is always cost-conscious but she’d never get one of the cheapest ones—they’re too simple and unadorned, and Mami would want better than that for her brother. The mahogany ones are elegant, but the prices are over the top. Then I see one that’s deep purple with silver lining. It reminds me of tío Umberto’s fedora and has a bit of his flair. It’s not the cheapest, but it’s on the less expensive side.
“How about this one, Mami?”
“Ay, Val,” she says, looking up and smiling through her tears. “That’s perfect. This is the one we want.”
We talk through prayer cards and other details of the wake. When we get up to leave, the funeral director catches my eye and pats me on the arm. “Lo siento,” he says, with a thick American accent.
“Thanks,” I say, Mami leaning on me as we walk out the door.

      [image: image-placeholder]The wake is the next day. I loosen the collar of my black button-down shirt. At least Mami didn’t make me wear a dress, but my formal pants and shirt are almost as uncomfortable. Miguel and I are standing in the parlor, on the far end from Mami and the casket. Mami is sitting a few feet from Umberto’s body, where a receiving line has formed. Our cousin is up front with Mami, arms flailing. “He was so young,” she says. “And so flaquito! How could someone so skinny have a heart attack so young?” 
“I feel like we’re in a telenovela,” Miguel says. “All we’re missing is the dramatic background music.”
I chuckle. “Totally.”
Will and Desiree walk in, dressed in black and grey. They’re both here—together. I’d have too many feelings to count, if my heart weren’t too numb for feelings. Will waves awkwardly, then comes up and wraps me in a hug. A few days ago, my heart would have raced feeling the warmth of their body surrounding mine, but now we’re just two empty bodies pressing into each other. 
“I’m so sorry,” Will says, pulling apart from me.
Desiree holds out a plate of homemade M&M cookies, her old specialty. “I brought these for you and your family.” I take the cookie tray and hold it like it’s a newborn baby. For the first time in weeks, our eyes meet without instantly dashing away from each other. “I’m sorry about your uncle, Val.”
My name. She actually said my name. “Thank you, Des, that means a lot to me.” For the first time, I feel a sniffle coming on—but I can’t cry yet, I need to take care of everyone else. I focus on finding a place for the cookies on the credenza.
“We should talk,” Desiree says. “Not now, but. When I heard about your uncle … Yeah, um, let’s talk. When you’re ready.”
“I’d like that,” I say, a tangle of appreciation and sorrow in my throat.
Des and Will hug me again, then walk toward Mami.
Miguel taps me on the shoulder and points to the door. “Check them out. The telenovela is over and it’s time for Cirque du Soleil.” Umberto’s co-workers are walking in. Patrece stands a full six-and-a-half-feet tall, her arms almost long enough to reach her knees without bending. Wasala is three feet tall, her head barely reaching Patrece’s waist, and her movements are oddly fluid, like she’s double-jointed everywhere. Then there’s Johnny, who came by the other night. Instead of his usual red leather jacket, he’s wearing a perfectly fitted jet-black suit. I’m no good at designers, but it looks expensive, an Armani or something. As Johnny walks in, he snatches off his sunglasses with a dramatic flourish. 
“So they’re eccentric,” I tell Miguel. “They were tío Umberto’s friends.”
They come over to us. Patrece shakes my hand, and I feel a sudden rush of cold—not from her hand, but from the air around it, like opening the door of a freezer. Has it gotten colder outside? 
“My condolences to you and your family,” Patrece says.
“Condolences to everybody,” Miguel says. “Condolences to the whole fricking world. It’s a worse off place without Uncle Umberto.”
“That’s truer than you know,” Wasala says. “Umberto’s passing will be felt in many spheres.”
“I’m not much of a people-person,” Patrece says. She says “people-person” the way people with a severe allergy to cats say they’re not cat-people. “But Umberto was exceptional. He was one of the most impressive beings I’ve ever had the honor of knowing.”
“Plus, he had a magnificent sense of fashion,” Johnny says. “These past few decades, very few people have been able to work a fedora, but Umberto pulled it off effortlessly.”
I want to be nice to these people because I know they cared about Umberto too, but am I supposed to be comforted by the eulogizing of his fedoras? I can’t wait for them to leave, so I can be alone with my family, the people who really knew tío Umberto.
“We knew Umberto with a depth you might not guess,” Wasala says, and it’s creepy how what she’s saying is like an answer to my thoughts. “We worked with him for years, through crises and triumphs. He possessed a remarkable ability to maintain his composure in the midst of adversity. He consistently exceeded expectations for a—” She’s cut off by a wide-eyed glance from Patrece. “For someone of his background,” Wasala finishes.
“We really must move on to pay our respects to Umberto’s corpse,” Patrece says, shepherding her colleagues away.
“Background?” I say. “Why would Turkish people have issues with Puerto Ricans?”
“Islanders,” Wasala says, as Patrece leads her to the casket. It’s almost cartoonish, a near-giant dragging a little person along behind her. “Terrible prejudice against islanders of any kind.”
They’re certainly a weird bunch, but tío Umberto always says—said—that weird depends entirely on where you are and where you come from. Part of me wants to know more about them, more about that other world in Istanbul where Umberto spent so much of his time. 
The three of them hover at the casket. Wasala looks up at Patrece with a questioning glance. Then Johnny crosses himself and kneels to pray. Funny, I wouldn’t have guessed he was Catholic. The others follow Johnny’s example. Patrece holds her palm completely flat as she makes the sign of the cross, like a series of gentle self-slaps. Wasala’s motions are the opposite, an excessively fluid dance of her hand. Johnny stands, and the others follow. Just as they’re leaving, Patrece reaches into the casket and touches Umberto at the neck. What the hell? Mami has been touching tío’s body all day, but it’s just weird for a co-worker to do that.
Then something glints in the casket. Did Patrece drop something inside? I walk over to the casket. For less than a second, a gentle green glow pulses through the veins of Uncle Umberto’s neck. I lean in to look more closely, but Umberto’s neck looks normal now. It happened so fast—could it have been a trick of the light? 
That weird conversation about the ticks. Umberto’s weird phone call in the car. Tío Umberto having a sudden heart attack even though he was completely healthy. And now a strange green glow in his body. Could Umberto have been involved in some sort of international espionage? Something that made someone want to kill him? Or, if he was a spy, maybe he faked his death and is really still alive?
I stare at his body, and realize I’m letting denial and wishful thinking carry my brain to ridiculous fantasies. Tío Umberto is gone, and I just have to accept it.
“You okay, Val?” Miguel says, coming up behind me. 
I shake myself out of my stampede of wild thoughts. “I’m fine.” 
“Timoteo just texted. His bus was delayed but finally got in. He’ll be here any minute.”
Timoteo will be devastated when he sees the body, and I need to be there for him when he does. I turn toward the door. He’s walking into the parlor, wearing his only suit. He flashes Miguel and me a weary smile. He walks toward us, then comes to a halt. He hunches over, his eyes wide in disbelief as he stares at tío’s body. A sob chokes out of his throat.
I’m already striding across the parlor in steps as long as my short legs can manage. I wrap my arms around my big brother and let his weight fall onto me. He’s so tall that I’m holding him just above the waist, my head buried in his jacket. Neither of us says anything. I just stand there, propping him up and holding him tight as he sobs.

      [image: image-placeholder]Timoteo is calmer by the time he gives the eulogy. It’s the thing I admire most about my older brother. Ever since he came out a few years ago, he’s had this special way to find power in his own vulnerability. He talks about how Uncle Umberto was the world’s biggest Yankees fan, how he often spoke of the Yankees’ victories and losses in colossal proportions. “All is well in the galaxy,” he would say. “The Yankees won today.” And everyone in the church laughs this exhausted laugh, like laughter’s the only way they can get a break from all their tears. 
Then he talks about the way Umberto loved to travel, the way he could make friends with anyone in any place in any language. At the end, Timoteo says, “I’ve never been a big baseball fan like tío Umberto. But the Yankees beat the Cardinals today, four to one. And if Umberto were here with us now, I know that he would tell us that all is right in the galaxy.” Mami lets out a sob, and I squeeze her knee.
At the end of the service, the priest announces that Umberto’s other nephew is going to share a song. Miguel walks up to the podium. “This is a song from the show I did last spring. Umberto came to all my shows—if he wasn’t out of the country—and this was one of his favorites.”
 He sings a cappella, “Who Am I?” from Les Misérables. When he sings, “If I stay silent, I am damned,” his voice chokes on the word “damned,” which never happens to Miguel on stage. But he gets his composure back as the song goes on, until he booms out the final chorus, his voice filling the church. He wipes away tears and says, “Thanks for teaching me to always be who I am, Uncle Umberto.” It’s nothing but sniffles and sobs in every pew. I was so much closer to Umberto than any of these people. But I still haven’t shed a tear.
There’s a tap on my shoulder—Johnny in the pew behind us. “You gonna sing a little ditty for us too? Maybe a speech or a poem?”
“That’s not really my style,” I say.
“That’s a shame,” Johnny says. “I was psyched to hear what you had to say.” As the organ music plays, Johnny gets up and takes his place at the side of the casket. Mami asked him to be one of the pallbearers, along with Miguel, Timoteo, three of Uncle Umberto’s ex-boyfriends, and two primos—all guys. Together they lift up the casket and slowly carry it down the aisle. Johnny carries the weight effortlessly, but Miguel’s and Timoteo’s arms are trembling. It’s silly that Mami only asked guys to be pallbearers, especially since I’ve been able to beat both my brothers at arm-wrestling since I was fourteen. But I don’t need to be up front. I’m an invisible pallbearer, carrying more of the weight than anyone can see. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Our house is too small and too messy, so Mami tells everyone to meet at the Valley Diner afterward. The cousins alone fill up half the seats. I’m sitting with my brothers in a booth near the entrance when Umberto’s co-workers come in, the last group to arrive. 
“It’s a five-minute wait,” the hostess tells them. “Your name?”
“Johnny,” says Johnny. “Johnny Excelsior.”
The hostess lets out a snort. “All right, Mr. Excelsior. We should have a table for you in just a few minutes.”
Patrece says, “Must you use that ridiculous name?”
“You don’t even know,” says Johnny. “Johnny Excelsior is what I am.”
“This is why I detest being in public with you in foreign places. Can you try not to draw any unwarranted attention, Johnny?”
Why is Patrece worried about drawing attention? Maybe Uncle Umberto’s NGO really was a cover for something else. What was that green glow on Umberto’s neck?
My train of thought gets interrupted by Timoteo and Miguel, talking about how when we were kids, Umberto used to grab us by the wrists and spin us around. But I don’t want to reminisce. I want to think about anything but tío Umberto, because every time I think of him it feels like someone stabbing my stomach from the inside.
I get out of the conversation by going to the restroom. I’m washing my hands when Wasala comes in. “Hello, Valiant One,” she says.
Does she mean me? That’s what “Valeria” literally means, but the only one who’s ever called me that was tío Umberto. I just say, “Hey,” and pull out a paper towel. Wasala’s still standing there, hovering, as much as a three-foot-tall person can hover.
“Patrece or Johnny haven’t spoken to you yet?” Wasala asks.
“About what?” I say, wondering what they could possibly have to talk to me about. 
“Indeed,” Wasala says. “That’s just as well, I suppose. Have to allow you time to grieve.”
It seems like all of Umberto’s co-workers speak quirky or cryptic as their first language. Now I’m really curious and want to know what she was going to say. 
“Everything in time, dearie,” Wasala says. “I see, you know. I see how much of the weight you carry. And I worry even more weight is about to fall on your shoulders. But some are asked to bear much because they have the strength to hold it.”
Okay. They certainly are a melodramatic bunch of peace activists from Istanbul. “Okay, um, thanks for the tip,” I say, and walk out the door.

      [image: image-placeholder]I just want to collapse by the time I get home. But I can’t sleep, so I pull out my phone. With the funeral and everything, I haven’t even looked at my email since Umberto—since the SATs. I scroll through dozens of condolence messages. I don’t even want to open them—condolences are pointless. Then, further down in my inbox, I see the name “Umberto Olmeda” in the From column and I let out a yelp.  
He must have sent it just before he’d died. My hands tremble as I click on the message. The top of it says, “This is hilarious!” followed by a forward of a joke-news article with the headline, “Construction Delayed for Train Station under Volcano.” It’s totally typical of tío’s bizarre sense of humor—quotes of locals talking about how the volcano was perfect for a train station, such a great tourist destination, and they’d never expected the magma to pose so many challenges. Uncle Umberto always used to send me articles like that. It must have been one of the last things he did before he died, the last thing I’ll ever hear from him, and it’s not even a very funny article.
That’s when it hits me. Tío Umberto is gone, and I’ll never get to spend another moment with him. From deep in my lungs, a sob rises up. It moves through my windpipes like an enormous stone rolling through a narrow crawlspace. Finally, the sob escapes from my mouth, but it offers no relief. More sobs come, each one like a stone struggling to roll out of my insides. It just keeps going, like an endless supply of rocks on a lonely stony shore. I cry until my sobs turn into pebbles, small enough that I can whimper myself to sleep.






  
  Chapter 3
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The day after the funeral, I stay home from school and spend the day with my brothers. After all the funeral expenses, Mami is even more worried about money than usual and has to go right back to work cleaning houses. Timoteo, Miguel, and I go through tío Umberto’s collection of books. Timoteo takes the poli sci stuff, Miguel takes the plays, and I take the philosophy. We all want the science fiction and fantasy, so we split those up one by one. The books make us reminisce, especially the ones he read to us as kids, like Narnia and  The Little Prince. We chuckle and then we sniffle and then we sob, and then we’re all exhausted. 
I volunteer to make dinner, since Miguel made omelets and Timoteo made lunch. We need groceries, and the house is getting suffocating, so it’s a good excuse to get outside.
Just as I’m about to leave, the doorbell rings. It’s Kate, holding a pile of papers. “Hey,” she says. 
“Hey,” I say. It was nice of Kate to come by, but I don’t have the wherewithal to invite her in for a longer visit, so I just hover at the door.
Kate clutches the papers to her chest. “I’m really sorry about your uncle. I was going to come to the wake, but my dad was being a jerk and made me stay home to study.”
I summon the energy for a smile. “No worries.”
“I brought my notes from the past few days,” Kate says, “and the homework and such. I mean, not that you should be thinking about school, but I figured at some point you’ll need it.”
“Thanks, Kate.” I take the stack of papers and set them on the chair by the door. “I could probably use the distraction, actually.”
“I’m brilliant at distractions,” Kate says. “I can help you study later if you want. Pinker gave us a pop quiz on Julius Caesar today.”
I swat away a fly. I’ve left the door open too long. “That is so not surprising. And I’m so completely behind on the reading.”
Kate brushes her long blonde hair behind her ears. “Listen, is everything really okay? I just keep thinking about how that guy came to your house the other night, and was saying weird stuff to your uncle about ticks, but they were obvi talking about something else, and now all of a sudden your uncle is dead, and I’m thinking like what if he got caught up in something sketchy with all his international work, like what if it was spying or terrorism or something.” 
I stare at Kate, trying to take in her long, intense ramble, disoriented that her wild fantasy of international espionage is so similar to my own wild fantasies yesterday. Part of me wishes it were true—because then maybe Uncle Umberto could still be alive, maybe he faked his death as part of some secret spy plot. But I’m not one for wishful thinking. 
I lean into the door jamb, let my weight fall into it. “Thanks for worrying, Kate. But it was just a heart attack. I’m pretty sure Umberto wasn’t doing any spying. His job was mostly boring meetings.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you’re right,” Kate says. “It just really shocked me. And if it shocked me, you must be in, like, extreme shock.” 
“It’s natural to be shocked,” I say. How am I the one reassuring her? “Honestly, I’m fine. Thanks for bringing the homework.”
I say good-bye and then hop on my bicycle and ride toward the supermarket, making a mental list for my vegetarian lasagna, a family favorite. Mami loves it, and so does tío Umberto.
So did tío Umberto, I correct myself. Every stream of thought leads back to him. 
Tomato sauce, mozzarella, a loaf of bread. I chant the list in my mind, a supermarket prayer to distract myself from the emptiness in my chest.
A fly buzzes in my ear. I’m riding down hill pretty fast, but it stays on me like it’s stalking me. Flies have a vendetta with me today.
The loud drone of a motor comes from behind. A hot-rod red motorcycle with a sidecar pulls up beside me. The driver is wearing a red jacket that perfectly matches the motorcycle. It takes me a few seconds to recognize it’s Johnny. For a moment, I wonder who the kid in the sidecar is. But then I realize it’s not a kid, it’s Wasala.
“Hey there,” Johnny shouts, slowing the motorcycle to ride in tandem with me.
“Hello, Valiant One,” shouts Wasala.
“Hey guys,” I shout back. We stop at a traffic light, and the din of the motorcycle quiets enough that we don’t have to shout. “I didn’t know you were still in town. Or that you drove a motorcycle.”
“Oh, I get around by many modalities of transportation,” Johnny says with a wink. I’m not sure what to make of that. 
“No one knows what to make of Johnny, dearie,” Wasala says. “But there are things we must tell you about Umberto. Things you must keep secret from everyone, even your family.”
My heart skips three beats. Could there be something to all the conspiracy-thinking? Could the secret be that tío Umberto is still alive? No, I have to stop with these fantasies—it must be something simpler. Maybe they don’t realize tío Umberto has been out to the whole family since I was a kid. “Um, we all know Umberto’s gay.”
“No, no,” Johnny says. “Nothing as trivial as human constructions of sexual identity. Although the recent rapid shift in human sexual mores is totally fascinating!”
Then the fly that’s been buzzing around flies straight toward Johnny and disappears into his ear. Johnny doesn’t even flinch, as if he doesn’t care a fly is wandering around his ear canal. 
“Um, Johnny,” I say. “A fly just flew, like, right in your ear.”
“Oh, that was no fly,” Johnny says. “That was a lil nanocam. Didn’t want to intrude on your grieving rituals, so we’ve been keeping an eye on you to wait for the right moment to give you the tea.” 
Nanocam—that must stand for nanocamera. But that would be major advanced tech. Could my whole spy fantasy actually be true?
“Oh, dear no, not spies,” Wasala says.
“She thinks we’re spies?” Johnny says. “That is so fun and kind of weirdly almost right.”
“We’re not spies, Johnny!” Wasala says. “We’re doing this all wrong. Can we go somewhere more private?”
How is everything Wasala says is an exact answer to what I’m thinking? Is she like some super-genius at reading facial expressions? 
Wasala looks up at me from the sidecar. “Human facial expressions can be surprisingly difficult. But please—we’ve much to explain and little time to do it.”
Human facial expressions? Now my brain is searching for possible explanations. Espionage. Some weird reality-TV prank show. Secret society of telepathic little people who Umberto was trying to help empower. Two delusional co-workers of Umberto’s? Or maybe Wasala’s creepily intuitive, like Tía Irene? 
“Light’s green,” Johnny says, revving the motor. “And we’ve got a lot to cover.”
I point at the supermarket across the street. “We can pull over here. I was about to go shopping anyway.”
Johnny salutes and cruises ahead, pulling his motorcycle into the parking lot of the supermarket. I pedal close behind. As I get off my bike and kick out the kickstand, Wasala walks toward me. “This really isn’t the proper place. We have a full orientation ready for you back at the office, Madame Ambassador.”
I bend over laughing as I close my kryptonite lock. The Umberto-has-some-delusional-co-workers explanation is looking more likely. “Um, I’m a high school student. And I’m pretty sure you need a decent score on the SATs for a career in diplomacy, which is definitely not happening any time soon. I need to do the groceries.” 
Wasala scuffs her shoes on the pavement. “Verbal communication is so maddeningly slow.” She scans the parking lot, which is vacant except for a few empty cars.
A dozen flies converge on Johnny from all corners of the parking lot and land on his palm. “The coast is clear,” he says. “No one within earshot.”
This is … getting weirder.
“Then we do it here,” Wasala says. 
Johnny leans toward me over his motorcycle. “We don’t really work for an NGO, and neither did your uncle. Umberto was the secret ambassador of Earth in an interstellar council of planets.”
Wasala looks up at me, her eyes wide and serious. “You are your uncle’s successor, Valiant One. You are the new ambassador of Earth. You must come with us to our Interstellar Embassy in Istanbul, and from there you must go to Hosh to save my world and complete the mission your uncle left unfinished.”
Okay. This is even wackier than any of my theories. But if Johnny and Wasala are delusional, that doesn’t explain the mind-reading. Or the fly-cam things. Or why Umberto always spoke of them as friends he respected. But none of what they’re saying makes sense. How can Earth even have a space ambassador when we’ve barely made it past the moon? 
Wasala turns back to Johnny. “She’s still skeptical.”
“Isn’t she allegedly, like, the most open-minded person on the planet?” Johnny says.
Wasala lifts her nose in the air. “Indeed, that’s why her reaction is so … subdued. She’s trying to reason it out. Some of her questions are quite sensible.”
“Um, I’m standing right here,” I say.
“We gotta break out the big guns,” Johnny says. “I’m going to whip up a holosphere.”
“Agreed. We need the privacy regardless.”
Wasala walks toward Johnny and beckons for me to follow. I stay a few cautious steps behind her, until the three of us are clustered a few feet apart. Johnny spreads out his palms and the lights of his motorcycle turn on—but not with normal light, with a light that holds the entire rainbow in a single beam. The lights fly out of the motorcycle and swirl around us, forming stars and nebulae. Suddenly the supermarket and parking lot are gone. There’s no floor, no walls, just the three of us floating in a sea of stars. For a second I’m dizzy, my body looking for an anchor. I kneel down. The ground looks like it’s made of stars, but feels like the rough concrete of a parking lot. 
I stand back up and look at the star-scape all around me. I hold up my hand in the air. The projection of stars isn’t hitting my hands, and there’s no mist or wall where light could land. “How on earth are you doing this?”
“This technology ain’t from Earth,” Johnny says. “And neither are we.” 
“So you’re … aliens,” I say, my brain unable to find another explanation.
“If by aliens you mean in the geocentric sense of sentient beings not native to Earth, then yeah,” Johnny says. “I’m Synthetic.”
“Johnny can control photons at the quantum level,” Wasala explains. “From within this sphere, the three of us are seeing this star-scape. From outside of it, any passerby would just see three people having an ordinary conversation outside a Terran food market.”
I turn around and walk a few steps away from them. Suddenly, the star-scape disappears, and I’m back in the parking lot. I look back, and Johnny winks at me. Wasala waves with wiggling fingers. I turn around and abruptly cross back into the sea of stars.
I take a deep breath and think. They’re from outer space. Tío Umberto was Earth’s ambassador, so he worked in outer space. There’s no other explanation, so it must be true. And if anyone would be an outer-space ambassador, it would be Umberto. 
But if that’s true, then anything is possible. Maybe tío Umberto is still alive. Maybe his death was faked, maybe …
Wasala walks toward me, her lips trembling. “Umberto’s mind has gone silent. I saw for myself at the wake. I’m so sorry, dearie. He was our friend, too, and we miss him terribly.”
“Yeah,” Johnny says. “Umberto was one of a kind.”
My eyes tear up. Their sympathy feels so much more authentic than so many other people’s—and they’re not even … people. I look up at the stars around us and think of all the times tío Umberto and I looked up at the sky and wondered at the stars together. Suddenly their beauty is a cruel betrayal. My jaw tightens and my breath speeds up. Why didn’t he tell me? Why did these two get to be part of this whole other life he had, and not me? 
“I saw in his mind how badly he wanted to tell you,” Wasala says. “But interstellar law forbade it.”
Wasala really is hearing everything I think, all the pain and grief I haven’t shared with anyone. She has no right to all these feelings I haven’t even figured out myself. 
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I know most mind-deaf keep private thoughts. But I can’t turn off my telepathy any more than you can turn off your ears.”
“Okay,” I say, sniffling with anger. “Then give me something back. Use your telepathy to share a memory of Umberto in outer space or something so I can understand this whole other life of his.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Wasala says. “Telepathy is just another kind of sensory input. I hear your thoughts, but I can’t transmit mine. You either have it or you don’t.” 
I wipe my eyes and slow down my breathing, try to turn off my heart and turn on my brain. I look at Johnny and Wasala. “If you’re aliens, then how come you look so human?”
Johnny spreads his arms and points at his chest with his thumbs. “This snatched bod is only my latest look.” The motorcycle hums to life and drives itself in circles around us. A swarm of flies emerges from Johnny’s sleeves and whizzes through the air in formation, spelling out E-X-C-E-L-S-I-O-R. “The flies, the motorcycle—they’re all a part of me as much as my ripped abs and slick black hair.” 
Okay, the motorcycle and the flies are pretty convincing, though the quirky narcissism is not what I’d expect in an android. “So you’re like … the droids in Star Wars.”
Johnny rolls his eyes as he sucks
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SYNTHETICS — One of the five Great Powers of the Galaxy, the
Synthetics are an ancient society of non-organic sentient lifeforms that
pre-existed all present-day organic civilizations."! Most Synthetics
reside in the outer globular clusters and avoid contact with organic
cultures, making reliable information on their culture limited.® .. The
majority of Synthetics that interact with organics are children or
adolescents by Synthetic standards, no older than a millennium...
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TRANSCRIPT OF SUBSPACeE MessaGes

between Umberto Olmeda (Ambassador of Earth) and
Pash-Ti of Phasmus V (Licensed Observer of Primitive Worlds)

Galactic Standard Date 43A3.71

ObserverPashTi: Ambassador, this was the second
attempt on your life this month. It pains me to articulate,
but you must develop a prudent succession plan.

AmbUmb: we already have one

ObserverPashTi: | said prudent. That child hasn't even
completed the basic schooling rites on Earth, as barbaric
as that educational system may be.

AmbUmb: 15 is the official age of maturity for a terran.
she’s eligible and there's no one as qualified. Punto.

ObserverPashTi: It's been difficult enough convincing the
Great Powers to take you seriously as ambassador of
Terra. Even for a primitive world, Terra has a horrid
reputation. The ecological self-destruction. The violent
divisions. The intolerable humidity.

AmbUmb: well, Earth may have its shortcomings, but we
do have salsa. the Yankees. RuPaul’s drag race.

ObserverPashTi: This is no time for levity. Your personal
feelings are clouding your judgment.

AmbUmb: <Galactic standard signal for indignant hurt>
my personal connection to her has nothing to do with this!
she did better on the xenoreactive scenario than anyone
else on Earth who's taken the test—even me! i've never met
a single sentient with greater capacity for empathy for
those who are different from her.

ObserverPashTi: Her potential is significant, but even you
have said she tends to be indecisive—and there is no room for
indecision amidst the complexities of interstellar politics.

AmbUmb: you don't know her like i do. my decision is final.
Valeria Vega will be the next ambassador of Earth.
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ARTICLE 9

ARTICLE 9 — Enacted in the wake of the Sufri Uprising and ensuing
Fourth Galactic War, Article 9 of the Third Treaty of Centron granted
recognition to thousands of primitive worlds, including representation
in the Interstellar Assembly by special ambassadors who have “a voice
but no vote.”l In most cases, the native populations of these worlds
remain unaware of the interstellar community’s existence — or that
sentients from other planets secretly live among them ...
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