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 1
THE KIDNAPPING



Gadgets and doohickeys flew from my small closet as I searched for the alien tracker. Springs and batteries and spools of yarn—why do I have yarn?—went flying. Even in the chaos of my room, everything had a place, and I always knew what that place was … except for the one time Nugget’s life depended on it.

Murphy’s law: If something can go wrong, it will.

The problem was that I kept changing the tracker’s hiding spot to avoid someone finding it, or worse, stealing it. But I’d never, in my wildest nightmares, thought someone, or something, would steal Nugget.

I checked my desk, where Nugget’s cage was. No luck. Then I dove low to the ground and wiggled my way under my bed’s metal frame. I clicked on my headlamp for some visibility.

Aha! Right where I’d hidden it.

An umbrella holder was pinned all the way at the back of the bed, but I couldn’t quite reach it. I squirmed out from under the bed and looked around my room. I spotted the item-grabber I’d thrown from the closet, which was really a broomstick with a claw attached at the end. Yes! I scooped it up and fished out the umbrella holder.

I backed myself against a corner so that nothing could creep up behind me. There was no telling if an alien predator was still somewhere close. I pulled out the alien tracker. My hands shook as I powered it on—the worst thing I could imagine was that it would start wailing immediately, alerting that the light-thieves were close, in a storage bin or under my sheets, ready to snatch me up, too. Nugget’s cage, which sat on the desk across the room, still had alien goo bubbling inside. It made my stomach lurch, and not just because it was disgusting, but because of what it could possibly mean.

What if they ate Nugget?

I fought back tears while the alien tracker took its sweet time powering on. Even if the kidnappers hadn’t eaten Nugget, I was sure they weren’t being very nice and loving to him. Would I ever see Nugget again? I knew that the light-thieves were dangerous. It wasn’t even that kidnapping shocked me. But it’s one thing to know something objectively and another thing for it to hit close to home. Inside your home.

I thought about my friends and family. I thought about Di. Hopefully everyone was safe and Nugget was the only target so far.

I held my breath … but when the tracker glowed with power, it just hummed. No extraterrestrials lurking within a hundred yards. I took a deep breath. My shoulders dropped, and I stepped out of the corner of my room.

Then a sound outside made me whip around to the window just in time to see the tail end of a blazing green light disappear behind the tree line. Then a puff of green light lit the sky before everything went dark.

I grabbed one of the custom walkie-talkies that I’d designed for the crew. (Turned out all it took was one cell phone bill for my parents to change their minds about me having my own phone. They asked “what in the world” I could possibly be talking to my friends so much about. If they only knew.)

But the walkies served us well. Luckily, we all lived within a five-mile radius, and the transmission gave us eight miles. Perfect, as long as no one traveled. And walkies didn’t require data or cell towers, so it was a win-win.

I brought the walkie to my face. I calmed myself. One long inhale, one long exhale. Then two more times. I couldn’t sound like I was panicking. And besides, Nugget being kidnapped was only part of the problem. If I understood the green light in the sky correctly, Cheese was back. And if the light-thieves were here, too—and the goo in Nugget’s cage said they definitely were—then that meant danger for Cheese. Really, it could mean danger for us all.

The reason light-thieves came to Earth in the first place was to capture Cheese and steal Cheese’s light-flowers. The light-flowers gave them energy their planet didn’t have. The light-thieves were formidable enemies who had already destroyed Cheese’s planet. If they got what they were after, it could mean destruction for our planet just like Cheese’s planet. Maybe even destruction for the whole galaxy.

Unless we stopped them.

No problem. The weight of humanity on one inventor’s shoulders. I could handle it. (Even if it meant I felt like I was going to puke. That was still handling it, right?)

“Uh, guys,” I said into the speech box, hoping the static of the walkie-talkie disguised the tremble in my voice.

No response.

“I’m sorry … guys and girls. Come in, please? We have a situation.”

The line started to crackle. Kareem’s voice came over the speaker. “Ethan, what’s up, my man? You lock yourself in your room again?”

I spoke in an even voice and led with good news. “Turns out we have an unexpected guest,” I said, trying to sound optimistic. “I think Cheese is here.”

“I swear I saw a green light!” Juan Carlos said. “Oh, wait, it’s fireworks.”

“Huh?” I said, baffled.

“Yeah, see?”

I snapped my eyes back to the window. Sure enough, someone in the direction of the park was setting off fireworks. Yellow and red and blue.

“No way,” I said stubbornly. “I know what I saw. It was a green trail. It had to be Cheese. Or … someone.”

“Cheese is here?” Fatima interrupted, her excitement sounding shrill over the walkie. “Good thing the game is on—everybody’s eyes are glued to the TV.”

She was right—I knew my brothers were downstairs watching University of Ferrous win in the annual rival game. Everyone in Ferrous City would be. Luckily for us. And Cheese.

“I know you guys are excited, but—” I started.

Beep, beep, beep, beep.

Before I could explain, the beeping from across the room interrupted my thoughts.

“Ethan, what’s that noise?” Juan asked.

“I know that sound,” Fatima interjected. “That’s the alien tracker! Is Agent Watson there with you? Hi!”

“Oh, um,” I said, embarrassed. “Yeah, it’s the tracker. But no, Agent Watson isn’t here. I, uh, took the liberty of borrowing it from him.”

“Does Agent Watson know that?” Fatima asked.

“Not exactly. But I wanted to study it to build our own. Plus, we live in Ferrous City! It’s a hotbed of alien activity. He can just get another one from headquarters. We need it way more!”

“Obviously,” Fatima said. “Because … well, it’s currently going off. Does that mean light-thieves?”

The beeping started to quicken. It was definitely picking up something.

Then there was another burst of green light—it flashed outside my bedroom window. Fainter this time. If you weren’t looking for it—and I always was—you might miss it.

This is it, I thought. They’re coming to take me, too!

The light started to dim like it was moving away from me. I rushed to the window and got a quick glimpse of what I knew had to be a spaceship. It wasn’t like Cheese’s pinball ship; it was flatter and rounded with ridges on the top and bottom. Intimidating. Moonlight reflected off the ship’s sleek exterior.

The tracker’s pitch increased, pulling me out of my trance.

“Did anyone else see that?” I said, gaping.

“I did,” Kareem said. “I thought you said Cheese was here already.”

“I did,” I said.

“Then what was that? A shooting star?” Juan Carlos said.

“What shooting star glows green?” Fatima sighed. If I knew Fatima, she was already lacing up her shoes.

“Exactly,” I said, lacing up mine. My heartbeat was quickening. I glanced at Nugget’s cage and the dripping goo inside it. This was not good. I didn’t know if the light-thieves had reinforcements follow Cheese to Earth or what. Another thought hit me. Maybe this is a species I’ve never seen. An entirely new set of problems we know nothing about.

I grabbed my binoculars and raced back to the window. But there was no sign of the ship, just the faintest green glow far off in the distance. Our street was a regular neighborhood street: two lanes, trees every few driveways. Regular mailboxes. Regular in the daylight, anyway. Right then, everything glowed with scary potential, even though it was dark and quiet again, except for a cat meowing across the street.

“Based on the speed and angle it fell, I think I know where the ship is headed,” I said into the walkie. “Meet me at Gadget Beach.”

“Ethan, are we sure we should do this?” Juan Carlos said. “It’s dark out.”

I wanted to yell NUGGET GOT KIDNAPPED. I NEED YOUR HELP! But this wasn’t the time. Two ships? Cheese back on Earth? One thing at a time.
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