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With six of his eyes, Chief Agent Zythis gazed out his window. From his office near the top of the Central Government Tower, the spires and multicolored towers of the Galactic Union capital spread out before him. Transports of all sizes wove through the air. 

His other six eyes and most of his attention were trained on his austerely furnished office and the white-haired, purple-skinned humanoid standing there. 

“Agent Sorn, thank you for accepting this mission on such short notice. An unexpected crisis has arisen on a planet called Earth. A little out-of-the-way spot, but with a promising species of humanoids. Some years ago, we planted our pre-contact Agent there, but if we don’t act quickly, that Agent and the planet’s chances of entry into the Galactic Union may be destroyed.” 

Agent Sorn frowned. “Has this Agent come into his powers yet or been made aware of who he is?” 

“No, he’s still a child and hopefully has no idea of his real identity. Several years back, we sent a feline agent to check on his progress and had one unfortunate incident of near discovery, but the child was quite young and no ill effects are likely. Recently, however, we discovered that Gnairt operatives on Earth are tracking him down. Apparently they’ve been illegally exploiting the planet’s resources and are desperate to keep Earth out of the Union so they can continue doing so.”
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“So our Agent is a threat to them, and they want to abduct or kill him.” 

Zythis slammed the heaviest of his many tentacles down on his gleaming desk. “Precisely. Your job is to prevent that, hopefully without making the young Agent aware of his status.” With a tentacle tip, he slid an info-cube across to Sorn, its shimmering surfaces concealing a vast store of information. “This will tell you about Earth. You’ll need to change skin tones since theirs range from dark brown to pale beige. But white hair is fine; it’s a mark of maturity with their species. And please report back at frequent intervals. Any questions?” 

Sorn’s mind seethed with questions, but she asked only one. “Weaponry?” 

“Take plenty. The Gnairt are ruthless and will do anything to keep control over that planet. You’re one of our best Agents, Sorn, and the young Agent we planted on Earth has a great deal of potential. Make sure he lives to use it.” 
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“Zack, I hear your crazy cousin, the alien, is moving back to town in a few weeks,” Ken said as he sauntered up to me on the playground, where I was sitting on one of the balance beams.

I gritted my teeth and repeated my mother’s line from last night after I’d said almost the same thing to her. “Cousin Ethan’s not crazy. He’s just . . . attention deprived.”

Ken raised his eyebrows so they disappeared under his thatch of dark hair. “Well, he sure picks a crazy way to get attention.”

“Hey, it’s been two years since Ethan lived here. He’s probably outgrown that phase.” I hated sounding like my mom, but crazy Ethan was family. He was Ethan Gaither and I was Zackary Gaither. I couldn’t let anyone outside family get away with calling him crazy. 



Ken made little beepy noises, wiggled his fingers on top of his head like antennae, and strolled away. 

Grimly I watched. This could destroy what was left of my school year. Of course kids who were new at the school wouldn’t remember how Ethan had gone around saying that my Aunt Marsha and Uncle Paul weren’t his real parents but were just raising him—an alien abandoned on Earth as a baby. Nothing anyone did could make him admit he was just making it up. 

But newcomers also wouldn’t remember that when kids used to tease or bully Ethan too much, I’d beat them up. I’m big for my age, and family honor demanded it. Now I might have to prove that to a whole new crop of kids. I never wanted to be the most popular kid in school, but I’d rather not be known as the short-tempered guy with the crazed cousin. 

Well, at least this school year only had a couple more months to go. And anyway, Ethan would be in the grade behind me. Besides, Mom might be right. Maybe he’d outgrown that phase. Maybe he thought he was a Tyrannosaurus rex now. 

For the next few weeks, I tried not to think about Ethan. It wasn’t easy. Word got around, and people were teasing me already. By the time my uncle, aunt, and cousin did arrive, I would have preferred a T. rex. 

Uncle Paul’s company had bought them a big expensive house and paid for all their stuff to be moved. They spent several days settling in, then came over to our house for dinner. I tried to say I was spending the night at Ken’s—or anybody’s—but it didn’t work. 

A car door slammed outside, and moments later, Uncle Paul burst through our door in his typical bull-like style. He laughed and, with one beefy hand, slapped my skinny dad on the back, nearly knocking him over. “Well, here I am, Big Brother, back in your one-horse town. Let me tell you, the company had to promise a hefty raise plus big benefits to lure me back. But I’m worth it, so here I am!” 

Before my dad or mom could get a word out, Aunt Marsha fluttered in, wafting her usual cloud of perfume. “Alice, dear, still wearing those colors? Well, I guess one should wear what one likes, whatever the fashion. Still, I do somehow manage both, don’t you think? Take this outfit. Isn’t it scrumptious?” 

She swirled around, looking as always like an escapee from a flashy fashion magazine. I wondered briefly what my aunt really looked like under her extravagant makeup. I think her natural hair color is black, but at the moment it was sort of red gold. The two then bustled my parents into the living room. At least I’d been spared the usual My-how-you’vegrown comment. But then, Aunt Marsha and Uncle Paul never noticed kids much. 

Including their own. I looked down the front path, and there was Ethan walking up very slowly. He’d grown a little taller, I guess, but he was still pale and skinny. 

“Hi,” he said, a shy smile flicking across the solemn face I remembered all too well. “If you don’t want to sit around listening to my parents brag, let’s go to your room.” 

Once up there, he shoved some comic books off my desk chair, plopped down, and started spinning. That much hadn’t changed. Once he’d told me that seeing my posters for bands and movies spin by in colored swirls made him feel like he was traveling (again) through hyperspace. Right. 

“So, how are things?” I asked when the spinning slowed. Pretty lame, but it was all I could think of. 

“Okay, but I’m glad we’re back here. Big cities are scary.” 

Right, I thought. Particularly if you try to tell tough big-city kids that you’re an alien. Out loud I asked, “How was the school there?” 

“Horrendous. After a while, my folks put me in a private school. Not much better, and I had to board there when both of them were out of town. Dad was sent to bunches of foreign places, and Mom went along. Not me, though.” 

“Bummer.” 

He nodded, his white-blond hair slipping over his eyes. “Yeah, but I’ve traveled across the galaxy. I suppose I don’t have to see Paris.” 

My heart sank. “You’re still. . . telling people you’re an alien?” 

He gave me a look like I was the stupidest thing on Earth. “No way. I was a little kid then. Didn’t have good sense.” His eyes flashed with intensity, and he hunched forward. “You know what my parents did? They sent me to a therapist.” 

About time, I thought, but kept quiet. 

“The guy said I had ‘changeling syndrome. ‘ ” Ethan imitated a snooty adult voice. “ ‘A common malady of maladjusted children or ones from dysfunctional families where the child claims to be adopted and to not really belong to the natural parents. A classic cry for attention.’ ” 

With a kick against my desk, Ethan sent the chair into an angry spin. “It’s that shrink who’s maladjusted! Anyone can see I don’t belong to my so-called parents. They’re tall and dark, and I’m small and light. And our personalities are totally different! They come on strong enough to knock over an elephant, and I like to just sit back and think. We’re not even interested in the same things.” 
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“Sure, but that doesn’t mean . . . ” 

“Not by itself, maybe, but I am an alien. I’ve always known that. Or at least I have since that time with the cat.” 

“The cat?” 

“The fluffy yellow cat we saved from the Doberman.” 

“Oh, right.” I vaguely remembered that when we were both pretty little, playing in my backyard, we’d saved a stray cat from a mean neighborhood dog. Afterward we’d both pretended the cat had talked to us. We’d played it was a secret space alien. 

“But that was just a game,” I protested. 

“Wasn’t! I’d already figured out that since I was so different from my parents, I was probably adopted. The cat just confirmed that. Do you remember what it said?” 

“We pretended it said ‘Thanks’ and some other stuff.” 

“It said, ‘Thanks. I’m sent to check on you, and you end up saving me.’ We both heard it.” 

“We both pretended we did. I was busy slamming the gate on that dog.” 

“And I was holding the cat.” Ethan smiled triumphantly. “That’s when I felt it had wings tucked under its fur.” 

“What?” 

“I didn’t say anything then, but I thought about it lots and realized it must have been an alien. Then suddenly that explained everything. I’d never felt like I belonged because I was an alien too! And anyway, the pendant confirms it. I was wearing it that day, so maybe that’s how the cat knew me.” 

I groaned as he tugged at the chain around his neck. His stupid pendant was a shimmery holographic disk dotted with silvery bumps and one multi-colored crystal. Actually, it was cool looking, but not necessarily alien. 

“I’ve had this as long as I can remember. It must have been given to me by my alien parents when they left me with these people.” 

“But,” I pointed out, “your mother said it’s just a trinket that caught your eye somewhere when you were a baby.” 

“Of course, they’d say that. They don’t want anyone to know the truth. That used to make me mad, but now I’ve figured out that they’re right.” 

“You mean you don’t . . . ” 

He gave me that look again. “They need to hide the fact that I’m an alien. That’s why I’m here, see? I’m being hidden. Maybe from other aliens. Bad aliens. Maybe I’m a prince of one interstellar empire being hidden from a rival empire. That’s why it was stupid of me to go around telling people I’m an alien. So now I’m keeping it a secret within my adopted family.” 

“Oh,” I said. “That’s smart, I guess.” 

And there it was, I realized. He was working his spell on me again. Ethan sounded and looked so sincere when he said that stuff, he could almost make me believe it too. He’d always been good at imagination games. We’d play time-traveling dinosaur hunters or swashbuckling pirates, and I’d get totally swept up in it. Even when his teachers gave him poor grades, they always marked that he had “a fertile imagination.” 

When I was littler, I’d thought it was cool having a maybe-alien cousin. That’s before he started school too, and I had to put up with the other kids’ reactions. Well, he could believe whatever he wanted, as long as he kept quiet about it. Maybe I wouldn’t have to bloody so many noses defending him this year. 

That Monday, I felt almost relaxed about Ethan starting school, even when he strode through the noisy cafeteria heading for the table where I was eating lunch with Ken and Sean. Sean was new to our school, but Ken was already snickering. I shot him a squelching look. 

Ethan plunked his tray beside mine and slid onto the bench. I wanted to tell him to eat with his own grade, but I knew he hadn’t had a chance yet to make new friends, and he certainly wouldn’t have any among those kids who’d known him before. So I introduced him, keeping a stern eye on Ken. We ate, talked, and traded various bits of unwanted food. I swapped my soggy taco for Sean’s cheese sandwich. I like cheese. 

But just before the bell, William Smothers swaggered up, a big smirk on his freckled face. This kid might look like your typical jolly redhead, but he’s one of the nastiest bullies in creation. 

“Well, if it isn’t that little twerp from outer space. Been off visiting the mother ship, have you? Still pushing that crazy stuff about being an alien?” 

I scowled, readying my fist under the table. Ethan threw William a quick, cold smile. “You’re the crazy one. If I was an alien and you were that rude to me, I’d zap you with my disintegrator ray. But I haven’t, see? So how could I be an alien?” 

Ethan raised both hands—innocently empty. William glowered at him and then at me. I raised my hands too, one in a fist. 

At that point, I decided, quite wrongly, that this year wouldn’t be so bad after all. 




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   



OEBPS/images/99.jpg






OEBPS/images/102a.jpg





OEBPS/images/86.jpg





OEBPS/images/81a.jpg





OEBPS/images/91a.jpg






OEBPS/images/89a.jpg






OEBPS/images/79a.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
o) UDV e
NT(v)
: namm;swm Vv u98
S— L





OEBPS/images/70.jpg





OEBPS/images/50.jpg





OEBPS/images/45a.jpg





OEBPS/images/58.jpg





OEBPS/images/67a.jpg





OEBPS/images/54a.jpg





OEBPS/images/9.jpg





OEBPS/images/43.jpg





OEBPS/images/36.jpg





OEBPS/images/41a.jpg





OEBPS/images/16.jpg





OEBPS/images/155.jpg





OEBPS/images/147.jpg





OEBPS/images/29a.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm.jpg
PAMEIA F. SEPVICE has avthorea

cats. She is also active in community
theater, politics, and beach combing.

Mike GOPMAN is a seasonea
editorial llustrator whose work has
been seen in The New York Times,
The New Yorker, Entertainment

e, three children, two dogs, a cat,
o gecko. This is his first book.

ket at by ik Gorman

(c;:um\oda Books
A divisior ublishing Group, Inc.
20 ik v o inpgein 55401 54,






OEBPS/images/backcover.jpg
VELPY

i)






OEBPS/images/156.jpg





OEBPS/images/22.jpg





OEBPS/images/157.jpg





OEBPS/images/3.jpg
| quen 2ottt | f
QmeLa . SETVIE
wNiKG gorman

strated!

inneapolis - New York

8 carochosa Books





OEBPS/images/2.jpg





OEBPS/images/7.jpg
For the Indiana Writers Group,
who always had faith in this one
—Ps.

for your endless love and support
NG





OEBPS/images/10.jpg





OEBPS/images/139a.jpg





OEBPS/images/12.jpg





OEBPS/images/136.jpg





OEBPS/images/114a.jpg





OEBPS/images/104.jpg
N Wweo ot
\Hﬁu;






OEBPS/images/108.jpg





OEBPS/images/130a.jpg





OEBPS/images/1.jpg
MY GOUSin,
the aiien





OEBPS/images/120.jpg





OEBPS/images/fm.jpg
meet is

cousin,

6Ehan. CERaNS MOt
(& sonormal.

He tinks he's n ALIEN.
He ENTS S 0085

el

What's anormal kid £0 do When
it EUMNS OUE his Crazy cousin

JUSt Might be

right?






OEBPS/images/127.jpg





