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				For Mammaji, a superhero grandma, who is likely not in the FBAI but totally could be

				—J.B.

				For my Mamama and Nanu, the strongest and coolest grandmums ever!

				—L.N.
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			· · · CHAPTER ONE · · ·

			WAIT, WHAT?

			“Wait, what?” I say to Uncle Anish, because it seems impossible that I heard him correctly. I could swear he said that Grandma has been kidnapped and taken to the only other alien portal on Planet Earth, Area 52.

			That Grandma is an undercover FBAI agent.

			That Grandma is in danger.

			No. Absolutely not. Impossible.

			Until five seconds ago, I thought Grandma was living in a retirement home back in California. I imagined she was playing bridge, or singing karaoke, or doing whatever it is old ladies do in retirement homes. (Being only twelve, I’ve never actually been to one, so I can’t say what happens there firsthand. I like to think it’s a lot like camp but with softer foods and fewer competitive sports.) I’d call her and ask her myself, but of course there are no phones and no communication with the outside world in Area 51.

			Which is where I live now. With my Uncle Anish. Who is, it turns out, the head of the FBAI, which, if you don’t already know, is the Federal Bureau of Alien Investigations. You heard me correctly: alien investigations.

			My new life here has been one surprise after another.

			AN INCOMPLETE LIST OF AREA 51 SURPRISES!

			
					
					Aliens, aka Break Throughs, are real, and live here!
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					One is now my best friend!
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					And our pets are best friends!
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					Occasionally, I accidentally eat alien eyeballs!
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					GRANDMA IS AN UNDERCOVER FBAI AGENT?!?!?
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			This last one has me flipping out in a way I haven’t flipped out since…well…yesterday. In fairness, I flipped out yesterday because a massive space toilet was about to annihilate all of Area 51 and the entire state of Nevada.

			I was NOT overreacting then. And I am NOT overreacting now, when I grab Uncle Anish by the collar.
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			“Sky, it’s going to be okay,” Uncle Anish says, though he doesn’t look like he believes that. And everyone knows grown-ups like to lie and claim that everything is going to be okay, when what they really mean is It might not be okay, but we’ll get through it anyway.

			I’m not going to lie, like grown-ups sometimes do: I DO NOT LIKE WHEN THINGS ARE NOT OKAY. I DO NOT ENJOY THE IDEA OF GETTING THROUGH IT ANYWAY. I’d much rather Uncle Anish stop treating me like a baby and say honestly, THIS STINKS AS MUCH AS AGENT FARTZ AFTER HE EATS HUMMUS!

			Adults really need to brush up on their people skills.

			Anyhow, am I yelling at you a little too much? Sorry! It is just that MY GRANDMOTHER HAS BEEN TAKEN TO A MYSTERIOUS ALIEN PORTAL, OKAY?

			CUT ME SOME SLACK.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWO · · ·

			TWO TRUTHS AND A LIE

			Have you ever played the game two truths and a lie? It’s pretty much exactly what it sounds like: a game where you tell someone two true things about yourself and one lie, and they have to guess which one is the lie.
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			I think back on my life, and it occurs to me that maybe Grandma was playing that game with me every single day.

			I thought she worked at a veterinarian’s office. I thought she needed help opening jars. Now I realize neither of those things was true.

			So maybe she was playing two lies and a truth. The fact that she’s apparently trained in all the martial arts and spends her days protecting Area 51 from the outside world doesn’t change the most important piece of information: She’s still Grandma, right?

			But I can’t help looking back and questioning everything.
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			“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you,” Uncle Anish says later. “The plan was always for you to come live with me when you turned twelve so your grandma could go back out into the field full-time as an undercover agent. She’s crucial to our entire operation.” We’re in our backyard eating a Code 999 for dinner, even though a Code 999 is a breakfast burrito made with unhatched eggs from the Egglandians. Uncle Anish and I are rebels like that. Sometimes we eat breakfast for dinner, or dinner for breakfast. My personal favorite is when we have “sninner”: dinner made up of snacks.
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			“I know your grandma’s sorry she couldn’t tell you the truth. She really wanted to,” Uncle Anish says now. A bit of egg clings to his chin.

			“Then why didn’t she?” I ask. I am mad and worried, and both feelings are so overwhelming I can barely swallow, even though I love breakfast for dinner. I didn’t know you could feel both fury and fear at the same time about the same person. Especially while eating a delicious burrito.

			Maybe we should have ordered tacos. You can’t be mad or afraid while eating tacos.

			“She didn’t tell you for your protection, obviously,” Uncle Anish says. “If you don’t live here, it’s dangerous to know the truth about Area 51. Only a small group of what we call government outsiders, or GOs, knows, and that’s it. Safer for everyone that way.”

			“But I wouldn’t have told anyone!” Why didn’t Grandma think I was capable of keeping this secret? She raised me, since my parents died when I was a baby. She knows everything there is to know about me, even that I like to eat ketchup straight out of the little packets and I’m afraid of bath mats when I have to pee at night. (Ketchup is delicious and kinda sorta a vegetable! Bath mats look like feet-eating monsters!)

			After all we’ve been through together, how could Grandma not trust me?
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			“It wasn’t about trust, Sky! Your grandmother didn’t want you to be a target!” Uncle Anish has very little hair—more like one single hair—and right now, it’s standing straight up, like an antenna. Too bad it’s not an actual antenna. I’d really like to watch some Disney+.

			“How did you find out about her being taken?” I ask.

			“Headquarters. A telegram came through to my office,” he says.

			“You still use telegrams? Isn’t that like ancient technology?”

			“We use what works,” he says.

			“Outhouses work, but most people use flushing toilets. Candles work, but most people use electricity. Taking baths in a barrel works, but—” I say, but Uncle Anish cuts me off.

			“I GOT IT, SKY!” he growls. I don’t think he’s mad at me or even at Grandma—I’m angry enough for both of us. He just looks exhausted, like he wants a break from catastrophes for a while.

			I can’t blame him. Even though I love living here, something always seems to be going wrong in 51. And not wrong in a small oh-no-I-stubbed-my-toe way, but wrong in a huge the-entire-state-of-Nevada-might-be-destroyed-by-a-vessel-for-poo way.

			This time feels worse. (Though let’s be honest: it smells better.)

			This time it’s personal.
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			A few minutes later, we hear a knock on the fence, and all my friends spill through. Elvis, Mini-Elvis, and Gertie come bustling into the backyard. Zane follows with a giant wipe-it board tucked under one of his beefy arms. Pickles’s tail is wagging so hard that I’m worried he’s going to knock Spike over.

			“We’re here to help!” Elvis says, an optimistic smile spread across his face. He reaches out for a fist bump. “We’re going to save your grandma!”

			Uncle Anish takes one look at my crew and growls in frustration. I didn’t even know he could make that noise, and now he’s done it twice in the last half hour. If he thinks it’s intimidating, he’s wrong. He reminds me of my old neighbor’s teacup Yorkie, The Rock—a tiny little dog who used to yip at anyone who walked by. I’m convinced her name brainwashed her into thinking she was a pit bull.

			Not sure what Uncle Anish expected, anyway. He announced in front of all my friends that Grandma has been an undercover FBAI agent for the last fifty years, that she’s been kidnapped, and that she’s been taken to Area 52. Surely he couldn’t have thought we’d shrug and be like Cool, you go take care of that on your own while we go trade Pokémon cards. (For the record, there are no Pokémon cards in Area 51, as far as I know, though there should totally be Break Through species cards.)

			“Stay out of it, kids. For reals this time.” Uncle Anish puts his hands on his waist Superman-style, and I can’t help but giggle.

			“Did he just say ‘for reals’?” Gertie whispers. Gertie is the newest member of our crew, and I am so grateful to have her as a friend. She’s smart, and generous with her time, and I’m pretty sure I’d be failing my Inkblit class if it weren’t for her. Also her mom’s a world-famous astronaut, and so she tells me all sorts of interesting NASA facts. Like how all astronauts wear diapers—they call them Maximum Absorbency Garments, or MAGs for short—during lift-off.

			“I’m not joking. I have the secretary of defense coordinating with her contacts all over the world. I’m taking care of it,” Uncle Anish says. I look at my friends, and none of them say what we are all thinking: Like you took care of the missing Zdstrammars and the killer space toilet? We don’t say it out loud because that would be mean, and we are not mean. We have simply uncovered the secret the entire adult world hopes to keep from us kids: that they often have no idea what they are doing.

			So we just nod.
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			· · · CHAPTER THREE · · ·

			JUST THE USUAL MYSTERY-SOLVING

			We tell Uncle Anish we’re going into the bunker to hang out and eat snacks, which are two truths. This time our lie is one of omission. We do not mention that we are also going into the bunker to make a plan to save Grandma.

			“Okay, what do we know about Area 52?” Zane asks the group. He is standing next to his wipe-it board in his usual spot, and it’s weird how normal this all feels. Like we head downstairs all the time to solve mysteries. Though I guess, come to think of it, we kinda do.

			Funny to think it wasn’t too long ago that Zane and I were enemies. Now that we understand each other, he’s one of my favorite people on the entire planet. In the entire universe, too.

			“I don’t know anything about 52,” I say. “Is it in the Area 51 handbook?”

			My friends laugh. They know I refuse, under any circumstances, even life-and-death ones, to read that giant book. I’ve lent my copy to Mini-Elvis so he can use it as a booster seat in the golf cart.
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			“Nope,” Gertie says. “My mom says that no one knows anything for sure about Area 52. Not even Agent Spalding or your uncle. Not even the secretary of defense.”

			Gertie’s mom has lived on the International Space Station. She has filtered her own pee and used it as drinking water. If anyone has the inside scoop, it’s her. (Obviously not because she drank her own tinkle, but because she knows people in high places. Literally. The International Space Station is about 240 miles above Earth.)

			“My mom says that all we know is that it exists and it’s the only other portal on Earth where Break Throughs can, you know, break through our atmosphere safely. But we don’t know if there is a thriving Break Through population there like here. The bases have never communicated. We actually don’t even know if it is a base!” Gertie takes a huge bite of a Snickers bar—See, Uncle Anish, we are hanging out and eating snacks—and Zane writes on the board NO INFO ABOUT 52.

			“I almost went there,” Mini-Elvis pipes up.

			“Seriously?” Zane says, intrigued.

			“Yeah! For reals, as Uncle Anish would say,” Mini-E says, and we erupt into giggles again. “My parents’ ship almost got sucked into Area 52, until we realized the coordinates were off. I don’t know where it was, but I can tell you it looked very blue. Like blue as far as I could see.”

			“Blue,” I repeat, and of course Zane writes on the board: BLUE.

			“And the force was strong. It battled our propulsion. Like it wanted us to go there,” Mini-E says.
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			“What did it look like? Did you see mountains?” Elvis asks, and Mini-E shakes his head.

			“No, it was flat but occasionally moved up and down, like waves.”

			“So like the ocean,” Gertie says.

			“Oh right! Yes! It must have been the ocean!” Mini-Elvis shouts in excitement. “We don’t have oceans on Galzoria, so I totally forgot about them. But yes, Earth’s surface area is seventy-one percent water.” He hits himself in the forehead. “Duh. Of course, it was the ocean. I wish I had gotten a better look!”

			Zane crosses out BLUE and writes OCEAN.

			“Interesting that Area 51 is in the desert and Area 52 might be in the ocean,” Elvis says.

			“But which ocean?” Gertie asks.

			“The really blue one,” Mini-Elvis says, which does not narrow it down.

			Blergh. My grandma has been kidnapped and is stuck in a mysterious portal somewhere in the 71 percent of Earth covered with water. And we have no idea how to find her.

			Spike jumps onto my shoulder and nuzzles his quills gently along my cheek. Pickles wraps his body around my leg. Mini-Elvis slips his tiny hand into mine.

			“We’ll find her,” Elvis says. “I promise.”

			“But how?” I ask.

			No one has a good answer for me.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FOUR · · ·

			ALL EYES ON ME

			This week, Area 51 Middle School stinks of a chemical so strong that it burns my nostrils. Still, it’s better than it smelled last week, when our school was hit by a feces containment unit. (In case you didn’t already know, feces is a fancy word for poop.) Imagine finding yourself in the middle of a literal poop shower. That’s way worse than drinking your own pee!
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			Though the school has clearly been drenched with some sort of cleanser since then, there are still tons of Sanitizoria—the species of Break Through that spritzes sanitizer out of its nostrils—posted at the school doors as an extra precaution.

			“I wish they’d gotten some Audiotooters, too,” Gertie says, holding her nose. Audiotooters are my favorite species after Galzoria here in 51. They fart a rose smell, which comes in handy way more often than you would think. Uncle Anish is good friends with Dyptique, an Audiotooter, and he invites him over whenever he uses the bathroom after a big breakfast.
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			We line up in our classroom for vitals, which is what happens every morning at Area 51 Middle, and suddenly I feel everyone staring at me.

			“Do I have something stuck in my teeth?” I whisper-ask Elvis.

			“No.”

			“Do I have toilet paper on the bottom of my shoe?” I whisper-ask Zane.

			“No.”

			“Is there something hanging out of my nose?” I whisper-ask Gertie.

			“No.”

			“Then what is happening right now?”
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			“We heard about your grandma, and we just wanted to say we’re really sorry, Sky.” Cubista, the girl who looks like a Picasso painting, with a nose on her butt and one eye in her forehead, steps toward me and speaks for the group. I look around, and my heart squeezes. Occasionally, it can be a good thing that everyone knows each other’s business in 51.

			My classmates aren’t laughing at me like I assumed, and like my Yawn Middle classmates used to. They’re worried for me. My cheeks go pink, and for a moment, even though everything is seriously messed up and my grandmother is in real trouble, I feel warm and happy.

			It occurs to me that since I’ve moved to Area 51, I haven’t once felt lonely.

			“Thanks. I really appreciate—” I say, but before I can finish my thought, Splat comes running into the room. Okay, maybe not running, because Splatazoians don’t have legs. They ooze through the open doorway as fast as they can ooze, and the sticky plopping sound of their body slithering against the linoleum floor gets our attention.
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			“Is it another spaceship?” my teacher, Ms. Moleratty, asks. Although she’s a human, not a Break Through or a rodent, she has whiskers that tremble when she’s excited.

			“Doesn’t look like it,” Splat says, using his mass of ooze to motion us forward. “Come on!”

			We follow Splat out of the classroom, through the hallway, and out the front doors of Area 51 Middle. The lawn here is made of fake grass—no plants or trees allowed on base because the extra oxygen bothers some Break Throughs. We form a circle around what looks like a small parachute.

			“I was looking out the window during Extra-sensory Perception class and I saw a flash of light, and then this thing fell from the sky. I think it was delivered by drone, like on Drop Day,” Splat reports. I haven’t been in 51 long enough to have experienced Drop Day, but Ms. Moleratty has been asking for volunteers to help with the next one, which is in two weeks. Without even asking, Zane signed us all up, and put himself down as our team leader. Apparently, whether we like it or not, we’re all on #teamdropday now.
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			Once a year, on Drop Day, GOs send all the supplies they’ve spent the year collecting to Area 51 via drone. New clothes (well, used clothes that are new to us), food, appliances—pretty much anything we might need gets dropped on the base. Zane described it to me as like Christmas, but without a chimney and if Santa randomly threw presents off his sleigh at enthusiastic aliens. Also, there are no reindeer, only the Moosemeeps, from planet Moosemeeper. Which are basically just like reindeer, if reindeer had smiley-face emojis sticking out of their heads instead of antlers.
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			“Stand back, everyone,” Ms. Moleratty says now, holding her arms out like a shield. As if we were all going to rush past and dive headfirst for whatever might be underneath the parachute. As if we didn’t all recently learn a valuable lesson when we ran toward Area 51 Middle when it was hit by the fecal containment unit. Once you experience being pummeled by poop, you learn to be a bit more cautious about unexpected things falling from the sky.

			Whatever this thing is, it’s about the size of a rectangular flattened tissue box.
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			· · · CHAPTER FIVE · · ·

			WHAT’S A VCR?

			The Area 51 police and the FBAI arrive in under two minutes. No doubt, Uncle Anish pressed the supersonic button on his golf cart to speed over here. Elvis and I are forbidden to touch that button. In fact, we aren’t allowed to go more than twenty-five miles per hour. I know, I know. I shouldn’t complain. It’s amazing that I’m allowed to drive here, no matter the speed. But as we all know, as soon as something is deemed off-limits, it becomes even more tempting.
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			Agent Fartz, Zane’s stepfather and one of Uncle Anish’s most reliable FBAI agents, pulls caution tape from his belt and wraps it around the grass so we can’t move any closer. Officer Glamcop, head of the Area 51 police department and twin sister of Uncle Anish’s crush/possible girlfriend (he refuses to keep me updated on his love life), grabs something from her belt.

			Huh. That’s strange. I’ve never noticed all the weird tools that hang around her waist. There’s a corkscrew, a coffee mug, tweezers, even one of those long bags of kettle corn you can buy at the zoo. It’s like her belt is a giant charm bracelet. (Where can I get one of those? Wonder if they sell them at the Area 51 thrift store. I’d keep a rain poncho on mine. Never know when you’re going to need a little extra protection around here.)

			Officer Glamcop steps closer to the caution ring and reaches over with tongs to lift the parachute off the mysterious box.

			“No sign of an explosive,” Uncle Anish says into his walkie, which is not as reassuring as it should be, considering it never even occurred to me that it could be an explosive about to blow us to smithereens.

			“Looks like some sort of plastic rectangle,” OG says, confused. She unclips a laser tape measure, which is, of course, also hanging off her belt. How does she stand up with all these things weighing her down? Surely it can’t be comfortable wearing a blender on your hip. “It’s seven point four inches by four inches by one inch.”

			“That’s a VHS tape,” Gertie calls out. She’s standing between me and Zane, at the front of the crowd of middle schoolers. Uncle Anish looks over at us like he is only now noticing that we’re here. We make eye contact, and he gives me a nod, which is pretty much his code for Holy cannoli, I’m glad you’re safe. Uncle Anish can be tough and kind of cold, but deep down he’s a big ol’ softie. He’s like a Squishmallow covered in barbed wire.

			Don’t tell, because I know he’d be embarrassed, but every night he sleeps cuddling a tiny little brown teddy bear with a plaid bow tie.
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			“You’re right. It does look like a VHS tape!” says Uncle Anish. “Wow, it’s been a while since I’ve seen one of those.”

			“What’s a VHS tape?” Elvis asks, voicing the question we’re all thinking.

			“It’s an old-school way to watch a video. VHS stands for Video Home System. Back in olden times, people used to put these tapes in machines called VCRs to watch movies or home videos,” Gertie says, because of course she knows what a VHS tape is.

			Gertie’s a tech genius. She’s the only kid—maybe the only being in all of Area 51—with a laptop, because she put it together with random spare parts she collected from Drop Days through the years. She also knows how to hack into computers and “spoof networks,” though to be honest, I have no idea what any of that means.
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			“Huh. How are we going to see what’s on the tape?” Officer Glamcop asks. “I don’t think anyone here has a VCR.”

			“I do!” Gertie says, and I laugh out loud. I wouldn’t be shocked if she had a whole closet full of homemade tech that’s forbidden on base: a cell phone, an internet router, an iPad, a smart watch.

			Officer Glamcop looks at Agent Fartz. Agent Fartz looks at Uncle Anish. They aren’t sure whether to be annoyed with Gertie or thrilled that she has what they need. Uncle Anish opts for thrilled.

			“Lead the way, Gertie,” he says, patting her approvingly on the back.

			And so this is how most of Area 51 Middle School, the FBAI, and the 51 police department find themselves crowded into Gertie’s backyard.

			Watching a video.

			Starring my grandmother.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER SIX · · ·

			MY GRANDMA IS A STAR

			“Oh no!” Uncle Anish gasps as the film stutters to life. Gertie has quickly rigged a sheet over a fence to serve as a screen, which is somehow connected to the VHS. I’d explain better, but like most things computer, I don’t really understand it. We are all sitting on the fake grass, and this would be fun under any other circumstances. Like a lawn party.

			But it is not fun. Not even a little. Also, OG isn’t sharing her popcorn, which would make this feel a bit more festive.

			“That’s Grandma,” I say, still in shock. I guess I hadn’t fully accepted that my grandmother had been kidnapped, but now that I can see it with my own two eyes, it feels achingly real.

			“I promise we’ll find her, Sky,” Elvis whispers.

			The camera is focused on Grandma. She sits in a chair that looks nailed to the ground. She’s dressed head to toe in black, and her clothes are smeared with mud. Her hair is tousled and shaped like a hurricane. But she doesn’t look hurt.

			The Grandma I know is always neatly pressed and clean. She wears beautiful jewel-toned saris, her hair is always detangled and silky, and she smells even better than an Audiotooter fart. Like roses and candy.

			“Hello, Area 51,” Grandma says from the video playing on the screen. She clears her froggy throat. She sounds like she hasn’t spoken much the last couple of days. “Okay, let me take a book—excuse me, look—at this.”

			Grandma holds a wrinkled piece of paper in her hands and puts on her reading glasses. She squints up at the camera.

			“There, that’s better. Oh, there’s a little spot on my glasses. Sorry, sorry.” She pauses and cleans her glasses with her sleeve, then looks down at the paper and begins reading. “ ‘I am safe and I am fine and I’ll go home when all of this is resolved. So please send over ten Spotifies or else—’ ”

			Grandma shrugs at the camera.

			She and I used to have all sorts of secret signals. If we were at a party or a barbeque and one of us wanted to leave, we’d pull at our left ear two times. If we were having fun, we’d make a thumbs-up with our right hand against our hip. At bedtime, she’d point to me, then her, then the sky, which I knew meant I love you to the moon and back and back forever and ever and ever after that. Sometimes she’d leave notes in my lunch box that said ILYTTMABABFAEAEAT. Not a tricky code, but one only the two of us would ever get.

			I wish she would send me a secret signal right now.

			“It doesn’t say here or else what,” Grandma continues. “You should be a little more specific, don’t you think?” Now it feels like she’s no longer talking to us, but to someone off camera. She’s acting calm and casual, not at all like she’s currently being held at an undisclosed location. Whoever she’s talking to makes a loud burping noise in response (Is that an alien language? Or did someone just have a soda?), and then suddenly the screen goes black. And that’s it.

			Holy cannoli. Did my grandmother just star in a hostage video?
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			The crowd erupts in confused chattering. The Spotifies in particular huddle in a group, turning down their music so they can talk. They must be terrified too. I’m tempted to go hug Frequency Kenneth, a Spotify who is good friends with Zane, but I shake away the thought. Because the truth is—and I’m not proud to admit this—if it were up to me, I’d trade ten Spotifies for my grandmother’s safety. I’d maybe trade a hundred.

			I don’t have anything against their species; I’d trade a hundred humans, too.

			My grandmother is one of my favorite people not only on Earth but in the entire universe. She’s the inventor of sninner. I can’t lose her.

			“We don’t negotiate with terrorists,” Officer Glamcop says to Uncle Anish with a pointed look. Like she knows he’s not going to like what she has to say. “If we give them what they want, they’ll keep doing this. Keep kidnapping and making demands. Who knows? You could be next.”

			Frequency Kenneth walks over with someone I assume is his mother, an older Spotify with a swollen belly. I think she must be pregnant, but I’m pretty sure that in Spotify culture, much like in human culture, it would be rude to ask.

			“OG, Anish,” the Spotify says, nodding her satellited head at the two of them in greeting.

			“Hi, Silencia Mode,” OG says, and I wonder why all the Spotifies have two first names.

			“I hope this goes without saying, but we’re not going to Area 52,” Silencia Mode says. “That’s not gonna happen.”

			There’s sweat dripping down Uncle Anish’s face, and he has deep wet circles under his arms. Like Grandma, he’s usually perfectly polished. He’s never once had a UFO (an unidentified food object) on his shirt, while I, on the other hand, am the master of the UFO.
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			Now his uniform looks messy, and his face is slack. He smells a little like feet.

			“I know the rule, OG, and I know we can’t send you or your friends, Silencia Mode,” Uncle Anish snaps, and then shakes his head in apology. “Sorry. Sorry. That came out way harsher than I meant it to.”

			His voice cracks, and at the same time, so does my heart. Some of his inner Squishmallow is leaking out.

			“She’s my mother. And she’s Sky’s grandmother,” Uncle Anish mutters. He coughs, then gathers himself. “We can’t just sit around and do nothing.”

			I look at Elvis, Elvis looks at Zane, and Zane looks at Gertie, who quietly ejects the VHS tape from the VCR and drops it into her pocket.

			We slip away from the crowd in Gertie’s backyard to do the opposite of nothing. We are getting Grandma back.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER SEVEN · · ·

			BACK TO THE BUNKER

			We gather in Gertie’s bunker, and she sets up all her equipment again. This time, the sheet is hung against a wall, and the video looks a little warped this way. Like Grandma has been put through a very strange Instagram filter that stretches her face out.

			“Didn’t you have to give this to the police?” Elvis asks.

			“Duh, I made a copy when no one was paying attention. I knew we’d need it to help find Sky’s grandma,” Gertie says.

			“That was smart,” Zane says to Gertie with a goofy look of admiration. Actually, he always looks at Gertie that way, though today there’s an extra helping of awe.

			“I’ve been thinking about the sound at the end,” Mini-Elvis says, and we all jump. We didn’t realize he climbed down here with us. “Sorry! Didn’t mean to scare you. In the television shows we get from Earth on Galzoria, older brothers never want their little brothers to tag along. So I figured I should sneak in, just in case I wasn’t invited.”

			“Oh, Mini-E. You’re welcome to hang with us anytime,” I say.

			“He is?” Elvis says, but I can tell by the slight curve at the corner of his mouth he’s joking. He loves having Mini-E around. We all do.
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			“I’ve been thinking about that sound too, the one that seemed kind of like a burp. But it wasn’t familiar. Was it a grunt? Some other Break Through language?” Gertie asks. “I only speak English and Inkblit, and according to my mom, Area 51 has identified more than 598 different alien dialects. And of course there must be a ton more we’ve yet to discover.”

			“That’s like looking for some hay in a haystack,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“The expression is ‘a needle in a haystack,’ ” Zane says.

			“Why would there be a needle in a haystack?” Mini-E asks.

			“Focus, please. My grandma is being held hostage!” I yell. Once I start yelling, I realize I can’t stop. “LOOK! THAT’S MY GRANDMA UP THERE!”

			“Sky, I can’t tell if you’re raising your voice because you’re mad at us, or because your ears are blocked, or if there are some other reasons humans raise their voice that I don’t know about,” Mini-E says. “We are not at a rock concert.”

			“I’M RAISING MY VOICE BECAUSE…BECAUSE…,” I yell. Then I stop. “I have no idea why I’m raising my voice. I guess I’m worried. About Grandma.”

			I point to the sheet, Grandma frozen in place, her mouth caught in what looks a lot like a sneaky smile.

			I suck in a breath, and then another. Mini-Elvis pats my back. Pickles circles my feet. My friends literally rally around me, and I feel a surge of adrenaline. The good kind.

			We can do this. We can save Grandma. And to be honest, despite the fact that she looks a little messy on the video, she also seems absolutely fine. At one point, I could have sworn she winked.

			“You ready?” Gertie asks before she hits play. “I know this is hard.”

			“I’m ready,” I say. “Sorry, everyone.”

			We watch the video four times in a row and take in every detail. Grandma does give us a little half smile when she says “Or else,” as if she thinks it’s slightly funny. Huh. Weirdly, Spike seems to like the grunting at the end. Each time we play it, he throws his paws up at that point and does a little hedgehog dance. (If you’ve never seen a hedgehog dance, imagine their little hands thrown in the air, like the hedgehog just doesn’t care.)

			“Does your grandma always talk that way?” Zane asks.

			“What do you mean?” Elvis asks.

			“She has a strange rhythm to her speech. I can’t quite place what’s weird about it,” Zane says.

			He’s totally right. Grandma is speaking a little haltingly, as if each word in her sentence is a key on a piano. Some get hit harder. She kind of sounds like that one time my drama teacher at Yawn Middle went to London on vacation and came back with a British accent.

			I feel both hot and cold as realization dawns.

			“I think she’s giving us a code!”

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER EIGHT · · ·

			DECODING THE CODE MASTER

			“Play it again!” I say, and though I’m probably being louder than I mean to be, my friends don’t even blink. Gertie starts the video, and no one complains that we are now watching it for the fifth time. Elvis finds popcorn in Gertie’s bunker’s snack wall and hands it out.

			“That’s festive,” Mini-E says.

			“Zane, get your marker ready,” I say.

			Zane jumps to attention and stands in front of the wipe-it board. We now have one in every bunker since Gertie traded her allotment of marshmallows with some Sanitizoria for the boards. Apparently, the Sanitizoria have a thing for s’mores. They can’t get enough. (That wasn’t even a joke! They literally always want s’more s’mores!)

			“Pause it!” I say, and yes, I’m being super bossy, but no one seems to mind. Gertie has a shirt that says I am not bossy, I just have leadership skills. I think of that now and it makes me smile.

			I have leadership skills, I tell myself.
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			“See this part here, where Grandma says, ‘Okay, let me take a book’? I don’t think she accidentally said ‘book’ instead of ‘look.’ She stressed the word book.”

			Zane writes BOOK on the board.

			“She also sounds weird when she wipes her glasses and then says ‘spot.’ Like she wants us to hear that one too,” Gertie says.

			Zane writes SPOT on the board next to BOOK.

			“Also ‘go’!” Elvis says. “It’s weird that she says ‘go home’ instead of ‘come home.’ ”

			Zane writes GO on the board next to SPOT.

			The board reads: BOOK SPOT GO.

			“What do you think that means?” I ask. My leg bounces up and down. I have too much nervous energy right now.

			“It sounds like a kids’ book. Go, Dog. Go!” Zane says.

			“Could it be a command?” Gertie asks, and I almost laugh. Because of course it is a command. Grandma can be so bossy. Excuse me. Grandma has leadership skills.

			“I think she’s saying we should go to the book spot,” I say. It feels like there’s a light bulb flashing above my head, like in a cartoon. Or like the gears in my brain are turning. In other words, I am thinking. Hard.

			“Book spot?” Mini-Elvis asks.

			“OH MY GOSH THE LIBRARY!” I yell. “SHE’S TELLING US TO GO TO THE LIBRARY!”
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			· · · CHAPTER NINE · · ·

			COME FOR THE CONGA LINE, STAY FOR THE BOOKS

			The Area 51 library is a massive fluorescent-lime-green building that looks like a medieval castle or Hogwarts…if medieval castles or Hogwarts were so bright green you needed sunglasses to look right at them.
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			Inside, the place looks more like a normal library…if normal libraries were full of aliens reading books. And aliens holding meetings in all sorts of nooks and crannies. And aliens dancing in a conga line. Wait, what?
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			“That’s how the Sanitizoria clean the library,” Gertie says, noticing my confused look. “They’re only allowed to play music once every two hours, when they spray the whole place down.”

			“There was a petition last year to stop them from playing ‘Never Gonna Give You Up.’ Area 51 was not into getting Rickrolled,” Zane says. I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I don’t have time to ask. I don’t want to get distracted from our mission by synchronized sanitizing—which, by the way, should totally be an Olympic sport.

			“I wish I knew what we were looking for,” I say. I put my hands on my hips in a Superman pose like Uncle Anish does, because it makes me feel more powerful and in control. My grandmother always reminded me that if we can imagine it, we can be it. I imagine myself as a superhero, ready to save the day. “Maybe we got the code all wrong. Maybe it wasn’t even a code.”

			I drop my arms to my sides, feeling defeated. The pose isn’t working.

			I notice Gertie look at Zane, who looks at Elvis, who looks at Mini-Elvis. They seem worried about me. I don’t blame them. I’m worried about me. I’ve barely slept since I found out about Grandma. I’m desperate for answers. Even a conga line is not lifting my spirits, which is ridiculous. Conga lines are like sninner. They always cheer you up.

			“How about we start in the back and look around a bit. Maybe something will jump out at us,” Elvis says.

			“Hi!!!!!” says Chill, who, well, jumps out at us from behind a stack of books labeled FBAI Training Academy Yearbooks.

			“GAAAHHHH!” we scream.

			“You scared the waffle fries out of us!” I say.

			“Shhhhhh,” whispers the librarian, who is a species I’ve never seen before. She’s wearing a name tag that says Wheezie Snotz, which might be the funniest name I’ve ever heard in my life, and I know a guy named Agent Fartz. She looks like a dolphin but with large square plastic glasses and tattoos. I didn’t know Break Throughs got tattoos. I squint and try to read the one that’s scribbled in the form of a three-dimensional hologram coming off her fin, but it’s in a language I don’t recognize.

			“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” Chill says. “It just seemed rude to walk right through you in a library, you know? Like, this place is sacred, dude. Later, skaters.”

			Chill drifts off, and I turn around in a circle, taking in the room around me. I have no idea where to even begin.

			“Maybe there’s something about your grandma in this section that will help us,” Zane says.

			“If your grandma was an undercover agent, that means she had to go through training, right?” Gertie asks. “They don’t let anyone into the field unless they’ve been thoroughly trained on base.”

			“I guess?” I shrug.

			Gertie and Zane smile at each other.

			“The FBAI Training Academy yearbooks!” they say at the same time.

			“They’re right here,” Mini-Elvis says, and points to the stacks Chill emerged from. “I like to count the human mustaches in them when I’m bored.”

			I do a little math. If Grandma has been an FBAI agent since before I was born, then she must have gone to the training academy over twelve years ago. Maybe as far back as, like, olden times.

			“Let’s check the 1980s,” Zane says. We pull out ten yearbooks and start with the very first one.

			I’m not sure why, but as we turn the first page, my skin suddenly erupts into goose bumps. I feel eyes on the back of my head. Not in the literal way, like the Picasso girls, who sometimes actually have eyes on the back of their heads.

			But like someone is watching me.

			Worse, I feel like someone is staring at me.

			I rub my arms to calm my tingling skin and turn around quickly.

			No one is there.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER TEN · · ·

			THE BESTIE OF MY GRANDMA IS MY BESTIE’S GRANDMA

			After about fifteen minutes, we’ve gone through our entire stack of yearbooks. So far all we’ve seen is a collection of amazing haircuts that seem to defy gravity and, as Mini-Elvis pointed out, exactly seventy-six mustaches, not including goatees. All the women at the training academy—and there aren’t that many of them—have silly perms and sprayed-up bangs and giant shoulder pads in their suit jackets. Man, the 1980s were weird.
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			So far none of the women are my grandmother.

			“I think our math might be off. When was your grandma born, Sky?” Elvis asks.

			“Not sure,” I say, and bite the inside of my cheek. I still can’t shake the feeling of eyes on the back of my neck. It’s creepy. “She’s about the same age as your grandmother.”

			“Man, I love Agent Spalding. Your grandma is the coolest, Elvis,” Gertie says, then pauses. She looks stricken. “I’m sure your grandma is super cool too, Sky. I didn’t mean to imply that she wasn’t.”

			“I know,” I say, not even a little annoyed. Agent Spalding is cool. She helped us find the Zdstrammars and believed in us, even when most people in Area 51 didn’t.

			“So if she’s the same age as my grandma, that means she was probably born around 1950,” Elvis says. “My grandmother was one of the first women to train for the FBAI. It was just her and two others. I’m pretty sure she was in her twenties when she went to the academy.”

			“Agent Spalding has been in the FBAI since the 1970s? That’s amazing!” Gertie says.

			“Yup. And she tells these bananas stories about how there weren’t enough women’s bathrooms back then, and how the women had to convince the men teaching the program to take them seriously. My grandma is a math genius—well, an everything genius, really—and at first they’d ignore her ideas and ask her to fetch the coffee. Can you believe that?” Elvis asks, shaking his head.

			“We don’t have any of that nonsense on Galzoria. Everyone is equal there,” Mini-Elvis says. “Even kids’ opinions are taken very seriously.”

			“Galzoria sounds awesome,” Gertie says.

			“It is, though we don’t have this weird Earth thing I recently discovered called Laffy Taffy,” Mini-Elvis says. “That stuff is very tasty.”

			“Let’s check the 1970s yearbooks, then,” I say, but apparently, Mini-Elvis is two steps ahead of me. He’s already grabbed the books from the shelf.

			We gather around the table and start flipping through the pages. They are filled with lots and lots of men. And not just men. White men. If my grandma is in here, she’d be not only one of the first women FBAI agents, but the first FBAI agent of color!

			And suddenly we gasp. Because there she is, right beside a photo of a young Agent Spalding! My grandma as a young woman—I’d guess somewhere in her mid-twenties—looking ready to take on the whole world!

			Holy cannoli!
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			“So my grandma knows your grandma?” I ask, full of wonder. Though obviously I can see it with my own two eyes. The photos of the two of them as young women make it clear that they not only know each other but are—or at least were—the best of friends. That they understood each other. That they were each proud to be connected.

			I wonder if photos of Elvis and me would tell the same story. If you took a picture of us right now, could you see the friendship written all over our faces? I hope so.

			“No, my grandma knows your grandma,” Elvis jokes.

			“I wish we could have known them both back then,” Gertie says. “No doubt they were the coolest.”

			“They are still both the coolest,” I say, and feel a pang.

			“What does this mean?” Mini-Elvis asks me. “Do you think this is what your grandma wanted us to find?”

			“I think she’s telling us to go talk to Agent Spalding,” I say with more conviction than I feel. As we reshelve the yearbooks and head out of the library, Mini-E looks back longingly at the building, rubs his chin with his fingers.

			“I wish I could grow a mustache,” he says. “But definitely not a goatee.”

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER ELEVEN · · ·

			SO MANY WEAPONS, SO LITTLE TIME

			Did you know Area 51 has an armory? Like an entire warehouse full of all sorts of modern weaponry?

			Yeah, me neither.

			To be honest, I’d much rather we had a Build-A-Bear.

			But that’s where we find Agent Spalding, in the armory, sitting on top of a giant cannon as if it’s a horse. We have the librarian, Wheezie Snotz, to thank for sending us here. We asked Wheezie Snotz where we could find Agent Spalding, since librarians are known to be great at finding things. Wheezie Snotz walkie-talkied headquarters to get Elvis’s grandma’s exact coordinates, and then we all piled into Uncle Anish’s golf cart and headed over to this warehouse of warfare. Wheezie Snotz—which is a name I will say as often as possible, because I mean, come on, her name is Wheezie Snotz—is from Inkblit. According to Gertie, the entire species looks a lot like Wheezie Snotz: tatted-up dolphins with cool holographic tattoos that shift according to their moods.
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			Agent Spalding waves when she sees us, and then does an acrobatic flip off the cannon. Is she a gymnast on top of being a super-agent? Either way, she doesn’t seem at all nervous to have been sitting on something that looks like it could destroy an entire nation.

			“Hey, kiddos. How are you holding up, Sky?” she asks, and signals for us to follow her. Now that I know they were friends, I can see all the ways Elvis’s grandmother and my grandmother are alike. Agent Spalding is constantly in motion, and has the agility of someone half her age. My grandma is just like that—always staying busy.

			She leads us around a corner into a room full of armored tanks and helicopters. That’s right, tanks and helicopters—plural. Like a whole lot of them. So many tanks and helicopters.

			They line the walls on giant shelves, so high up I have to crane my neck to see the ones at the top.

			Area 51 never ceases to surprise me.
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			“We’re here to ask you about—” I start to say, but before I can finish, I’m interrupted by a loud bang. But it doesn’t sound like someone dropped a book or even a metal water bottle—it’s the sort of bang that makes you dive down and cover your head and freak out.

			The sort of bang that’s caused by an explosion.

			The sort of bang that makes you check your fingers and toes to make sure they’re all still attached.

			The sort of bang that makes you feel like you’re going to be hit with something a whole lot worse than a poo shower.

			I feel a blast of heat, and my ears ring. My heart thumps and I start to shake. What just happened? Were we struck with a bomb? Are we all going to die? Is this another toilet attack?

			I wiggle my hands and feet. I still have ten fingers and ten toes. Phew.

			I do not smell feces, thank goodness.

			I like that Area 51 never ceases to surprise me. I do not like that Area 51 never ceases to try to kill me.

			Agent Spalding springs into action. She throws us each a helmet and hoists me into a hot-pink tank on the lowest shelf. Did I not mention that the vehicles are all fluorescent? Of course they are. This is Area 51: the land of neon, aka the only colors every species in our universe can see.

			Zane gets down on one knee, and Gertie steps on it and catapults herself next to me. Zane follows with a simple chin-up using the edge, then swings his legs over the side. Elvis and Mini-Elvis take Zane’s outstretched arms, and he pulls them in. They high-five, and then drop down low. When did my friends become a circus act?
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			If there’s one thing I’ve learned from Grandma, it’s that when she’s at her calmest, things are definitely at their most bananas. Agent Spalding’s chill vibe is making me even more nervous, which I didn’t know was possible, since I’m pretty sure we were just hit with a bomb. My nerves were already shot, no pun intended.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWELVE · · ·

			I’M NOT WETTING MY PANTS, YOU’RE WETTING YOUR PANTS

			We sit in the tank for what feels like forever, but a glance at my watch tells me it hasn’t been more than a single minute. I’ve learned that time stretches when you’re terrified, like gum on the bottom of a shoe.

			Each moment happens as if in slow motion.

			I cover my head with my hands, even though that’s what the helmet is for, and put my head between my knees. I take deep, desperate breaths, wondering when the explosion will reach us. Surely any minute now we will be sucked into a blast of fire.

			It’s too bad this whole experience is being ruined by, you know, the possibility of dying, because under normal circumstances it would be pretty cool to be sitting in a real military tank. I’d love to push a few of the buttons and see what happens.

			A bell rings, and maybe it’s because my hearing is likely permanently damaged from the explosion, but it sounds muted. Like the bell at school between periods. Not particularly alarming.

			“That’s the all clear,” Agent Spalding says, popping her head up and grinning. Like this sort of thing happens frequently. And like it’s fun when it does.
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			“The all clear? So we’re not going to die?” I ask. Agent Spalding laughs, as if I’m ridiculous and adorable. I do not feel ridiculous and adorable.

			I was so scared I almost wet my pants. Wetting my pants would not have been adorable. It would have been embarrassing. Though come to think of it, I might not have been the only one.
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			“What was that?!” Elvis asks. His knees are knocking together. Mini-Elvis is hiding under Elvis’s shirt, making Elvis look pregnant with a kindergartner-sized baby. Again, something else that would be hilarious at any other time. But not right now.

			Okay, maybe it is hilarious, even now.

			“That was just a test of our missile defense system. No big deal,” Agent Spalding says.
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			“Sorry. Should have warned you. This happens all the time in the armory. We’re constantly testing our systems, making sure we can defend ourselves in case of an attack. Also, it helps with our cover to the outside world. Makes us look more legitimate as an actual working military base,” she says. “Here, put these on.”

			She hands us all headphones, and when I slip mine onto my ears, it feels like the whole world is muffled. Like I’ve slipped underwater and into a warm bath.

			“Couldn’t you have given us these before?” Zane asks, smirking. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was also having fun.

			“Sorry, there wasn’t time. I figured the helmet was more important,” Agent Spalding says, chuckling. Yeah, she’s definitely enjoying this.

			“Anyway…,” I say a second later. “You knew my grandma?” I realize I’m changing the subject, but I can’t help myself. Now that I know I’m not going to die, I’ve shifted my focus to where it belongs: getting Grandma back.

			“Not knew. Know. She’s my best friend in the infinite universe,” Agent Spalding says, clapping her hands in glee. “I’ve known Aditi for almost fifty years!”

			Elvis is my very first friend—I did not fit in at my old school, Yawn Middle—so I cannot imagine what it must be like to have had a best friend for almost half a century. Something inside me glows at the thought.

			I love knowing that Elvis and I could be like this in fifty years.

			Still my best friend in the infinite universe.

			He catches my eye and flashes me a peace sign. I can tell he’s thinking the same thing.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“That’s why I’m here in the armory,” Agent Spalding says. “I want to lead a rescue mission to save your grandma, preferably by Black Hawk helicopter. The only problem is I don’t know where she is.” For the first time, I see her confidence slip a little.

			“We think she was sending us a secret code in her hostage video,” I say.

			“Oh, she was definitely sending a secret code. I haven’t been able to crack it, though,” Agent Spalding says. We quickly explain what we found—Grandma’s emphasis on certain words and the message sending us to the library to find the yearbooks.

			“Wow! Remind me to sign you all up for FBAI training when you’re old enough. You cracked it!” she says, and then scratches her head. “But I think you got one thing wrong.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“It was unlikely she was signaling you to come find me. I don’t have any information that you don’t already have.”

			I groan in disappointment.

			“Also, it’s not a secret that your grandma and I have been friends forever or that we were at the academy at the same time. Those yearbooks have always been in the library. I think she wanted you to find something else.”

			Okay, I can work with that. That means there’s still a clue out there.

			“Like what?” I ask.

			“I have no idea, but let’s go find out,” she says. “Come on.”

			We follow Agent Spalding out of the armory—away from the spooky tanks and helicopters and, you know, the explosions—but even once we’ve left it all behind, my skin feels itchy and uncomfortable. It’s like there are more than eyes staring at the back of my neck. I get the sensation of someone taking a finger and running it down my spine.

			I can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching me. That someone is following me. That I am, somehow, the target here.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTEEN · · ·

			BOOKS ARE LIFE

			I always forget that Agent Spalding is a celebrity in Area 51. She ran the FBAI for years, and she’s beloved by all the Break Throughs and humans. She’s basically like the Taylor Swift of the base. Even if you don’t dig her music, you can’t help being a fan.

			We’ve driven across town to the 51 thrift store, which is a strange cylinder-shaped building that towers over the Waffle Fries Only. Inside the thrift store is chaos. It feels like the bowels of a dry cleaner’s mixed with the conveyor belt you find at airports. Racks of clothing circle their way up the cylinder walls on tracks like a slow-moving train. In one corner, there’s a built-in bookcase with a rolling ladder, like in Beauty and the Beast. This place is also run by Inkblitians, apparently, because there’s another tatted-up dolphin with cool holographic tattoos—though this time they’re 3D images of book covers—who is so excited about talking to Agent Spalding he starts grunting. He sounds like he has a piece of gum stuck in the back of his throat.

			Of course, Gertie can translate since she’s fluent in Inkblit. I don’t know much more than hello, goodbye, and where is the bathroom, all of which involve a fair amount of hacking up mucus.

			“His name is Hocka Loogie,” Zane whispers to me.

			“He’s saying that it’s an honor to see you, Agent Spalding,” Gertie says, and then says something back to Hocka Loogie with the perfect ratio of phlegm to saliva to grunt.

			“The pleasure is all mine,” Agent Spalding says. “I heard you’ve curated an amazing book collection so that everyone on this side of the base has access to an additional library. And I think libraries are the most important places on our entire planet—heck, in the universe. Seriously. The. Most. Important. You know how I know that?”

			We can tell that we are not supposed to answer, so we wait.

			“Every single species in our universe has created their own library system. That’s how essential libraries are to advanced civilization,” she says.

			“I agree. Books are life,” Hocka Loogie says, switching to English. His tattoos undulate and then re-form into a whole new configuration. Now his entire body is covered with the thank-you hands emoji. “So what can I help you with today?”

			Unfortunately, I can’t say, Umm, I think my kidnapped grandmother hid a secret message in one of those books.

			“Just felt like looking at the amazing work you’ve done here,” Agent Spalding says, without missing a beat. Hocka Loogie gives us all the peace sign. We flash it back, and then we lean our heads back and take in what looks like a never-ending column of books. They go up and up.
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			It’s quiet in here, so when I hear the clomp, clomp of footsteps behind me, I freeze. I feel a whoosh of air, and again I feel those eyes. I turn around quickly, as if I’m in a duel.

			No one is there.

			“Did you all hear that?” I ask.

			“Hear what?” Elvis asks.

			“Footsteps,” I say, but as the word slips out, I wonder if I’m just imagining things. No one is following me. And certainly no one is following me into this weird cylinder-shaped building. Area 51 has the best security of anywhere on the planet. It’s the most basic rule of this place: no one comes in or out.

			“I didn’t hear anything,” Elvis says. “Sky, are you okay?”

			“Sure, absolutely, one hundred percent. You know, losing my mind a little,” I confess. Elvis throws his arm around my shoulder and squeezes me.

			“Well, whenever you lose your mind, I’ll help you look for it,” he says.

			Mini-Elvis glances from Elvis to me and then around my feet, confused. He drops to the floor to peer into the small crack under the bookcase.

			“Metaphorically speaking,” Elvis adds.

			“Right,” Mini-Elvis says, as if he wasn’t just looking for my brains on the floor.
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				“Let’s be systematic about this,” Agent Spalding says after about fifteen minutes of us taking turns riding the sliding ladder and getting nowhere. Which was fun but unproductive. “If your grandmother was going to give you a secret message through a book, which book do you think she would choose?”

			“Umm…,” I say. “I have no idea.”

			Agent Spalding smiles kindly.

			“Oh, okay. Well, we can skip the cookbook section, because that doesn’t seem like your grandmother’s style,” she says. She’s right, my grandmother never uses cookbooks. She always said she found all the step-by-step instructions annoying. Like there was one more person in the world telling her how to do things, when she already knew better.

			“Wait, is there a children’s section?” I ask.

			“Of course,” Mini-Elvis says, pointing to a high shelf on the right. “We come here with my class if the Sanitizoria are doing their conga line at the main library during our reading time. To be honest, I prefer when we hang with Wheezie Snotz, because she always lets me check out the sections on theoretical physics.”

			I head toward the section Mini-E is pointing to. “Help me find Ramona Quimby, Age 8. That’s our favorite book. Grandma used to read it to me all the time. She said it reminded her of my mother when she was a kid.” I thumb through the spines. The books here are old and worn and well loved. My favorite kind. I feel a slight tingle in my spine, though for the first time today, it’s not because I’m creeped out. It’s because I’m pretty sure I’m on to something.

			“Got it,” Gertie says, calling from the top of the impossibly tall ladder. She climbs down fast and hands me a weathered copy of Ramona Quimby, Age 8 by Beverly Cleary. It looks a lot like the one my grandma used to read to me, except this book doesn’t have warped edges. (We used to read in the bath and at the beach and in the pool and on Sundays and before school and…well, I guess everywhere and all the time. My grandma says a well-worn book is a well-loved book.)
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			I rub my hand over the cover, as if the book is a sacred object. Maybe it is. I open it and immediately a piece of paper flutters out. The handwriting on it is Grandma’s.

			
				Sky, if you are reading this, it means you’ve discovered my true identity. I love you. I’m sorry I never told you the truth. It was always for your protection. Everything I do is for you. Forgive me, peanut.

			

			I take the note and hold it against my heart as my eyes fill with happy tears. Grandma might be somewhere far, far away, but she’s also right here, with me, always.

			“Come on,” Agent Spalding says. “Let’s talk to Mr. Loogie and find out where this came from.”

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FOURTEEN · · ·

			HOCKA LOOGIE, HOCKA LOOGIE, HOCKA LOOGIE

			“It came from the same place as all of our books in Area 51. Drop Day,” Hocka Loogie says, as if this is a stupid question. “And we expect a whole new shipment in two weeks.”

			“Yes, sir,” Zane says. “We’re all ready to go on that front.”

			Have I mentioned that Zane is weirdly obsessed with Drop Day? He wants all of us volunteers to wear homemade DD Staff badges so we look more official. I’m expected to attend a special training session since I’m what he calls a DD Newbie.

			“Do you know which year it’s from?” Agent Spalding asks, handing Ramona over to him. Hocka Loogie inspects the spine and looks at the tiny number on the label. I wonder if every Inkblit has as amazing a name as Wheezie Snotz and Hocka Loogie. Man, I hope so. If I were an Inkblit, I’d totally call my kid Mucus Phlegming.

			“Last year. You can tell from the first two digits,” Hocka Loogie says, and Agent Spalding nods approvingly.

			“Good system,” she and Mini-Elvis say at the exact same time, and then giggle.

			We turn away from Hocka Loogie and crowd together in a corner so we can talk privately. Well, it’s not really a corner, because we’re in a cylinder. We lean against one of the curved walls.

			“The good news: you were right about the code. Your grandma wanted to give you this message,” Agent Spalding says.

			“The bad news?” I ask with a quavering voice. I mean, I already know the real bad news: my grandmother is being held at Area 52. What could be worse than that?

			“This was written before she was taken. This was her ‘in case of emergency’ letter that she planted before you even got here,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“You’re definitely FBAI class of 2038!” Agent Spalding says, and gives Mini-E a high five. He beams.

			“Which means this won’t help us find her,” I say dejectedly.

			“Yeah,” Agent Spalding says.

			“And if this is her ‘in case of emergency,’ Grandma’s not sure she’ll make it out of there,” I say, heartbroken. She feels so much closer now that I’m clutching her words in my hand, and also so much farther away.

			“That’s ridiculous,” Agent Spalding says. “Of course she’ll make it out of there. Your grandmother has survived more close scrapes than anyone I’ve ever met. She never backs down. She will be fine.”

			“And she raised you to be just like her,” Gertie says. “So you’ll figure this out. With a little help from your friends, of course.”

			“Yeah,” Zane says. “What Gertie said.”

			“I think this moment calls for waffle fries,” Elvis says. “Everything is better with waffle fries.”

			“Did you know your grandma is the reason there’s a Waffle Fries Only on base?” Agent Spalding asks, putting a hand on my shoulder reassuringly.

			“Seriously?” I ask.

			“Seriously,” she says.

			“But why? How? Why waffle fries?” I ask.

			“Nope, can’t tell you that. It’s classified,” Agent Spalding says.

			“It can’t be classified,” I say. “That’s silly.”

			“Okay fine, it’s not classified. It’s a secret between best friends in the vast, wondrous universe. One I’ve sworn an oath never to tell,” she says.
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			I grin at Elvis and he grins back at me. But then my smile falls, because again, I hear footsteps echoing my own.

			“Do you hear that?” I ask.
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			I glance out the door we came in. I see a figure peeking around its edges, though I’m not sure if it’s human or Break Through. It’s gone in a flash.

			“Did you see that?” I ask.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FIFTEEN · · ·

			A FEW OF MY FAVORITE THINGS

			We are back in Gertie’s bunker, surrounded by an outrageous number of waffle fries. Agent Spalding took us through the WFO drive-through and then dropped us off on her way back to the armory. She promised to keep us posted on her investigation, and assured me that she and Uncle Anish are working around the clock to figure out how to save Grandma.

			I know she told me this to make me feel better, but it doesn’t.

			The waffle fries help a little, though.

			Fine. The waffle fries help a lot.

			Books are life. And so, it turns out, are waffle fries. And tacos. And breakfast for dinner. And sninner. And conga lines.

			I list these things—my favorite things—over and over in my mind to calm me down.

			Spike and Pickles. French fries dipped in ice cream. Elvis and Mini-Elvis. Gertie and Zane.

			There, that’s a long list.

			One more: the fact that narwhals are real animals.

			I feel better.

			Safer, too.

			There are no windows or doors down here. If someone or something is following me, they can’t reach me underground. The Area 51 bunkers are the most secure places on Earth.

			“What’s the difference between a pancake and a waffle?” Zane asks out of nowhere, probably to ease the tension.

			“What?” Mini-Elvis responds.
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			“But foods don’t have organs or muscles, like you humans,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“It was a joke,” Elvis says.

			“A bad one,” Gertie says, but of course she’s smiling at Zane.

			I stuff a fry in my mouth. Savor the perfect balance of salt and oil in its waffle shape. Who was the first person to make a waffle fry? I’d like to thank them.

			Hmm, I wonder what a pancake fry would taste like? If Grandma were here, she’d be totally up for making some with me to test it out.

			“I hate not knowing where Grandma is,” I admit, looking around at my friends. Zane is at the wipe-it board now, drawing a waffle, pointing out its “abs” to Mini-E.

			“Wait a minute,” Gertie says, tapping a finger against her chin. “You just got me thinking. You don’t know where your grandmother is now, but actually you didn’t know where she was before, right?”

			“I mean, I thought I did,” I say. “I thought she was living in a retirement home, like she told me.”

			“But you were wrong,” Gertie says gently.

			“Yeah, I guess so. You’re right. I have no idea where she was. She’s an undercover FBAI agent. She could have been working anywhere.”

			“But here’s the thing: in order to be targeted by kidnappers, the kidnappers had to know where she was,” Gertie says.

			Zane crosses out the waffle on the board. He writes: WHERE WAS GRANDMA?

			“And so the question isn’t just where was she, but how did they know where she was?” Mini-Elvis chimes in.

			“Exactly!” Elvis says, getting excited. There’s an energy in the air now. We are getting somewhere.

			Zane writes: HOW DID KIDNAPPERS KNOW WHERE SHE WAS?

			I look at the board and let the words soak in. It never really occurred to me till right now that all this time I’ve been living in Area 51, Grandma wasn’t in her retirement home. She was out in the world, keeping the Break Throughs and the residents of 51—me included—safe.

			I know Uncle Anish told me as much, but I didn’t really think it all through.

			Elvis claps his hands twice, and we all turn to look at him.

			“We have a plan now,” Elvis says, calm and confident. He is Agent Spalding’s grandson after all. He’s good at taking charge. “Step one: figure out how Area 52 found Grandma while she was undercover. Step two: figure out where Area 52 is.”

			“Well, that sounds easy enough,” I mutter sarcastically.
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			“YES!” Gertie yells, and pumps her fist in the air.

			“What?” I ask.

			“This definitely calls for my favorite thing in the world,” Gertie says, grinning.

			“What?” Mini-E asks.

			“We already have waffle fries,” I say. “So pancake fries?”

			“What are pancake fries?” Elvis asks.

			“Never mind,” I say, because I’m leading us offtrack.

			“I know what she means,” Zane says, and he elbows Gertie playfully in her side.

			“Obviously we have to hack the FBAI!” Gertie says.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER SIXTEEN · · ·

			THE POTENT, PUNGENT POWER OF A TUNA FISH SANDWICH

			Our plan to get into Area 51 FBAI headquarters is a simple one. Last time we went the illegal route, by, ahem, sneaking in, and Elvis, Zane, and I ended up in handcuffs. (Very uncomfortable, FYI.) While that was thrilling—it’s not every day you wonder if you’re going to end up in Area 51 jail—it’s not an experience I recommend.

			This time our plan is…drum roll, please…tuna fish sandwiches.

			Grandma always used to say that when enacting any plan we should KISS: keep it simple, silly. I wonder if that was a lesson she learned in the FBAI. How to KISS. (Ew, not kiss, obviously, but KISS. Don’t be gross.)

			So the next day after school, my friends and I march right up to Officer Betty White, who is sitting guard at the entrance to FBAI headquarters. Though she has to be almost one hundred years old, she looks pretty imposing behind the security desk.

			“I think it’s the stare,” Elvis whispers to me. Obviously, he’s also wondering how she can seem so intimidating and fragile at the same time. “It’s like she knows we are up to no good.”
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			“We’ve surprised Uncle Anish with some homemade lunch,” I say, holding up a paper bag.

			“Oh wow, that’s particularly pungent, dear,” Officer White says, pinching her nose.
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			“I thought people’s sense of smell got worse as they aged—which is the scientific explanation for why old ladies tend to wear too much perfume,” Gertie whispers.
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			“This particular nonagenarian is the exception to every rule,” Zane whispers back.

			“It’s Uncle Anish’s favorite,” I say. “Tuna fish!”

			“Isn’t the term tuna fish redundant?” Mini-Elvis asks. “Aren’t all tuna…fish? It’s not like, say, jelly bean, in which the words are specifying a bean made out of jelly. Which I very much want to try, by the way.” Mini-Elvis grabs my arm. “I still don’t understand why that other delicious candy is called Laffy Taffy. Was there someone named Laffy who invented this special taffy? Oh my snoogles, the English language is inefficient.”

			None of us has an answer for Mini-E, so we just ignore his questions. Also, now I want jelly beans. I wonder if they’re available in the commissary. Or perhaps there’s a Jelly Beans Only drive-through on base that no one has mentioned yet. If there is, I bet it’s in the Area 51 handbook.
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			Officer White scans our fingerprints, our toe prints, and our retinas and mutters into her walkie-talkie: “We’re going to need an Audiotooter down here stat. Tuna fish on the premises.”

			And then we’re off to see Uncle Anish. I do not once worry about going to Area 51 jail. My hands swing happily, freely by my sides. Maybe honesty is the best policy after all.
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			· · · CHAPTER SEVENTEEN · · ·

			UNCLE ANISH IS A STINKER, LITERALLY

			Uncle Anish looks terrible. He hasn’t shaved, his single hair sits limply on his forehead, and his uniform is wrinkled. He looks on the outside how I feel on the inside.

			“You brought me a sandwich?! You are my favorite niece!” He gives me a big hug, which is how I know Grandma is in even more serious trouble than I thought. Uncle Anish rarely hugs. He’s more of a fist bump/peace sign kind of guy. He grunts so often you’d think he could speak Inkblit. He can’t, actually. He is fluent in a few other Break Through languages, though: Audiotoot, Spotify, Moosemeeper.

			When he curses, which is rare, it’s always in Sanitizorian, because that language is squeaky clean.

			“I’m your only niece,” I say. While my face is smushed into Uncle Anish’s armpit, I take an accidental sniff. Talk about pungent. He smells like rotting brussels sprouts. Has he showered recently? My worry meter goes up another notch.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Hey, Agent Patel, what’s the difference between a pancake and a waffle?” Mini-Elvis asks. Now that he understands the joke, he can’t stop telling it.

			“Not now, Mini-E. Agent Patel looks busy,” Elvis says, steering his little brother back toward the door.

			“Leaving so soon?” Uncle Anish asks, and I can’t tell if I’m imagining it, but I see a flicker of suspicion in his eyes. Like maybe he realizes we aren’t here only to deliver him some tuna fish and mayo and cute little slivers of celery on toast, cut in fours, and held together with festive toothpicks.

			Come to think of it, we totally should not have used the toothpicks. They look shifty.

			“Yup, yup,” I say. “You know, places to go, people to see,” I say.

			“Computers to hack into,” Gertie mumbles under her breath.

			“I’m going to rescue Grandma,” Uncle Anish says, apropos of nothing. Well, not nothing. Apropos of the fact that MY GRANDMOTHER HAS BEEN KIDNAPPED. But apropos of nothing in this particular conversation.

			“Okay,” I say. It’s not that I don’t believe Uncle Anish, it’s more that I can’t just leave this up to him. I need to help find her. Not that I’m gonna tell him that.

			“No, seriously, I am. Trust me, Sky. I will never let you down,” he says.

			“You have pouchy blue skin pockets under your eyes, Agent Patel, and in my human anatomy book in Galzoria, we learned that’s a sign a human needs sleep. You should rest,” Mini-E says.

			And maybe take a shower, I think, but don’t say out loud.

			Uncle Anish sighs. “I’ll take a nap right after eating this delicious, beautiful sandwich. Thank you, kids, for looking out for me,” he says.

			Is he tearing up? Holy cannoli, I think Uncle Anish is tearing up. Over a tuna fish sandwich.

			“Also the difference between a waffle and a pancake is abs. Get it? Because of the idealized abdominal-like pattern?” Mini-E asks.

			Uncle Anish looks right at Mini-Elvis, surprise written all over his face. And then, miraculously, he cracks up.
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			We leave Uncle Anish’s office and head down the hall. Our mission: we’re going to find the Area 51 personnel files and figure out what Grandma was working on before she was taken to 52.

			I hear footsteps again, and my heart squeezes. I turn around quickly, so fast that if there is anyone behind me, it would be impossible for them to escape.

			But once again, I’m wrong. No one is following me. There’s only Agent Goodman walking behind us, a clipboard in his hand, and when he sees me, he smiles and waves. Agent Goodman works under Uncle Anish, and is my second-favorite agent in the FBAI. (Obviously Uncle Anish is my favorite, spoiled brussels sprouts scent or not.) My whole body relaxes.

			I’m being paranoid. I’m on what Grandma used to call HTWs: high-tension wires. The creepy feeling is a figment of my imagination. Next to the bunkers, FBAI headquarters is the second-safest place on planet Earth.

			I am 100 percent safe.

			So why don’t I feel that way?

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER EIGHTEEN · · ·

			THE THIRD OPTION

			“Oh no, say it isn’t so!” Gertie cries. After Zane led us down a series of spiral staircases, we reached the basement of the building, where all FBAI personnel files are kept. It’s a giant, low-ceilinged room, with what seems like a never-ending row of filing cabinets, and long, narrow tables. There isn’t a single computer in sight. “Please tell me they don’t use a paper system.”

			Gertie says the word paper as if it’s such a dirty word that it wouldn’t even sound clean in Sanitizorian. She cracks her knuckles, like her fingers are disappointed they can’t start hacking.

			“I guess we shouldn’t be surprised. You know how Area 51 is about modern tech,” I say, and think of my beloved cell phone, which was confiscated on my very first day here. I loved that thing, even if no one ever called me on it. Man, I miss Wordle. And Roblox. “They still use telegrams!”

			“How are we ever going to find anything without search terms? I had big plans to spoof with ransomware, then phish my way in with a malware attachment. It was going to be so much fun!”

			“Do you have any idea what any of that means?” I whisper-ask Zane.

			“Nope,” he whispers back. “But I liked it.”

			Elvis, undeterred and with what my grandma would call a “growth mindset,” opens one of the file drawers.

			“They’re arranged by number.” He takes out a fluorescent orange folder and turns it so we can see the number written on the front: 1981-8675309. That number has a nice ring to it. It’s catchy. He pulls out another: 1981-8675310. For reasons I can’t explain, I don’t like that number as much.

			“I bet the first four digits refer to a year, like they did in the library,” I say.

			“Maybe that’s the year the agent first started working,” Mini-E says. Gertie nods.

			“Yeah, that sounds right. The training academy yearbook we found was from 1974, so let’s start in 1975, which would have been her first year in the FBAI. We can find the drawer that has labels beginning with 1975 and go from there,” she says.

			About ten minutes later we find a drawer stuffed with files from 1975. There must be at least fifty folders, each with a different number that I’m guessing refers to a different agent.

			“How do we narrow this down?” I ask. “Any ideas?”

			I remove the stack and place it on one of the long tables in the middle of the room. We spread the files out. Most of this batch are fluorescent blue, but three of them are fluorescent pink. We stare at them for a few moments.

			“Didn’t Agent Spalding say there were only three women in her class? My grandma, your grandma, and one other woman?” I ask. “I bet the pink are for the women agents!”
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			“Let’s look at the pink ones first!” Elvis says. I hear footsteps again. My heart stutters like a skipped rock.

			“Does anyone hear that?” I ask.

			“Of course we hear that,” Zane says, giving me a weird look. “They’re footsteps. Quick! Everyone hide!”

			But there is nowhere to hide. We can’t fit in the filing cabinets, and we’ll be seen under the tables. I wish we could turn into vapor, like Chill can.

			The sound comes closer and closer.

			Please be Agent Goodman, I think. Please don’t be someone sent to kill me.

			Turns out there’s a third option. The footsteps do not belong to Agent Goodman or someone sent to kill me. They belong to Agent Fartz, Zane’s stepdad.

			I let out a whoosh of air. (To be clear, I let out a whoosh of air from my mouth. Not from my butt. Though the latter would be appropriate, given who’s here. Sorry, can’t help myself. His name is Agent Fartz!)

			“He’s going to kill me,” Zane mutters, though I’m pretty sure he doesn’t mean it literally, like I did.

			“What are you kids doing down here?” Agent Fartz asks, his tone, like always, a little grumpy. Though to be fair, I’d be grumpy too if I had to go through life with the last name Fartz. It must blow. (Again, sorry not sorry.)

			“Hi,” Zane says, suddenly super cheery. I side-eye him; he’s totally going to give us away if he keeps acting so outrageously smiley. Zane is awesome and a great friend and can bench-press all of us stacked on top of each other, but his default facial expression is not a giant goofy/borderline-creepy grin.

			“We’re here to bring you a sandwich!” Gertie says, pulling one out of her bag. It was her idea to pack a second one in case of an emergency. I thought she meant an emergency like us getting locked in the basement without food, but I guess this qualifies too.

			“In the basement? My office is on the fourth floor!” Agent Fartz says, his voice full of suspicion. He stares us down, one after the other. Then, he sniffs. “Wait a minute, is that tuna fish?”

			“Yup,” Mini-E answers. “It’s tuna.”

			“I LOVE tuna fish! It’s the chicken of the sea.” Agent Fartz beams, grabbing the sandwich out of Gertie’s hand. “Thank you so much!”
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			“Chicken of the sea?” Mini-E looks baffled, but we don’t explain. Mostly because I don’t know how to. I have no idea why anyone would call tuna fish the chicken of the sea. Tunas don’t cluck.

			“Ooh, and look at these cute toothpicks!” Agent Fartz says, now so distracted that he doesn’t even realize we are currently in the FBAI headquarters basement with a whole load of files spread out in front of us.
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			“Back to work for me. Later, kiddos!” And just like that, he’s off, whistling to himself as he walks back up the stairs, leaving us alone again.

			“He sure likes tuna fish,” Gertie says, and we all crack up.
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			· · · CHAPTER NINETEEN · · ·

			ABS TO THE RESCUE

			“It’s this one. It has to be,” Elvis says. We’ve used a process of elimination. The first file definitely belonged to Agent Spalding, because it referred to her current address as Area 51. The second file was much less hefty than the other two, and had a giant stamp across the front that said 1984: Went Missing in Action. So not Grandma.

			The last folder has to be hers. It just has to be.

			We open it slowly, carefully, like we’re opening a beautifully wrapped birthday present or a pack of Pokémon cards and how we open it will determine what’s inside. Then we flip immediately to the back of the folder to find her last known location, since everything has been chronological so far.

			“Holy cannoli,” I say.

			“Oh my snoogles,” Elvis says.

			“She was in Australia?!?!” I exclaim.

			“Specifically at the Great Barrier Reef,” Gertie adds, reading over my shoulder.
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			“Did you know the Great Barrier Reef is the only living thing on Earth visible from space? You can’t see it from Galzoria, though,” Mini-Elvis says. “I’ve tried.”

			“Says here she was most recently in Australia working on ‘communication systems,’ ” Gertie says.

			“What do you think that means?” I ask.

			“I have no idea, but my guess is communication systems with other species, maybe? Could be just a coincidence, but I bet there’s a reason she was working near the only living thing on Earth visible from space.”

			“Do you think that’s where Area 52 is? The Great Barrier Reef?” Zane asks, but before we can answer him, we hear footsteps coming down the stairs again. Gertie quickly stuffs the file into her bag.
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			“Finished my sandwich,” Agent Fartz says, looking us all over from our heads to our feet. “And all of a sudden, I was like…Wait a minute, why are those kids in the basement of FBAI headquarters?!”

			“Hey, Agent Fartz, what’s the difference between a pancake and a waffle?” Mini-E asks. Agent Fartz looks back at him, completely baffled, like What is happening here?

			“I don’t know. What?”

			“ABS!” Mini-E says, and while Agent Fartz cracks up, we sprint for the stairs.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY · · ·

			FIFTY HOT DOGS A MINUTE

			On the way back from FBAI headquarters, we spy Frequency Kenneth taking a walk with his mom, Silencia Mode, in the town center. I didn’t realize it was possible, but she looks even more pregnant than the last time I saw her. Her stomach is the shape of a basketball with satellite ears. I can’t decide if it’s cute or creepy.

			Elvis pulls the golf cart over and we all hop out. We don’t have to say a word. We all recognize our opportunity to find out why Area 52 might want the Spotifies. This question has been bugging us since we heard Grandma’s message. Area 51 has so many different Break Through species…surely 52 must have a reason for targeting this particular type of alien.

			“Hi, FK!” Zane says. “Can I sign you up to help with Drop Day?”

			Okay, maybe we’re not all on the same page.

			“Nope. I have to help my mom get ready for the baby. I’m going to be a big brother!” Frequency Kenneth says, and his mom grins. I glance over at Mini-Elvis and Elvis. I’d love to have my own little sibling. Then again, I kind of already do, even if mine is way smarter than me and literally from a different planet. I ruffle Mini-E’s hair.

			“That’s awesome!” Gertie says. “Quick question, though. You have any idea what’s happening with 52? Why would they target you all?”

			Gertie asks this like she’s asking about the weather. Neutral, detached, like it doesn’t matter either way. I’m going to start practicing that sort of nonchalance in the mirror. It comes in handy with mystery-solving.

			“Honestly, we have no idea,” Silencia Mode says. “I’m assuming they want us to help them in some way, though I’m not sure how. We are so good at so many things.”

			“Yup, we are. Like I’m going to be good at being a big brother,” Frequency Kenneth says. He has recently started mentioning the big brother thing at every opportunity. In other words, he mentions it with, umm, great frequency.

			“Sure are, kiddo,” Silencia Mode says, gently pushing her son’s satellite ears in a gesture of affection. They boing back into place. “We pick up radio waves from other planets. We transmit, too. We are amazing hula dancers. And you should see us at the 51 Bottle Flip Competition. A Spotify wins the prize every year.”

			“I doubt they want you for bottle flipping,” Zane says. “Though your skills are very impressive.”

			“Don’t forget that we’re champion hot dog eaters. I can eat fifty in less than a minute,” Frequency Kenneth says. My stomach flips over. Gross. Though to be fair, I would win a french-fries-dipped-in-ice-cream-eating contest.

			“Right, you are awesome competitive eaters,” Gertie says. “Though again, not sure that would help 52 in any way.”

			“Like I told Agent Patel,” Silencia Mode says, “it’s hard to narrow down our special skills. But please let him know I spoke to you, Sky. I forgot to tell him about the hot dog–eating thing. Speaking of which, do you hear that growling?” She points to her stomach. Of course we hear the growling. It’s so loud, I wouldn’t be surprised if Grandma could hear it all the way in Area 52. “This little one is hungry. We’ve got to get them some food.”

			Silencia Mode and Frequency Kenneth continue walking, and I chew on my lip as they go. Obviously I will not report to Uncle Anish that we had this conversation. He’ll be mad that my friends and I are butting into things…which, come to think of it, should be on my own list of special skills.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE · · ·

			DIARRHEA OF THE MOUTH

			That night, I lie in my bed and think about everything that has happened. My brain is swirling with worries over Grandma’s video message, the bang of the explosion in the armory, the thrill of cracking codes and visiting the FBAI, and awe at the Spotifies’ numerous talents. I wonder how many scoops of ice cream they could eat in one sitting without getting antennae freeze. Most of all, I’m thinking about Grandma herself. I assumed I knew everything there was to know about her, but I had barely scratched the surface. How could I have not realized she was an undercover FBAI agent?
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			I’d bet Grandma can eat a whole boatload of waffle fries in a single minute.

			So many of my memories make more sense now. Grandma used to teach me all sorts of things that the kids in my class at Yawn Middle had never learned. Everyone thought it was weird that by the age of eight, I knew how to tie ten different knots and was a certified spelunker. I just thought I was particularly well prepared for adult life—though, come to think of it, I hope that there isn’t all that much spelunking in my future.

			THINGS GRANDMA DID THAT SHOULD HAVE TIPPED ME OFF

			
					
					Taught me Morse code
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					Made us do survivalist training (Honestly, I thought it was to prep for the zombie apocalypse.)
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					Read books about UFOs
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					Threw tomatoes at the screen when we watched the movie Alien
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			On reflection, it is so obvious to me now. Duh, of course Grandma was an undercover FBAI agent.

			I hear a plinking sound and sit up in bed. When I go over to the window, I see that Elvis is throwing tiny rocks to get my attention.
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			“I had a feeling you wouldn’t be able to sleep,” Elvis says, and even though we’re in separate houses, it’s like we’re in the same room. His words wrap me in a warm cozy blanket.

			“Yeah,” I say. “I couldn’t.”

			“I couldn’t either,” Elvis says.

			“Me neither,” Mini-Elvis says, popping up behind Elvis. “I keep thinking there must be a planet out there where waffles actually do have abs. And maybe a planet where pancakes do too, and then if that’s the case, not only will the joke not work, but also there will actually be no difference between pancakes and waffles except for the whole circle-versus-square thing. And then I started thinking that maybe there’s a planet where pancakes are square, which means they are actually waffles, and gahhhhhhh! How can one sleep under those conditions?!?!”

			“I bet it’s hard to be you sometimes,” I say, and Mini-Elvis shrugs.

			“Honestly, if I’ve learned anything during my treks through the universe, it’s that it’s hard for everybody to be whoever they are sometimes,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“You are very wise for a five-year-old,” I say.

			“I know,” he says. “But the pancakes-and-waffles debate got me thinking. We should find out what the other species here in 51 know about 52. Those Spotifies weren’t particularly helpful, but other species might be.”

			“Huh? How did you get from breakfast foods to Area 52?” I ask.

			“Well, we put each species or breakfast food in a box—not literally, of course, I mean a figurative box. Though in the case of breakfast foods a literal box too. And sometimes we forget they may…”

			Elvis, Spike, Pickles, and I look at Mini-Elvis like he has two heads. Actually, in Area 51 it wouldn’t be so weird if he had two heads. So scratch that. We are looking at Mini-Elvis like we have no idea what he’s talking about. Because we don’t.

			Elvis and I groan.

			“KISS,” I say. “Keep it simple, silly. For the record, I am not actually calling you silly. That would be rude. It’s an expression—”

			“Why does everyone have diarrhea of the mouth tonight?” Elvis interrupts, laughing.

			“Ha! Diarrhea of the mouth, if you really think about it, is a super-gross concept. Though I guess it’s similar to vomiting, which is what I would do if I entered a competitive eating contest, unless the food was Laffy Taffy, and then I’d be—”

			“Mini-E!”

			“Right. KISS. Point is, we should talk to the other species of Area 51 and ask if they know anything—rumor or fact—about Area 52,” Mini-Elvis says. “See, simple!”

			“And now that we know what your grandma was working on, we need to turn to where Area 52 is so we can find her,” Elvis says.

			“I like that plan,” I say, but before we can decide which species to talk to first, the sky lights up with fireworks. My heart jolts, and we immediately drop to the floor.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO · · ·

			SURPRISE! PAJAMA PARTY!

			We’re out of breath from running by the time we arrive in the town square. There’s a crowd, which makes it obvious that everyone ignored the alarm telling us to get into our bunkers. The fireworks are still going off, exploding in showers of blue, purple, yellow, and green.

			I love the weirdly festive feel in the air. Like we’re having a surprise epic Break Through–human pajama party.
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			“Your pajamas!” I say, pointing at Agent Spalding. “It’s Grandma!”

			“She got them for me for my sixtieth birthday! I saw them fall from the sky and immediately knew they were for me,” Agent Spalding says. I must look confused, because she adds: “On Drop Day, of course. You know your grandma. Sneaky, that one.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “No kidding.”

			“Let’s go see what all this fuss is about, shall we?” Agent Spalding makes it sound like we had a previous appointment to meet in the town center at ten o’clock at night. The fact that she’s always able to remain calm no matter the circumstance is why she made such a great head of the FBAI before Uncle Anish took over. She looks neither excited nor scared, while I currently am both. My insides feel like a shaken snow globe, like my organs may not land back in the right places.

			“The fireworks are being launched from outside the northern border of the base, beyond the reach of our security cameras or our patrol,” Uncle Anish reports. His voice sounds deeper than usual. I wonder if he’s trying to sound more in charge to counteract his adorable matching (alien) pajamas and giant R2-D2 slippers. At least he didn’t bring his teddy bear.

			“Looks like another object was dropped by parachute. Just like last time,” Agent Goodman says.

			“Well, that explains the fireworks. Whoever sent this wanted to alert us to the package, since it’s nighttime,” Uncle Anish says.

			“Some Moosemeeps are retrieving it and bringing it here. They’re in hazmat suits, but that’s because they’re erring on the side of caution. No reason to believe it’s a chemical or biological weapon,” Agent Goodman says.

			Ugh. I hate when someone throws out an even scarier possibility than the one I had in my head. The worst-case scenario I had thought up was a firecracker.

			Uncle Anish holds his walkie-talkie to his ear.

			“They’re saying it’s another VHS tape,” Uncle Anish says, a mix of emotions that I can’t interpret washing over his face. He looks at Gertie. “Mind if we all head to your house?”
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			Gertie is psyched to show off her technology skills again. I’m less psyched, considering we are about to watch another video that likely stars my grandma in a hostage situation. The big sheet is still strung up in the backyard, and we all gather and sit cross-legged on the artificial grass. Gertie’s mom hands out milk and cookies. I stuff five into my mouth at once.

			Don’t judge. I’m stress-eating.
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			Elvis sits down next to me.

			“Are you ready for this?” he whisper-asks.

			“No,” I answer honestly. “What if Grandma’s not okay?”

			“She’s definitely okay. And think about it this way: this could lead to another clue. Your grandma is an expert at coded messages.” Elvis puts his arm around my shoulders. It makes me think I’d like a pair of pajamas with his face on it.

			I take a deep breath, and Gertie presses play on the VCR. The sheet screen comes to life. Again, it’s Grandma up there, though this time she looks a little more relaxed and comfortable.

			“Hi, 51! Agent Patel here. Or I should say, the other Agent Patel here. Hi, Anish, Agent Patel Number Two! Hi, Sky, future Agent Patel-Baum! I love you both!” The screen goes blank for a minute. “Sorry about that. I’m going off script. Okay, okay, fine, fine. I’ll stay on track.”

			She’s obviously talking to someone off camera, but their exchange seems friendly. Maybe the Area 52 kidnappers aren’t that bad? Maybe Grandma will say this was all a practical joke or some sort of big misunderstanding. She hasn’t been kidnapped. She was just exploring Area 52 and she’ll be home soon, easy-peasy lemon squeezy.

			“Right, so remember my last video when we said you needed to send over ten Spotifies? Well, you need to get on that, but please make it fifteen, and if you don’t do it in the next ten days by dropping them on the island of Sumatra, there’s going to be a problem. We’re running out of time.” Grandma says this casually, her tone even and calm. You’d think she was asking us to pass the salt, not passing along a threat to the Spotifies.

			In my experience, though, when someone says there’s going to be a problem, it’s never a good sign. When I was little and I forgot to clean up my room, Grandma would say, “Priya Patel-Baum, you make your bed right this instant or there’s going to be a problem.” (Come to think of it, it’s never a good sign when someone uses your full name either.)

			This time, I can’t hear any weird enunciation or obvious code. Grandma doesn’t look even a little bit afraid. In fact, I could swear I saw her roll her eyes at the threat. “Okay, bye-bye for now!” She follows this with the word goodbye in seven Break Through languages.

			Then the screen changes to a picture of me. I wonder if Grandma knows this was added to the video. In it I’m wearing my needlepoint sun shirt and blue jeans. My face is scrunched up and I’m laughing. I generally don’t like having my photo taken, but this one isn’t too bad. Or it wouldn’t be too bad IF IT WEREN’T BEING SENT BY KIDNAPPERS AS A WAY OF SIGNALING THEY HAVE THEIR EYES ON ME.

			It’s obvious that’s what they’re doing with this photo. Showing us it was definitely taken in Area 51.

			Because in the photo, I am sitting on…fake grass.

			I haven’t been paranoid.

			I am being watched.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE · · ·

			TARGET ON MY BACK

			“They have eyes on Sky,” Uncle Anish says, angry now. He’s pacing the lawn, casting a giant shadow over the white sheet as he walks. Clearly, he’s interpreted that photo of me exactly the same way I have. “I knew it! How dare they mess with my family. My favorite people in the world—”

			I realize these are terrible circumstances, but still I can’t help glowing a little inside. I’m one of Uncle Anish’s favorite people in the world!

			“And they think they can just threaten me. Or us. NO, THEY WILL NOT GET AWAY WITH—” Uncle Anish is yelling now. He’s so wrapped up in his rage, it seems like he’s completely forgotten where he is. I put my hand on his arm.

			“It’s okay, Uncle A. I’m okay. And we’re going to fix this,” I say, trying to sound reassuring. I use the calm voice Grandma used when I’d come home crying from school because some bully made fun of me and my weekends spent spelunking.

			“WE are not going to fix this. I am going to fix this. You are going to go home right now and go to bed and get a good night’s sleep and tomorrow you are going to eat lots of vegetables and learn and thrive and I am going to be the best guardian ever and keep you safe,” Uncle Anish says. He’s so worked up, it looks like he’s grown five inches. I shoot a “help me” look at Agent Spalding, who is watching my uncle like he’s a bomb about to detonate.

			Uncle Anish has been pushed over the edge. He’s talking about vegetables? Next he’s going to make me read the Area 51 handbook!

			“Don’t worry, Agent Patel,” says Agent Spalding. “You should take Sky home. And in the morning, when we’ve all had a good rest, we’ll come up with a plan. In the meantime, Sky, I want you to think about where and when that picture could have been taken.”

			“Sky wears that T-shirt 33.3 percent of the time, so it will be difficult to narrow down,” Mini-E interjects. “Also, because Area 51 has no naturally occurring plant life, the location of the artificial grass will be hard to identify.” Then Agent Spalding whispers something in his ear, and he adds, with forced enthusiasm and optimism, “But of course we’ll figure it out.”

			“Come on, Uncle Anish,” I say, locking my arm with his. “Nothing is going to change in the next twelve hours. The threat will still be there tomorrow.”
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			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR · · ·

			BE KIND AND REWIND THE TAPE

			“We should go back to the tape,” I say. This time we’re in Gertie’s basement, munching on her mom’s Interstellar Banana Bread. Zane stands at the ready in front of his wipe-it board, but he looks distracted.
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			“You okay, Zane?” Gertie asks, and he startles to attention.

			“Yeah, sorry. I was thinking about Drop Day. I feel responsible for it all going smoothly.” He shifts from foot to foot and twirls the marker in his hands. He’s nervous. “I just want to make sure everyone gets what they want. Sorry, Sky, I’ll focus.”

			“Don’t worry so much. We’ve all got your back,” Mini-Elvis says. “But not literally. We do not literally have your back. What would that mean, to literally have someone’s back? It makes it sound like a back is a meal and we’d eat you with a fork and knife. Perhaps in a competitive eating contest.”

			“Mini-E,” Elvis says, “you’re getting off track again. The tape!”

			Gertie jumps up, grabs the VHS tape, and pops it into the VCR. My grandmother appears on the makeshift screen. We listen to her ask for the fifteen Spotifies and then see the picture of me.

			“You know what’s weird?” Gertie says. “She doesn’t seem freaked out. Like, not at all.”

			“Everyone says your grandma is an amazing FBAI agent. Maybe she’s super calm under pressure,” Zane says.

			I think about this. Not sure calm under pressure is a phrase I’d use to describe my grandmother, even though I assume staying calm must have been part of her training.
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			“Hmm, maybe?” I look at the screen again, where my grandmother is frozen midsentence. “Why do you think she sets the meeting point as the island of Sumatra? Do you think that’s where Area 52 could be?”

			“No idea,” Gertie says.

			“There has to be a code hidden in here somewhere. There just has to be,” I say.
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			Mini-Elvis walks up close to the screen. Backs away. Walks up close to the screen again.

			“Okay, codes. There’s Morse code, all the cipher codes. Hmm, I wonder what your grandmother would be most likely to use. Zane, write down all the words she used on the board in order without punctuation,” Mini-Elvis says. I have no idea what a cipher code is, but I don’t ask.
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			“Looking at the text, I think it’s impossible that she embedded code into the message like last time. Instead, it sounds like she is reading something she was given by the people or Break Throughs in 52,” Mini-Elvis says. “They probably forced her to read it.”

			I picture someone standing over Grandma and threatening her. I add this to my already very crowded worry list.

			SKY’S WORRY LIST

			
					
					Grandma’s safety

				

					
					Grandma’s safety

				

					
					Getting hit by a microwave on Drop Day

				

					
					If they don’t have Slurpees in Area 51, does that mean I will never drink one again?

				

			

			“Sorry,” Mini-E says, and snuggles up next to me. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” I pat his head. Sometimes I forget how little he is. I’d wonder how his body holds up his big brain, then remember that how I view him is an illusion anyway. I’m not even capable of perceiving his true form.

			“No, I’m sorry,” I say. He looks at my face, and away again, and back at my face.

			“Your eyes are doing weird things,” he says.

			“She’s tearing up because she’s upset,” Elvis says. “Mini-E, you know all about human crying, right?”

			“No. I mean, yes, I do. But what if, maybe…Please play the tape again,” he says.

			Gertie rewinds and plays the tape. VCRs are tricky machines, apparently, and you have to rewind to the beginning each time, which literally means you have to make the tape move backward. It’s kind of like a not-fun jack-in-the-box. The olden days must have been so boring.

			“Look at your grandma’s eyes,” Mini-E says.

			We do. I don’t see anything.

			“She keeps blinking. THERE’S OUR CODE!” Mini-E raises his hands triumphantly.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE · · ·

			DASHES AND DOTS, OH MY

			“Explain it to me slowly, like I’m not the smartest Galzorian kindergartner in the universe,” Zane says.

			Mini-E puts his hands on his hips. “Okay, Morse code is a series of dashes and dots that represents the letters of the alphabet and can be translated into a language. Usually it’s transmitted with light, like a flashlight, but obviously that’s not available to your grandmother. She’s using blinks to communicate.”

			I stare at the screen, watching the video for what is now the fifteenth time. Holy cannoli! Mini-E is right. She is doing weird things with her eyelids. That is Morse code!

			“What’s she saying?” Gertie asks.

			“Give me a second,” Mini-E says, and steps up to the board.
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			“Play it again.” Mini-E jots down a series of dots and lines, and I try to remember the code that Grandma taught me.
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			“Atlantic Ocean!” I yell out, and jump to my feet. “She’s somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean.”

			Gertie looks at me and then back at the board. She stands up and squints at the lines and dots. Her eyebrows draw together.

			“No, that’s not right,” she says. “That last letter. It’s an S, not a C. It’s not Atlantic, as in the ocean. It’s Atlantis!”

			I had no idea that Gertie knows Morse code, but I’m not at all surprised. When Mini-E went on a quantum mechanics tangent recently, Gertie started to explain molecular biology. Not to brag or anything, but I have super-smart friends.

			“Atlantis?” Elvis asks. “What’s that?”

			“I thought Atlantis wasn’t real,” I say.

			“You also thought Area 51 wasn’t real,” Gertie says. Which, fair.

			“Can someone please fill me in on what is this not-real-but-likely-very-real place?” Elvis asks.

			“I don’t know much about it, to be honest. I think it’s an underwater island, and there’s supposed to be an ancient hidden civilization or something there?” I shrug and look to Gertie to add more detail. She gives me a blank stare.

			“Sorry, I don’t know much about it either. I like science, not science fiction,” Gertie says.

			“Maybe we should ask Wheezie Snotz? She’d at least be able to point us toward books in the library that might help us,” Zane suggests.

			I look up at the screen and then at the wipe-it board. For a second, I allow myself a giggle about the name Wheezie Snotz, because, I mean, WHEEZIE SNOTZ. Then I think about how my grandmother took the time to use Morse code to spell out the word Atlantis.

			Why would she share this word in particular? Is that where she is? Some fictional-but-maybe-not-fictional underwater island in some unknown location?

			That seems too bananas, even though I’ve learned from living in Area 51 that there is no such thing as too bananas.

			Is there another code hidden somewhere else? What are we missing?

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX · · ·

			PINK-EYE SUBMARINE SANDWICHES

			Atlantis is temporarily a dead end, since Wheezie Snotz can’t help us do research until Thursday afternoon. Apparently, Wheezie Snotz is too busy making room in the library for the next round of Drop Day books and wanted to schedule us for a time when the Sanitizoria do their conga line.

			“I say we start with the Spotifies,” Zane says over lunch at school the next day. We’ve decided we need to stick to our plan to interview different species while we wait. I’m not letting Wheezie Snotz slow us down.

			We are in the cafeteria, but I’m not hungry. The idea that someone is probably watching me has killed my appetite. Also, the Retinaya with a bad case of pink eye served me my meatball hero. Eating a conjunctivitis-infected meatball isn’t on my to-do list today.

			“If Area 52 wants them so badly, maybe they have some secret information. Maybe they’ve even been there!” Zane says.

			“Silencia Mode wasn’t helpful when we spoke to her last time,” Elvis says. “I’m sorry, but the Spotifies can’t be good at everything. We Galzoria can do stuff too, you know. We should talk to the Moosemeeps. They have loose lips, both metaphorically and literally.”

			“I think we should start with the Egglandians,” Gertie interjects. “They’ve made the most frequent landings in Area 51, so they may have the most experience in avoiding the 52 vortex. They might be able to tell us more about it.”

			“Right, yes, what Gertie said,” Zane says, blushing. He always agrees with Gertie, no matter what she says.
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			“Sky, what do you think?” Elvis asks. I realize everyone at the table has stopped talking and is looking at me. I’ve only been half paying attention, though—I was thinking about the over-the-top safety precautions Uncle Anish has started taking.

			This morning, he spent twenty minutes teaching me self-defense moves, which vary depending on what species you’re defending yourself against. Then he handed me my own walkie-talkie in case of an emergency. He drove Elvis and me to school and insisted on walking us to the front door. Even Mini-Elvis doesn’t get walked to the front door of kindergarten.

			I think if Uncle Anish could have put me on a leash, he would have.
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			“What do I think?” I repeat back, because I have no idea what we were talking about.

			“For our plan. What species should we talk to first?” Elvis asks.

			“Oh right, right. Sorry. Umm…what did Gertie think?”
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			“Fine, we’ll start with the Egglandians,” Elvis says. “But don’t complain to me when you come home smelling like Agent Fartz!”

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN · · ·

			CAN’T BE WEIRDER THAN 51

			The Egglandians are fragile. No, not because they are egg shaped and have a thin shell. I mean they’re emotionally fragile and famous for bursting into tears at the slightest comment. Which is why when we approach them, we do so carefully, and weigh our words before we say them out loud. Which is hard for me. Because I’m a blurter.
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			The Egglandians live on the east side of the base, and we find them bobbing in the Area 51 lake. I had no idea we had a lake, but then again, I had no idea we had an armory either.

			“They have trouble regulating in the desert heat and don’t want to get cooked,” Gertie whispers to me.

			“I have trouble regulating in this heat,” Zane mutters.
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			“Everyone wants to live over here near the lake, but Egglandians get first dibs,” Gertie says.

			“I hear living here is not all it’s cracked up to be,” Mini-Elvis says, and then pokes each of us. “Get it? ‘Cracked up to be’ because they’re like eggs?”
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			None of us smile—we don’t want to encourage him. Since Mini-E has had success with his waffles’ abs joke, he’s been impossible. Everything is a pun with him.

			“Hey, Humpty,” Gertie calls to the Egglandian floating on a gold raft shaped like a goose. “You mind docking for a minute? We have a few questions.

			“Humpty and my mom go way back,” Gertie whispers to us. “They do Pilates together.”
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			“Hey, girl!” Humpty comes out of the water soaking wet, wraps his hair in a towel, and throws his still-wet arms around Gertie. “What’s cracking?”

			Mini-Elvis starts giggling uncontrollably.

			“He’s cracking up,” Elvis says.

			“Stop egging him on,” I say.

			“Thanks for the shower!” Gertie says, wisely ignoring our terrible puns. “We wanted to chat with you about, well, something a little top-secret.”

			“Oooh, I love a little intrigue. Do tell,” Humpty says. He puts his hands on his hips. Actually, I’m not sure if you can call them hips. He puts his hands on the widest part of his oval body.

			“Well, we want to know what you all know about Area 52, if anything,” Gertie says.

			“52! Oh honey, that way madness lies,” Humpty says.

			“What does he mean?” Zane whispers to me.

			“I think it’s a quote from Shakespeare,” I say.
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			“No one knows a thing about Area 52, though for years we’ve all been trying to find out more,” Humpty says. “We’ve had ships go missing on the way here, and we like to think that they landed there instead. But that’s us being all hopeful. Not based on any concrete evidence.” Humpty wobbles a bit. Gertie catches and steadies him.

			“Ooh, it’s toasty out here,” another Egglandian says, coming out of the water.

			“Please tell me you heard that. Toast. Eggs. Get it?” Mini-Elvis whispers to me, and I nod.

			“Hi, I’m Shelly,” the Egglandian says, and she shakes our hands. “I heard you talking about 52. I have my own theories. My granddad was on one of the missing ships, and I was told that he did land safely in 52. And that 52 is like 51, but way weirder.”

			“What do you mean by ‘way weirder’?” I ask, because that seems impossible. Nothing can be weirder than Area 51. Yesterday I watched a Moosemeep give a ride to an Inkblitian, and then Chill walked through both of them.

			“I don’t really know. I’ve heard it’s very blue, and that like 51, no one ever leaves, and it’s all hush-hush top-secret. But unlike 51, not every Break Through is welcome there. I heard that the Audiotooters tried to land in 52 and ended up here instead because their ship was redirected,” Shelly says. “No one knows why they choose the Break Throughs they do. But we assume it’s for their special skills.”

			I think about the folder we found in the basement of FBAI headquarters. Grandma was working on “communications systems.” Maybe that’s why Area 52 wanted her. Maybe she had information they could use.

			“Do you know which Audiotooters were redirected? Could we maybe talk to them?” Mini-Elvis asks, suddenly serious. He’s stopped with the egg puns, but my mind is too scrambled to notice. (See what I did there? Scrambled.)

			“I don’t know for sure, but I heard that the most recent Audiotooter flight didn’t go over easy,” Humpty says.

			Mini-E elbows me, and whispers, “Over easy! Now they’re just poaching my jokes.”

			“Shelly, do you have any contact with your grandfather? Or does anyone else in your family?” Gertie asks.

			“I wish,” Shelly says. “Though come to think of it, I’m not sure how we would have known he landed safely unless someone had talked to him. This was all a long time ago, so unfortunately, I don’t know who to even ask. Anyone who knew him has been cooked.”

			“Cooked?” Zane asks in his gentlest tone. But Zane’s gentlest tone is still too harsh for the sensitive Egglandians. Shelly tears up.

			“That’s the word we use for died. This was many, many years ago and I didn’t even know him, so not sure why I’m crying. As my mom likes to say, we Egglandians have big feelings,” Shelly says.

			I go to hug her but then realize I don’t know how delicate her shell is. I switch to the peace sign, and she smiles back at me. I totally get it—I’ve been having big feelings lately too.

			“Want to come for a swim?” Humpty offers, and before we can even answer, Zane is running toward the water.
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			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT · · ·

			A CASE OF THE CRANKIES

			“You could have killed them!” Gertie says later, when we’ve jumped back onto our golf cart and are headed home. We’re dripping all over Uncle Anish’s leather seats, but I’m too refreshed to care. A dip in the lake was exactly what I needed.

			“Come on,” Zane says, grinning. “I looked before I jumped. I’d never crush an Egglandian.”

			“Bet we won’t get invited back, though,” Elvis says dejectedly. It turns out Elvis loves the water almost as much as I do.

			“Oh, I took care of that. I gave Humpty a special thermometer I made to check the temperature of the water on particularly hot days so the Egglandians don’t get hard-boiled,” Gertie says. “We’re invited back anytime.”

			Zane looks at Gertie and grins.

			“You’re a genius,” he says.

			“I know,” she says.

			“Back on topic,” I say. “I think my grandma’s special skill for Area 52 might have been communications systems, whatever that is.”

			“You’re a genius too,” Zane says.

			“I know,” I say.

			“So next up we talk to the Audiotooters, right?” Mini-Elvis says.

			“You’re a genius three,” Zane says.

			“I know,” Mini-Elvis says.
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			After school the next day, though, we don’t get to continue our mission, because Zane has roped us all into volunteering to help Ms. Moleratty with Drop Day. The big event is coming up soon, and everyone on base seems to be psyched about it.

			“You’ll see! It’s the coolest,” Gertie says when I whine that it’s like we’re giving ourselves detention.

			“Also it’s important!” Zane says. We’re standing in front of his locker while the rest of Area 51 Middle School rushes out the front door to freedom.

			I still haven’t gotten used to the feeling of hundreds of different species of Break Throughs whizzing (or in some cases slithering) past me in a kaleidoscope of sound and color and smells after the last bell.
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			“Finding my grandmother is important,” I mutter. I’m not sure why I’m being such a bad sport about this. I love my friends. I love doing activities with my friends. I love helping my friends do stuff they think is important. I’m guessing I’ll love being part of an event alongside my friends where cool stuff falls from drones in the sky.

			“Maybe this will help us find her,” Elvis says, throwing an arm around my shoulder.

			“How?” I ask, though of course I’ve already been convinced to help. I’ll be honest: I’ve been a bit cranky since finding out about my grandmother’s secret life. Okay, fine. More than a bit. Part of the problem is that I’m worried about her. Part of the problem is also realizing how little I know about the people I come from. Grandma would talk about my parents all the time, but was she lying about them, too? Is there more that she wasn’t telling me?

			Wait, were my parents FBAI agents also?!?!

			I look down at myself, and I look the same as I do every other day. I’m wearing a T-shirt and jeans. My hair is messy. I have not somehow turned into a different person.
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			Also, I can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching me or following me. My spine is constantly tingling these days.

			“This will take your mind off things,” Gertie says. “I always try to distract myself when I’m stuck coding. I go for a walk or do something else. It opens the brain.”

			“Fine,” I say. “Sorry. I know I’m not my best self lately.”

			“We love you anyway,” Gertie says, and for the second time in a few days, my friends give me a lovely tackle hug.

			This is who I am, I think. Someone with really terrific friends.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE · · ·

			STOP, DROP, AND PREP

			Ms. Moleratty stands at the front of the room with a whistle around her neck. She’s barking orders at us as we quickly take notes. I didn’t realize Drop Day was such serious business.

			“Every single being on base is allowed one free drop,” she says. For some reason, she keeps blowing her whistle like a period at the end of each of her sentences.

			“Umm, what’s a free drop?” I ask. Since this is my first experience with Drop Day, I’ve had to ask a bunch of basic questions like this.

			“A free drop is when you claim something outside the normal thrift system. In other words, on Drop Day, everyone is allowed to claim one item falling from the sky. It’s like a fun bonus. A way to add a bit of joy and whimsy to the proceedings,” Ms. Moleratty says.

			I look to my friends, but they are nodding at the words joy and whimsy. It turns out everyone is excited about Drop Day. Even Uncle Anish is excited. This morning he told me that the whole FBAI is talking about what they want. He hopes he gets a label maker. OG2 wants a new flashlight. Agent Fartz has fingers crossed for a Costco-sized bottle of Gas-X.

			“Remember when it rained poop on the school?” Zane asks.

			“How could I forget?” I joke.

			“Well, Drop Day is kind of like that, but instead of poop raining down, it’s cool presents,” Zane says.

			“That sounds like an upgrade.” I take a minute to wonder what I’d want to fall from the sky. My grandma, I decide, but don’t say out loud. I want my grandma for my free drop.

			Also, I wouldn’t mind some new conditioner. My hair gets super knotty here in the desert. Ooh, and maybe some Oreos. I miss those little sandwich cookies.

			“And you’re allowed to trade your free drops, but you are not, under any circumstances, allowed to end the day with more than one item. I repeat,” Ms. Moleratty says, and this time she blows her whistle in the middle of her sentence, too. I jump at the shrill sound. I’m obviously on edge. “No more than one item.”

			“Right,” I say. “One item only.”

			Fine, I think. I want Grandma, and if I can’t have Grandma, I want conditioner or Oreos.

			“Good. After everyone has their fun, we all work together to gather everything else up and collect the items to be distributed to various locations on base. The commissary, the thrift store, the hardware store, the library, Waffle Fries Only,” Ms. Moleratty says.

			“Wait, they drop waffle fries?” I ask. Now this is getting interesting.
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			“No, silly. They drop potatoes,” Ms. Moleratty says.
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			“My stepdad once got clobbered with a plunger on Drop Day,” Zane offers. “He had a concussion! Though it was totally worth it. He clogs the toilet all the time.”

			“Sounds about right for someone named Fartz,” Elvis mumbles under his breath.

			“We recommend everyone wear a helmet,” Ms. Moleratty says. “Or at least the species who have something resembling a head. Sky, stay a bit after the others and I’ll show you our safety video.”

			I groan. Now I have to drive back home alone. At night. In the dark.

			With the feeling of eyes on the back of my head.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY · · ·

			THINGS ARE BLOWING UP

			I walk out to my golf cart alone after watching the three-hour-long safety video. I’ve now learned the proper technique for surviving Drop Day, which involves a whole lot more dodging flying objects than I would have guessed.

			Everyone else might be excited, but I’m terrified. What if I get hit by a toaster? Or worse: a blender? Four years ago a kid was sent to the hospital with wounds from trying to catch a Lego Yoda!

			Apparently, some species ask hardier friends to grab their free drop for them. No way the Zdstrammars, who are a series of delicate bubbles, or the Egglandians, who can crack at the slightest touch, are going to risk being flattened by a flying box of Raisin Bran.

			Maybe I should opt out and ask Zane to step in for me.

			It’s dark out, and the night air has an unexpected chill. I rub my shoulders. Behind me, I hear distant footsteps.

			Clomp, clomp, clomp.

			I walk a little faster.

			Clomp, clomp, clomp.

			I break into a run.

			The clomp, clomp, clomps behind me turn into what sounds like a gallop.

			Someone is running after me.

			And then, just as I’m about to step into the golf cart, I’m tackled to the ground.

			What is happening?

			Five seconds later, before I can even try to struggle free or yell for help or understand why my cheek is pressed hard against gravel, something loud explodes behind me.

			My golf cart burst into flames.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE · · ·

			KABLAMO!

			The body rolls off me and holds out a hand to help me up. I blink, once, twice, three times to clear my eyes. It’s dark now, and all I can see is the blinding flash of the explosion.

			“You okay, Sky?” a kind voice asks.

			“Umm, yeah, I think so?” I answer, and see now who is standing in front of me. Officer Goodman. My uncle’s right-hand man at the FBAI. The guy who helped us find the missing Zdstrammars. The person Elvis’s grandmother thinks will one day run things around here. Not someone sent from Area 52 to kill me.

			At least, I don’t think.
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			“Sorry for tackling you. I didn’t want you to get on the cart. I knew it was about to blow,” Agent Goodman says.
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			“Was someone…I mean, was that…?” I ask, and shake my head again to clear it. “Was someone hoping I was in that golf cart?”

			“No. No, of course not!” Agent Goodman says. “It was an accident.”

			“Have you been following me?” I demand, because I realize that for the first time in days, I don’t have the sense that I have eyes watching my back. Maybe it’s because those eyes are looking straight at me now.

			“Yeah,” Agent Goodman says apologetically. “Your uncle told me to.”

			“Ugh! That’s so creepy!”

			Agent Goodman clears his throat and looks sheepish. “He said that if you knew I had been sent to watch over you, you’d never allow it. So I was supposed to shadow you without you knowing. I’m sorry if I scared you.”
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			“Wait a minute. How does a golf cart blow up by accident?” I ask. I cradle my head in my hands. Did I do something wrong? Did I leave the engine on? Is this why kids aren’t allowed to drive outside of Area 51?

			Holy cannoli, Uncle Anish is going to kill me.
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			“Sky, relax,” Agent Goodman says. “It’s all going to be okay. Like I said, it wasn’t anyone’s fault. You see, we have a policy on base that the Sanitizoria and the Fireclanners can’t get within ten feet of each other, because the liquid the Sanitizoria spray can be flammable.”

			“Fireclanners?” I ask. Presumably this is another species of Break Throughs I’ve yet to meet. That’s not unusual. There are still thousands of Break Throughs that I not only haven’t met but have never even heard of.
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			“They’re lovely when you get to know them, but they generally keep to themselves because of the whole bursting into flames thing. They kind of look like walking candlesticks. They live on the northwest side of the base in cement houses. Safer than wood for them. They mostly come out at night so they don’t get in anyone’s way.”

			“Right,” I say, though I have about a gazillion questions. If I walk past a Fireclanner, will I explode? Why hasn’t anyone warned me about them?
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				FAMILY NAME: Fireclanners

				DEFINING CHARACTERISTICS: Erupts into flames out of the tops of their heads, especially when deep in thought

				LIFE SPAN: 99 Earth-years

				POPULATION IN AREA 51: 39

				HOSTILE OR FRIENDLY: Friendly

			

			“Everyone’s been so distracted with the Area 52 videos and Drop Day, no one told the Fireclanners that the Sanitizoria were still cleaning up at Area 51 Middle. I was waiting out here for you to make sure you got home from school safely when I saw Squeak walk by and give your golf cart a friendly squirt on his way home. Just as you came out, though, a Fireclanner rode by on a bicycle, and she accidentally left behind a tiny spark, and that’s why I tackled you. I knew it was going to go kablamo.”

			“Kablamo?” I ask. “Is that a word?”

			“KABLAMO! Like this!” Agent Goodman repeats, and throws out his arms to indicate the explosion. Remind me if we ever play charades here, I want this guy on my team.

			“On a scale of one to ten, how mad do you think Uncle Anish is going to be at me?” I ask, smiling, because if you think about it, it’s sort of funny. I’m going to have to explain to my uncle that his golf cart blew up.

			“At you: zero. At the people who forgot to warn the Sanitizoria and Fireclanners? I think he’s going to go…”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO · · ·

			THE BEST-SMELLING CEMETERY ON EARTH

			It turned out Uncle Anish wasn’t mad last night. Instead, he apologized. To me.
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			Even better, that creepy feeling I’ve had for so long of being watched has been replaced by something better. The feeling of being watched over. Though he went about it the wrong way, it feels good that Uncle Anish cares about my safety, and that Agent Goodman was looking out for me.

			Uncle Anish has pinky-promised that I will no longer be followed. I have pinky-promised that I’ll use my walkie-talkie in an emergency. As far as I know, neither of us crossed any toes.

			Now I’m in the Area 51 cemetery with my friends to interview some Audiotooters, and it smells fantastic. Like spring and Grandma’s rosebushes. Yes, Area 51 has a cemetery, which shouldn’t be surprising. What is surprising is how different this one looks from the ones I’ve seen outside the base. Sure, there are the traditional gravestones, some topped with fake flowers, which are mostly for the humans. But there are all sorts of other types of containers and memorials for the Break Throughs. There’s a garden of Spotify ears that give off static as if they’re caught between channels. A giant glass box in the center of a courtyard contains tiny sparkles suspended in air. The sight is beautiful and mesmerizing. I think it’s for a collection of Peeyous. My favorite is the self-turning hourglass for the Zdstrammars: it fills with bubbles that slowly drip down, and when it gets full, it flips over.
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			Most interesting of all, the place is tended to lovingly by Audiotooters, who give off their delightful smell while they tidy and give the dead the respect they deserve.

			“Roselilypetunia!” Gertie cries, and runs over to hug an Audiotooter. I’m not always great at judging Break Throughs’ ages, but I can often tell whether they are older or younger, relative to the others of their kind. Roselilypetunia looks older than the rest of her crew. Slightly stooped. A little worn. For this particular mission—getting info on any attempts to land at Area 52—older is definitely better.

			“Gertie Legswole! What brings you here? I haven’t seen you since…well, I don’t know when, dear,” she says, and a whoosh of that great smell wafts over me. How do the Audiotooters smell so good? Uncle Anish talks about how every species adapts to their environment. Maybe the planet Audiotoot stinks?

			I shake my head. No time for distractions. I need to stay focused.

			“I know. It’s been a while. My mom sends her love and told me to ask you to send over some of your sweat for her bath.” Gertie says this like it’s a totally normal thing to ask. I’m half tempted to offer my belly button lint to fluff up her pillows, but I’ve promised myself to work on being less sarcastic. Cranky hasn’t been my best look.

			“Of course I will. It’s hot these days. Shouldn’t be a problem to fill a bottle,” Roselilypetunia says.
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			“Thanks! Also, if you don’t mind, we have some questions for you. We’re doing a little research. About Area 52,” Gertie says. Roselilypetunia motions for us to sit on the ground around her, like we’re toddlers and it’s story time.

			We plop down, and to be honest, I wish she would read us a book. Then I’d let my mind run away into my imagination instead of thinking only about alien portals and how to find them. And what any of this could have to do with the lost city of Atlantis.

			“No one knows anything for sure about 52,” Roselilypetunia says. “There are rumors, of course. Lots of them. Some I even believe.”

			She whispers this last part, like she’s letting us in on a secret. My eyes widen.

			“I came to 51 in 1981—Earth-years, of course—and at the time, when we boarded our ship, we were reminded to make sure we had put in the correct coordinates. That 52 had its own suction, and we should be careful, because we might get sucked in and then spit right back out.”

			“Spit right back out?” Zane asks. This snags his attention, even though he’s been distracted lately. He’s worried about Drop Day going smoothly. Which I understand; I’m worried about Drop Day too. Though more for head protection reasons. I don’t want my forehead dented by an air fryer.

			“Yes. Apparently, 52 doesn’t accept all visitors the way 51 does,” Roselilypetunia says.

			“So where do you think Area 52 is?” I ask. More than anything else, that’s what I want to know. Not whether its admissions policies are tougher than Harvard’s. We already suspect that they collect people or species based on their skills.

			“52 is definitely not where everyone thinks it is,” Roselilypetunia says. “If you asked ninety percent of the Break Throughs on base, they’d say the Atlantic Ocean. But I don’t think that’s right. I think it’s like how Christopher Columbus thought he was landing in the Indies when he came to the Americas. I’m sure it’s deep in the ocean, though. But the more interesting question isn’t the where of 52…it’s the why. What are they doing there?”

			We look up at her, rapt. I think this is a rhetorical question.
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			“I think 52…” Roselilypetunia pauses dramatically. We wait, holding our breath. “…is full of space pirates.”

			We gasp.

			“Space pirates?” Mini-E asks in wonder. Or fear. Yeah, definitely fear.

			“Don’t listen to her,” another Audiotooter says, and walks over. This one also looks older, and has glasses perched on the end of the Audiotooter version of a nose. “Rosie here loves to spread gossip. No one knows for sure what happens in Area 52. But she’s right about the choosing and spitting back out. That’s common knowledge.”

			“They do that because they’re space pirates!” Roselilypetunia exclaims. I picture a base filled with alien Captain Hooks. A crocodile-type Break Through that has swallowed a timepiece.
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			But this is real life. Not Peter Pan.

			“They want to resurrect ancient alien civilizations. They suck us into their vortex and then use the strongest to experiment on. Like lab rats,” Roselilypetunia says, her voice rising, like she’s telling a ghost story and has finally reached the scariest part. Her Audiotooter friend rolls his eyes.

			But I wonder if she might be on to something. Maybe Area 52 doesn’t want Grandma for her communications system, but to experiment on her. Maybe they want to dissect her brain, like I dissected a spleen in school. (Ten out of ten do not recommend that experience.)

			I shiver.

			“Rosie, you really have to stop reading Jurassic Park,” the other Audiotooter says. “Listen, kids, no one really knows what’s happening at Area 52, but I know your grandma, Sky, and I’m not even a little bit worried about her. No way anyone would use her as a lab rat.”

			“You know Grandma?” I ask.

			“Yup, since her very first days in the FBAI. She’s the best code cracker we’ve ever had. And engineer. And a million other things. She’s like a Spotify! Good at everything! If there’s anyone who can find their way home from Area 52, it’s her.”

			Then the Audiotooter gives off one last squirt of scent, leaving us in a cloud of heavenly aroma, and he goes off to clean some graves.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE · · ·

			DROP IT LIKE IT’S HOT

			After school the next day, Ms. Moleratty is freaking out about Drop Day. Her upper lip, rodent-like at the best of times, twitches like she’s a mouse looking for cheese. She has lists with sublists and her sublists have sub-sublists. Zane stands next to her at the front of the classroom, like he’s her second-in-command. His already very large chest puffs out even more than usual, and I wonder if he did push-ups quickly before the meeting to get himself pumped up.

			“All the GOs have sent in their inventory, but of course, I’m the only one allowed to read the list. Otherwise, there’ll be anarchy,” Ms. Moleratty says, and winks at Zane.

			“But I can tell you it’s a wonderful selection. Way more than usual. Your grandma did a good job this year.” Ms. Moleratty looks at me while she says this, as if she assumes I already knew that my grandmother was heavily involved in Drop Day. I didn’t. I knew she gave Agent Spalding pajamas, but that’s all.
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			“So just to be clear, my grandmother is one of the government outsiders who gathers stuff for Drop Day?” I ask.

			“You didn’t know? Yes, she’s in charge of the entire West Coast, and she works all year long to get the requested items. But of course, that’s only a small part of her job in the outside world. She runs what we call our supply chain—you should have heard about the lengths she went to get Marshmallow Fluff two years ago because Agent Spalding craved a Fluffernutter! But she balances this responsibility with her other missions,” Ms. Moleratty says. “Honestly, I don’t know how she manages it all. I can barely keep up on this end of things.”

			“You’re doing a great job, Ms. M,” Zane says, and Ms. Moleratty gives a rodent-like chirp.

			“Did you know your grandma speaks fifteen Break Through languages?” she asks me.

			“No,” I say, feeling a pang in my chest. “Though, come to think of it, she did say goodbye in a bunch of different languages in the most recent video.”

			“I assumed she was just showing off,” Zane says. “Like Frequency Kenneth always does.”

			“Wait,” Elvis, Gertie, and I all say at the same time. “FREQUENCY KENNETH SPEAKS A BUNCH OF DIFFERENT LANGUAGES?!?!”

			“Yup. All Spotifies do,” Zane says, and we wait for him to catch up. “What?”

			“So this must be why Area 52 needs fifteen Spotifies. For their language skills!” Elvis says.

			“Maybe they need your grandma and the Spotifies to communicate with someone or something or someplace!” Gertie says.

			“Exactly!” I say.

			“Big Head was great at languages,” Ms. Mole-ratty says, which is totally beside the point, but since we’ve found out about her ex-fiancé—who was exiled from Earth after the Arthogus uprising—she brings him up whenever she gets the chance. For a second, I wish he could send her a special something on Drop Day, but I know that’s impossible. Arthogus is three thousand galaxies away. And also the only enemy planet we currently know of in the universe. I don’t think he’s going to be dropping heart-shaped chocolates on Area 51. “He was also great at communicating.”

			Ms. Moleratty’s eyes go big and dreamy. She sighs, which makes her nose whistle, and wipes her eyes with her paw. I mean, with her hand.

			“Ms. M, do you have any idea what Grandma could have been working on during her most recent mission?” I ask. I’m hoping she can tell us what exactly a “communications system” is…and what an undercover FBAI agent doing field research near the Great Barrier Reef might need one for.

			“No idea. But knowing your grandma, it was definitely something awesome and cool and ambitious,” she says. “Like something out of this world.”

			“Pun intended,” Elvis says.

			“No, no pun intended,” Ms. Moleratty corrects him sternly. “I mean it literally. It’s probably something out of this world.”

			“Right,” Elvis says.

			“Okay, back to our work. We have to figure out how not to impale anyone with the fifty sets of steak knives we’re dropping.”
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			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR · · ·

			WHEEZIE SNOTZ, WHEEZIE SNOTZ, WHEEZIE SNOTZ (TAKE TWO)

			“Thanks for agreeing to meet with us, Wheezie Snotz,” I say, because apparently, I love saying her name out loud just as much as I love repeating it in my head. Today, Wheezie Snotz’s Inkblit holograms are three-dimensional question marks dancing along her dolphin fin. “We know you’re busy with getting things ready for the big drop, but we have a question, if you don’t mind. Can you tell us what you know about Atlantis?”

			“Atlantis? Like the lost fictional city of Atlantis?” Wheezie Snotz asks. “That’s random.”

			“Yeah, that one. Unless there’s another?” I ask. Wheezie Snotz laughs. With her Inkblit accent, it sounds like a mix between a fart and a grunt.

			“As far as I know there’s just the one, if that even exists. If the legend is to be believed, it’s a lost island in the Atlantic Ocean. Some people believe that we have interpreted Plato all wrong.”

			“What does Play-Doh have to do with anything?” Zane asks. I’m glad he asked, because I was thinking the same thing.

			“Not Play-Doh. Plato. He’s an ancient Greek philosopher who was the first person to tell the story of a lost island. Some people think he was talking about an actual place that really existed named Atlantis. Some people think Atlantis wasn’t a real place but an allegory.”
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			“Huh. I mean if you had asked me a year ago, I would have said Area 51 was an allegory,” I say. “I mean, I probably wouldn’t have used that word—since I just learned it—but that’s what I thought. It was an idea, not really a place.”
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			“You all should talk to Roidrage. Do you know him? Before he got arrested, he was in here all the time doing research on Atlantis,” Wheezie Snotz tells us.

			“Roidrage? Really?” I ask.

			“Yup. He sort of had me convinced that Atlantis is real. He always said that just because we think something can’t be real doesn’t mean it isn’t. Life imitates art,” Wheezie Snotz says. Her holograms switch to a 3D image of a beautiful night sky.

			“So you think it’s possible Atlantis is real?” Gertie asks.

			Wheezie Snotz raises her eyebrows. “This morning I caught an Audiotooter and a Peeyou spraying their smells everywhere because they had a disagreement over who could take out Wonder from the library, and then a Zdstrammar broke up the fight but had to be sent to the hospital because their bubbles couldn’t handle that much heavy scent. So a Moosemeep gave him a ride on his back. That was all before nine a.m. Which is to say, weird stuff happens all the time in this universe. Yeah, I think it’s entirely possible Atlantis is real.”

			My friends and I exchange meaningful looks. This time we don’t need a wipe-it board to figure out the next step in our investigation. We know exactly where we’re going.

			It’s time to talk to Roidrage and find out everything he knows—or at least thinks he knows—about the lost city of Atlantis!

			“Thanks, Wheezie Snotz,” I say.

			“Bye, Wheezie Snotz,” Elvis says.

			“Later, Wheezie Snotz,” Gertie says.

			“Adios, Wheezie Snotz,” Zane says.

			Guess I’m not the only one who likes saying her name, Wheezie Snotz.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE · · ·

			A VISIT WITH OLD FRIENDS WHO ARE ALSO OLD

			Before we’re even inside Roidrage and Belcher’s house, in the old Arthogus neighborhood where they’ve been banished, we can smell the cookies. They’ve become fabulous bakers while under modified house arrest.
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			“Hello!” Roidrage throws his front door open and ushers us inside to their welcoming living room. The smell—something chocolatey—is even more pronounced in here. It’s better than an Audiotooter fart. “Belcher was trying a new recipe for ‘Oumuamua cookies, and they are delish. He named them after the ‘Oumuamua, that interstellar object that American astronomers think is a natural object, like an asteroid, but we at 51 know is an Egglandian spaceship. Come, come. You have to try some.”

			The cookies are beautifully arranged on the coffee table next to a pitcher of lemonade.

			Honestly, I still haven’t gotten used to the new Roidrage and Belcher.
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			I used to be terrified of them both. Now their house is one of my favorite places to visit on base. It’s so relaxing in here. Also, there are always baked goods. With a generous amount of chocolate chips.

			“We have to thank you, Zane. I heard we’re allowed to participate in Drop Day because of the good word you put in for us. We really appreciate it,” Belcher says.

			Gertie looks at Zane, and he looks down at his lap, blushing.

			“It was nothing,” Zane mumbles around a mouthful of ‘Oumuamua goodness.

			“That’s not nothing,” Gertie says, and pats Zane’s arm. “That was really kind of you.”

			Zane’s face grows even redder, but I can see the smile turning the corners of his mouth up.

			“It really was,” Roidrage says, and pets Pickles and Spike, who are both sitting at his feet.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“What’s your hope?” Zane asks.

			This, I’ve learned, is how you ask what someone wants for Drop Day. It’s sort of like a one-item list for Santa.

			“I’d like some Break Through–shaped cookie cutters, though I doubt those will come from the outside world,” Belcher says.

			“I’d like a new yoga mat,” Roidrage says. “How about you kids?”

			“The second edition of Critique of Pure Reason by Immanuel Kant,” Mini-Elvis says, as if any of us knows what that is.

			“Dumbbells,” Zane says. “Though if they do come, I’ll have to catch them quick before they hurt anyone.”

			“I don’t want anything, really,” Elvis says. “I have a little brother and best friends. What more could I want?”

			Now it’s my turn to blush. Elvis truly is the greatest.

			“I want a hard drive,” Gertie says, and everyone nods, though I think I might be the only one here, other than Gertie, who knows what that is. If I said I wanted an iPhone for Drop Day, they’d all be like, “A what, now?”

			“How about you, Sky?” Roidrage asks.

			“My grandma,” I say, admitting the truth out loud. I would never use conditioner or eat Oreos again if it would mean I could see my grandma. “I know it’s not going to happen. But I’d really, really love to get my grandma for Drop Day.”

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX · · ·

			ALL ABOUT ATLANTIS

			Turns out Wheezie Snotz wasn’t exaggerating. Roidrage is an Atlantis fanatic. He’s thrilled when we ask him to tell us everything he knows about the place.

			“First of all, it’s very, very real,” he starts. I’m not sure if it’s the cookies or the warmth of this house, but I’m feeling sleepy and cozy. Also, I’ve started to trust these guys.

			If Roidrage thinks Atlantis is real, I do too.

			“And I believe that everyone has it wrong. It’s not in the Atlantic Ocean, like everyone says. It’s in the Indian Ocean. In the Sunda Trench, to be exact.”

			“We have no idea what that is,” Gertie says, speaking on behalf of all of us. She is right. Even Mini-Elvis nods, and he knows everything.

			I have no idea what a Sunda or a trench is, not to mention the Sunda Trench.

			“The Sunda Trench is in the deepest part of the Indian Ocean, where there are indentations in the oceanic floor. I believe that’s where Atlantis is. In that trench,” Roidrage says. He grabs an atlas from his bookshelf and opens it up to show us a map of the Indian Ocean. He presses his thumb to the page. “Right there.”
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			“It can’t be a coincidence that it’s so near the island of Sumatra,” I whisper to Elvis. “That’s where Grandma said we need to send the Spotifies!”

			“Yup,” Elvis whispers back.

			“Tell them why you think it’s there, Roidy,” Belcher says, smiling.

			“I don’t think it’s there. I know it’s there,” Roidrage says. “And I know this because my aunt…my beloved aunt…”

			Roidrage gets choked up, and so we wait patiently, even though I want to scream YOUR BELOVED AUNT WHAT?!?!

			“My beloved aunt…lives there,” he finishes.

			“Your aunt lives in Atlantis? In the deepest part of the Indian Ocean?” Mini-Elvis asks doubtfully. “Not far from the island of Sumatra?”

			“Yes. At Area 52,” Roidrage says. We gasp. The full force of it hits me then, hearing it said out loud. Area 52 = Atlantis. Atlantis = Area 52.

			“Your aunt lives in Atlantis, in the deepest part of the Indian Ocean, in Area 52?” Mini-Elvis asks.

			“Yes. In a yellow submarine.” Roidrage says this last part simply, as if this is a completely normal thing to say. Like we all have aunts who live in a yellow submarine in the deepest trench in the Indian Ocean above the lost city of Atlantis at the site of Area 52, an alien portal to Earth. Wow, that’s a mouthful.

			“It makes sense if you think about it,” Roidrage continues. “Area 52 has very powerful vortex properties, even more powerful than 51. It’s a place where Break Throughs can, you know, break through, but also be sent right back out. Surely it’s logical that it would be located somewhere that’s known for having its own magical properties. Atlantis.”

			“It’s true,” Belcher says, reading the obvious doubt on all our faces. “He’s not lying.”

			“How do you know she lives there if there’s no communication out of Area 51, and Area 52 is top-secret?” I ask.

			Roidrage shrugs.

			“She left before I was recruited for 51, and she said she couldn’t tell us where she was going because it was undercover work. But she left me codes in a notebook. It took me years to understand what she meant, but once I started working here, and hearing rumors about 52, it all clicked. Also, it turns out the code she left me translated into Beatles lyrics. You know that awesome song ‘Yellow Submarine’? That’s how I know what it looks like.”
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			As Roidrage’s words start to sink in—no pun intended—our jaws drop to the floor.

			I can’t quite wrap my head around it.

			Area 52 is a yellow submarine stationed above the site of the lost city of Atlantis in the deepest part of the Indian Ocean.

			Let me repeat that for those of you who might not have gotten it the first (or second or third time): Area 52 is a yellow submarine stationed above the site of the lost city of Atlantis in the deepest part of the Indian Ocean!!!

			Which means my grandmother is probably trapped in a yellow submarine!

			Stationed above the site of the lost city of Atlantis!!

			In the deepest part of the Indian Ocean!!!
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			I calm myself down by remembering she can swim. And skydive. She’s probably a super-skilled scuba diver too. All of that must have been part of her hard-core FBAI training.

			“I have the exact coordinates. I’ve never told anyone because no one ever asked,” Roidrage says. “That’s one of the reasons I so badly wanted to be head of the Area 51 police force. It felt like getting one step closer to maybe, somehow, seeing my aunt. She raised me, so even though she’s technically my aunt, she’s more like a mom to me.”

			I think about when we discovered that Belcher and Roidrage had kidnapped the Zdstrammars. It never occurred to me that either of them might have had a motive that wasn’t 100 percent evil. That wasn’t so long ago, and yet we’ve come so far. If you asked me back then if I’d ever choose to come visit these two and eat cookies, I’d have said Never in a gazillion Earth-years and over my hard-boiled body.

			“I think my grandma is at Atlantis,” I say. “She raised me too. I need to find her.”

			“She’s missing?” Belcher asks, his face etched with concern.

			“You haven’t heard?” Gertie asks.

			“We don’t hear anything out here in this neighborhood,” Roidrage explains. “Part of our punishment.”

			“Harsh but fair,” Belcher says.

			“Here.” Roidrage writes some numbers on a piece of paper. The coordinates. This may not be how I imagined all this going down, yet I can’t help but smile.

			I know where my grandma is.

			And if I just give this info to my uncle and Agent Spalding, we can rescue her.

			Easy-peasy.

			Sort of.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN · · ·

			NO, YOU’RE A POLYGLOT

			A little while later, after the plate of ’Oumuamua cookies has been demolished, and Belcher has serenaded us with the song “The Rainbow Connection” on his ukulele, and Roidrage has shown us his latest endeavors in the world of needlepoint, it’s time to head home. I’ve enjoyed our little interlude, though—turns out Belcher has the voice of an angel and Roidrage has promised to teach us how to crochet the next time we visit. Apparently, they are also nurturing a sourdough starter that they’re treating like a pet, and in a few days, they expect to bake little sourdough bread babies.

			As we are walking out the door, a question occurs to me, and I turn around.

			“What did your aunt do for work, Agent Roidrage? I mean, why would she go to 52?” I ask this as gently as I can. I know what it’s like to be far away from the people you love. How talking about them can sometimes make you ache with homesickness.

			“I didn’t learn this until I moved here, but my aunt was an undercover FBAI agent,” Roidrage says. He sits up straighter when he says this, obviously proud. “One of the first women FBAI agents, actually.”

			“Huh,” I say. “So was my grandma.”

			“Wonder if they knew each other,” Roidrage says, and I shrug. “Anyhow, my aunt studied linguistics, which means she’s an expert on the scientific structure of languages, and she’s also what’s called a polyglot, which is just a fancy word for saying she can speak a whole lot of different languages.”

			“Oh my snoogles,” Elvis says.

			“Holy cannoli,” I say.

			“Wowza,” Gertie says.

			“No way,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“What am I missing?” Zane asks.
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			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT · · ·

			JUMPING FROM CONCLUSION TO CONCLUSION LIKE A HUMAN. OR A FROG.

			“You’re all jumping to conclusions,” Zane says calmly.

			“Only humans jump to conclusions,” Elvis says. We are in Zane’s basement, and our pockets are stuffed with more cookies. No doubt we left a trail of crumbs on our trip home, like Hansel and Gretel. “Though maybe I’ve been around you people for too long.” Elvis nudges me playfully with his elbow.

			Zane has an extra wipe-it board down here full of scribbles about Drop Day. He’s taking his responsibilities seriously, and I’m impressed by how committed he is.

			“What were you saying about the MIA agent? What does that mean, again?” Zane asks.

			“MIA is an acronym for Missing in Action. Remember that third pink folder in the basement of the FBAI? The third woman in your grandmother and Agent Spalding’s class? I bet that’s Roidrage’s aunt,” Gertie says, and then stands up to pace the small room. “Yes, we’re jumping to conclusions, but I don’t know. I have a gut feeling.”

			“Should we take you to the hospital?” Mini-Elvis asks. “It could be appendicitis.”

			“It’s an expression,” Elvis says.

			“Right,” Mini-Elvis says. “I wonder if there is a joke there with waffles and pancakes and abs and gut feelings.”

			“Nope,” Gertie and I say at the same time.

			“Wait a minute. Mini-E, you got me thinking about language,” I say, suddenly standing up. I’m on to something.

			“Okay, tell us more,” Zane says. He looks so in charge in the front of the room, I almost want to salute.

			“So I think the connection between everyone we know who is at 52 or was wanted by 52 is language. 52 is not full of space pirates, and they are not using people as lab rats. At least, I don’t think they are. I think they want or need people or species who are experts in language and communication,” I say.

			“Interesting,” Elvis says.

			“Grandma, the Spotifies, Roidrage’s aunt. They have their language skills in common,” I say.

			“That makes sense,” Gertie says. “But why? What do they need all these languages and a communications system for?”

			“No idea,” Mini-Elvis answers.

			Zane writes 52 = ATLANTIS = YELLOW SUBMARINE = PLACE WITH LANGUAGE EXPERTS/WANTS COMMUNICATION SYSTEM on the board.

			“Hmm. Maybe your grandma and Roidrage’s aunt were friends turned sworn enemies. And Roidrage’s aunt had her kidnapped and is now using her for her communications knowledge,” Elvis says. “Wait, ignore all that. I’m jumping to conclusions again. Sheesh, I’m picking up bad habits.”

			I try to unravel all we’ve learned over the last few days, but it stays all knotted up in my head. This feels like that time in fourth grade when we learned about infinity and I had to lie down because it was so confusing and terrifying. How can something go on forever and ever and ever?

			No. I stop my unraveling thoughts. Unlike the concept of infinity, we will get to the bottom of this.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE · · ·

			CHEETOS-FLAVORED REESE’S PEANUT BUTTER CUPS

			“Why yellow?” Mini-E asks out of nowhere. We’ve been sitting in Zane’s basement for hours, and now we’re surrounded by empty Code 61156 boxes.

			“What do you mean?” Gertie asks.

			“I mean, why would the submarine be yellow? I realize it’s not the most important detail on the board, but I’d really like to know,” Mini-Elvis says. He walks over to the fridge and grabs a package of Reese’s peanuts butter cups. “I wonder who on Earth thought of combining peanut butter and chocolate? It’s brilliant.”

			Zane stares at the board, and I can see that he is considering writing Mini-E’s thoughts about Reese’s. I shake my head.

			“Right, right,” Zane says, and writes the words WHY YELLOW? And then smaller on his other board: ARE WE GETTING MORE PEANUT BUTTER CUPS ON DROP DAY? ASK MS. M.

			“Well, if the beings of 52 are trying to attract Break Throughs, maybe the yellow is fluorescent, like all the buildings in 51, so they can see them better,” Gertie suggests.

			“Yeah, but we know they’re sucking in the Break Throughs. So they don’t need to see the submarine,” Mini-Elvis says. He nibbles around his peanut butter cup until his bite marks shape it into a star. I always do the same thing when I eat a peanut butter cup, and it makes me smile that we share this strange little habit.
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			But then Mini-Elvis opens a bag of Cheetos, which weirdly is also kept in the fridge down here, and then proceeds to cover his peanut butter cup in orange Cheetos dust.

			Gross, I think at the same time Mini-Elvis says, “Yum.” I guess we don’t share this strange little habit after all.

			“Hmm, maybe the yellow is for the humans, then,” Elvis says. “So they can find it in the depths of the oceans. Humans don’t have cool spaceships that can be targeted and sucked into the submarine-slash-portal.”

			“Humans really aren’t that smart,” Mini-Elvis says.
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			“I think the yellow is whimsical,” Gertie says. “Just for fun.”

			“Huh?” Elvis asks.

			“Yeah, I agree. If I had a submarine, I’d totally paint it yellow,” I say.

			“This place is so weird. Obviously I’d make mine blue, to camouflage in the ocean. I wouldn’t design my machinery after a song sung by a boy band sixty years ago,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“That’s very practical of you,” Gertie says approvingly. “But the Beatles were awesome and ‘Yellow Submarine’ is a great song.”

			“ ‘Here Comes the Sun’ is my favorite Beatles song,” I say.

			“I like ‘Across the Universe,’ ” Elvis says.

			“Frequency Kenneth plays that one all the time,” Zane says.

			“Wait a minute,” I say. “All this talk about the sun and the universe has me thinking. Maybe Area 52 needs language and communications help because they’re trying to communicate, well, across the universe? Maybe someone in 52 needs to get a message out to a distant planet.”

			“Holy pepperoni!” Mini-Elvis stands up so quickly he drops what’s left of his orange chocolate–peanut butter star on the floor. Spike lunges for it and stuffs it into his mouth. “If someone needs to get a message out so badly that they were willing to kidnap your grandma and possibly a whole bunch of Spotifies and threaten you, Sky, that must be some very important message.”

			“That’s an interstellar theory,” Elvis says, and fist-bumps me.

			“Now is not a time for puns!” Mini-Elvis says. “This is serious.”

			“You’re totally right, Mini-E,” I say apologetically.

			“I need to think. Who has some Laffy Taffy?” Before we can break the news that our candy supply is getting low, another alarm goes off. This one, unlike all the other sounds that I’ve heard in my time in Area 51, doesn’t feel alarming. I have no idea what it means, but based on the fact that Elvis and Zane and Gertie are smiling, I assume it doesn’t mean YOU ARE GOING TO DIE IMMEDIATELY or even GO HIDE IN YOUR BUNKER BECAUSE YOU MAY OR MAY NOT DIE IMMEDIATELY.

			“OOOH,” Elvis says, grinning and jumping into the air. “They’re here!”

			“Who is here? What’s happening?” I ask.
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			“Shhhh, I can’t tell what species,” Mini-Elvis says.

			I look over at Gertie and Zane, who also have their ears pricked.

			“SPOTIFY!” everyone screams in unison. This does nothing to clear things up for me. “OF COURSE IT’S SPOTIFY!”

			“What about the Spotifies?” I ask. But they ignore me, too busy celebrating and hugging and high-fiving. What in the what is happening?
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			“That’s the alarm for a new Area 51 resident! Each species has its own tone,” Elvis tells me, and draws me in for a hug. “Which means Silencia Mode had her baby! Oh, we need to go.”

			“Go where?” I whisper-ask Gertie.

			“To the parade, of course,” Gertie says.

			“Parade?” I ask.

			“You didn’t have a parade in California every time a baby was born?” Zane asks me, as if this makes sense. “That’s so sad!”

			I often forget that Zane’s lived almost his whole life on base. If we had a parade every time a baby was born, we’d be parading all the time. But I guess it makes more sense in Area 51, which has only a small number of residents. Or at least small compared to California.
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			“Come on,” Mini-Elvis says, leading us out of the bunker and into a waiting golf cart. “Sky, push the button!”
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			· · · CHAPTER FORTY · · ·

			DANCING IN THE STREETS

			I knew that Area 51 was a special place, but it’s not until I’m here, in the middle of a parade celebrating our newest resident, that I realize this place isn’t just special. It’s my home.

			The streets are filled with Break Throughs dancing in the streets. The Sanitizoria are back in a conga line, the Audiotooters are twerking, and the Retinayas are juggling their eyeballs.
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			I take in the scene before me, feeling a flood of joy and happiness. I am so lucky to be part of this community, where Break Throughs and humans are equally thrilled to welcome our newest member.

			“Congrats,” I say to Frequency Kenneth, who is wearing a T-shirt that says Big Brother.

			“Thanks!” he says. “We’ve sent the signal back to our planet, so they’re celebrating there, too! They’ll then send the message out to all the other planets in our galaxy, who will pass on the message to the other galaxies so they can adjust the universe population count!”

			“There’s a universe population count?” I ask, but Frequency Kenneth has been swept along into the parade and is now riding on a Moosemeep’s back.

			“Who keeps count of the population?” Zane asks, and turns to Gertie.

			“No idea, but I assume it’s a planet that is able to talk to other planets. Actually, scratch that. It has to be a species that can communicate with every single galaxy in the universe,” Gertie says, reminding me that she’s a thousand times smarter than I am. Sometimes I need a dictionary to talk to her.

			“It’s funny,” Gertie continues, though I have a feeling that what she’s going to say isn’t funny ha-ha but funny as in scientifically confusing. “When they look for aliens, NASA has been testing atmospheres to see if they contain the stuff they imagine aliens would need to live. But all these other planets are so far ahead of us in so many ways. They’re not out there searching for more life. They’re actually already in touch and communicating. We’re the outlier with only these two portals.”

			I pause and think about her words.

			“So you agree with Mini-E,” Zane says. “We humans are stupid.”

			Gertie reaches out her hand and pats Zane’s shoulder.

			“No, of course not. I think we’re far behind everyone else, that’s all,” she says.

			“Huh,” Zane and I say at the same time.

			“It was actually the Spotifies who were the first to start communicating outside their galaxy,” Mini-Elvis adds. He’s currently dancing with Officer Betty White, and he talks as she swings him around. “That’s how they’ve become so good at languages.”

			“Is that how they also got good at hot dog eating and bottle flipping?” I ask.

			“Nope,” Frequency Kenneth says, still aboard the Moosemeep, who has run by for another lap. “Hot dogs are just delicious. Why wouldn’t you eat fifty in a minute?”

			And then he’s off again, and I’m left thinking about Grandma’s message—which has pretty much been running through my brain nonstop since we got the last video. We’re running out of time, she said. Why did she say that? What did she mean? Running out of time for what? So many questions and no answers!

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-ONE · · ·

			AN EPIC GAME OF TELEPHONE

			I don’t get home from the birthday parade until late, and since Uncle Anish stayed to help clean up, he’s even later. I’m fast asleep by the time he slips into the house, which means we don’t get to talk about all the new information my friends and I have gathered.

			That night, I dream about a line of Break Throughs spread out across the universe talking into cups attached by string in an epic game of telephone. I’m at the end and I don’t understand a word that is being said to me, though I’m pretty sure it’s in Inkblit.

			While I toss and turn, I hear music in my mind. It’s the Beatles, of course, singing “Across the Universe.” The song, usually comforting, only reminds me how far back I am in the line.

			I shiver under my thick covers. I picture the lost city of Atlantis, an entire civilization sitting in the Sunda Trench, the only remnant a floating submarine right above it. I imagine Grandma in the deepest depths of the ocean. I play the video on loop in my brain—We’re running out of time—and I feel scared again, almost frantic, but then I picture myself on a lawn of fake grass, practicing Krav Maga with Grandma…. My eyes pop open.

			“Wait a minute!” I scream, and jump out of bed. I look at the clock. It’s 3:25 in the morning.

			I grab a marble, run to my window, and throw it lightly at Elvis’s window.

			This can’t wait till sunrise.
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			“You do realize it is the middle of the night,” Elvis says through our now-open windows.

			“Well, technically, based on the position of the sun, you’d more accurately describe this time as the early-morning hours,” Mini-Elvis says, and Elvis knocks him in the head with a pillow.

			“Ow,” Mini-Elvis says, but he’s smiling. So is Elvis.

			“Listen, so I was dreaming about the game telephone,” I say.

			“No idea what that is,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“Doesn’t matter, because then I dreamed about the video, when Grandma says, ‘We’re running out of time.’ And I had what felt like a memory.” I close my eyes for a second to try to bring it back. The fake grass against my bare feet. The sounds of “hi-yah’s” in the distance. The feeling of aching ribs. “That photo at the end of the video wasn’t taken on base. It’s a photo my grandmother had from before I came to 51, back when we took a karate class together.”

			“So?” Elvis says, clearly unimpressed by this revelation.

			“Soooo,” I say. “What if it wasn’t a threat against me at all? If the photo wasn’t taken here, then there was no sinister message behind it. They weren’t saying that 52 has their eyes on me. I think we jumped to conclusions. All of us.”

			“Huh,” Elvis says.

			“Huh,” Mini-Elvis says. “I really have been spending a lot of time with humans.”

			“I know that photo at the end was on my grandma’s phone. Maybe she had set it as her wallpaper or something and that’s how it found itself at the end of the video.”

			“So you think Area 52 was never targeting you?” Elvis asks.

			“Maybe not,” I say. “And more important, if they weren’t targeting me, we need to rethink that message. Especially because of that ‘we’ in ‘We’re running out of time.’ I thought she was saying that if we didn’t do what 52 said, something bad would happen. But I think Grandma means 51 and 52 might be in this together.”

			“ ‘Come Together’ is also a beautiful Beatles song,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“Okay, let’s assume they mean that as a real we—51 and 52. What are you saying exactly?” Elvis asks.

			“That video wasn’t a threat to me or to us or to anyone,” I yell, forgetting that it’s three-thirty in the morning and we’re talking through our windows. “That was Grandma saying we need to work together to fix this!”

			Pickles barks in happy agreement.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-TWO · · ·

			ME, NOT WE

			“This couldn’t wait till the morning?” Uncle Anish asks. He’s sitting at our breakfast table drinking a cup of coffee, confused as to why Elvis and Mini-Elvis are in his house before sunrise.

			“It is technically morning,” Mini-Elvis says. It’s a good thing Uncle Anish doesn’t have a pillow, because he looks cranky enough to hit Mini-E with it, and not lightly.

			“I figured it out,” I say a little too proudly. I proceed to tell him everything we’ve learned, including the coordinates Roidrage gave us. I feel a pang of regret for Zane, who will be sad to have missed this opportunity to take out his wipe-it board and write down all of our conclusions in his straight block letters. But if he were here, this is what it would say:

			
				52=ATLANTIS=YELLOW SUBMARINE=PLACE WITH LANGUAGE EXPERTS/NEEDS COMMUNICATION SYSTEM POSSIBLY FOR PROTECTION OF AREA 51 AND 52 BECAUSE OF GRANDMA’S USE OF “WE”

			

			“Huh,” Uncle Anish says when I’m done. Just like Elvis and Mini-Elvis did. He takes another sip of coffee, closes his eyes, and opens them again. I can practically hear him thinking. “This is a lot to absorb.”

			“Here’s the plan: a military jet is not going to get you into the middle of the Indian Ocean. You need a submarine for that,” Mini-Elvis says.
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			“But first you need a place to land the jet. You need an aircraft carrier in the Indian Ocean and then a submarine to take you from there,” I say.

			“That’s all?” Uncle Anish jokes.

			“Oh, and you need to be super stealthy because you don’t want the space pirates to know you’re coming,” Mini-Elvis says. He’s joking. I think.

			“Space pirates? There’s no such thing as space pirates!” Uncle Anish says. Then he looks at me proudly. “You know what, Sky? I think you cracked it! We were looking at this backward all along.”

			“I know!” I say.

			“But don’t get any ideas that this means you’re allowed to nose your way into FBAI business in the future,” Uncle Anish says.
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			“So when do we go?” I ask impatiently.

			“When do we go? To Area 52?” Uncle Anish asks incredulously.
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			He laughs in our faces.

			“Obviously, YOU don’t go to Area 52. I go to Area 52,” he says. “And I’ll take Agent Spalding, and hopefully Silencia Mode can let us take some Spotifies with us, since we better understand the mission now, and then we communicate directly with 52.”
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			“But what if we’re wrong and it turns out they really are hostile?” I ask. For the first time in these early hours, instead of euphoric, I feel scared. Area 52 has Grandma, and though I’m starting to suspect this is not exactly the hostage situation we assumed it was, I could be wrong. If they’ve taken Grandma, I can’t let them take my uncle, too.

			But he just shrugs, not at all worried about this possibility.

			“We’ll talk to them. What I’ve learned in my time here in 51 is that most species—that most everyone, actually—is trying their best. If we proceed from that perspective, communicate, and also really, really listen to them, I think we can work pretty much anything out,” Uncle Anish says. He takes a last sip of coffee and then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

			I think about Roidrage and Belcher, and how they’ve gone from enemy to friend.

			I think about how when I first came to Area 51, the entire base was suspicious of me, and now this place is home.

			Then I think about my social studies classes, and all the wars we’ve learned about throughout history, where attempts to come to an agreement turned to violence. Where things were worked out with guns and bombs and not handshakes. (Or tentacle shakes.)

			I feel scared again.

			“Trust me, Sky,” Uncle Anish says, and I realize I have no choice but to do so.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-THREE · · ·

			A MAN WITH A PLAN

			The next morning, Uncle Anish gathers his team in a rush. Agent Spalding has signed on to the mission, and so has Agent Goodman. Fifteen Spotifies stand at the ready. They look calm and formidable in their uniforms and matching aviator sunglasses.
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			The team will fly an Area 51 helicopter to Washington to board a plane and travel halfway around the world to the Indian Ocean, where they will be met by a US Navy aircraft carrier at the exact coordinates provided by Roidrage. When I asked how my uncle got ahold of a US Navy aircraft carrier with less than twenty-four hours’ notice, he put a finger to his lips, like it was a secret.

			“I have friends in high places,” he says.
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			After they land on the aircraft carrier, they will then board a submarine (also provided by but not manned by the US Navy)—this one happens to be red with white polka dots—to find Area 52. Apparently, my uncle knows how to drive a submarine. Is that what it’s called? Driving? Or piloting? Sailing, maybe?

			Although the plan sounds good, I still am not fully convinced. It’s all too fast.

			“What if Area 52 bounces you out?” I ask.

			“What if there really are space pirates there?” Elvis asks.

			“What if it’s run by a Break Through species that’s armed and dangerous?” Zane asks.

			“What if the calibration on your submarine can’t comfortably sink to fifty-three thousand leagues under the sea?” Gertie asks.

			“Good point,” Uncle Anish says to Gertie, ignoring the rest of our questions. “I’ll double-check the specs.”

			Agent Spalding clamps a hand on Mini-Elvis’s and Elvis’s shoulders, and then kisses each of their foreheads.

			“I’ll miss you both, but don’t worry, we’ll be back soon,” she says.

			“Before Drop Day?” Zane asks.

			“We’ll try,” she says.

			“Bring Grandma back safe, please,” I say, though it sounds more like a question than the demand I’d hoped it would be. What I really want to say is Take me!

			But I don’t say that. Instead, I send up a quiet prayer to the universe asking for my loved ones to be safe. To stay safe. To return home to me safe.

			The important word here being SAFE. “Come on,” Zane says, tugging at my hand. “There’s nothing more we can do from the ground here except wait. Let’s go prep for Drop Day to take our minds off things.”
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			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR · · ·

			SYNONYMS FOR BUTTOCKS

			“The dairy heir sent a ton of milk chocolate and cheese,” Ms. Moleratty says at our Drop Day meeting after school. We’ve been working around the clock since Uncle Anish and his crew left, and I’ve been following Zane’s advice. I’m immersing myself in this project to make time move faster. Otherwise, I spiral into pure panic.

			“The derrière?” I ask. I’m confused. “A tush sent us milk chocolate?”

			“I like the word tush,” Mini-Elvis says. “I usually say buttocks to refer to humans’ behinds. But tush is cute.”

			“I prefer tushy,” Gertie says.

			“Even cuter,” Zane says.

			“No, not a tushy or a buttock or even a rear end!” Ms. Moleratty corrects us. “I mean a dairy heir, as in the heir to a huge fortune made in dairy farms. He’s been working as one of our GOs for years and helps make sure we always have enough cheese.”

			“That’s Gouda of him,” I say, and Elvis high-fives me for the terrible pun.

			“Zane, please check ‘hardware needs’ off the list. We have a shipment of tools and bits coming too,” Ms. Moleratty says, and Zane makes a giant checkmark on his legal pad.

			“Nailed it,” I say, and turn to Elvis for another high five. He shakes his head.

			“It’s a little screwed up that you keep making bad jokes,” he says. “Get it, screwed as in screws?”

			“You are not supposed to have to explain your jokes,” says Mini-Elvis, who has joined us to help. “I’m sorry if that puts a wrench in your plans.”
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			“Here’s a list of the clothes your grandma collected, Sky,” Ms. Moleratty says, and I wince at the mention of Grandma. Where is she right this second? Still on a submarine in the middle of the Indian Ocean? Uncle Anish told me he’d be out of touch for the entirety of the mission. That the situation was too delicate for them to contact us and risk having our conversations intercepted by any of Earth’s governments. Only a few trusted people in Washington are in on Area 51’s secrets, after all. “She reported last month that the shipment will include clothes of all shapes and sizes, and an inordinate number of Milli Vanilli concert T-shirts. No idea what that is, but I’m sure it’ll be fine. Can’t be any worse than the year we got all those Y2K shirts.”
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			“I hope there are fewer bicycle shorts this year. They look funny on the Egglandians,” Gertie says.
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			“That’s a check on clothes,” Zane says, making another mark on his list. “What about pet products?”

			“Done,” Ms. Moleratty says. “Next, Agent Patel put in a special request for a VCR and a DVD player and other tech for the FBAI. We’ll have to make sure those have a mattress landing.”
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			My heart drops now as I think about Uncle Anish. I’ve been staying at Elvis’s house, and though I’ve loved having a slumber party with Elvis and Mini-Elvis the last few nights, I’m ready for my uncle to come home. I never thought I could miss the way he pours me Cheerios (too much milk, too few O’s) or the way he panics every night at dinnertime when he realizes he’s forgotten to cook for me.
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			We’re cozy and comfortable in our house, and we’ve finally figured out the rhythm of our newly joined lives. Without him, I feel…not lonely exactly, because I’m surrounded by people I love.

			Fine, I’m surrounded by Galzoria I love (and a few people, too).

			Without Uncle Anish, I feel…an emptiness in my heart where he’s supposed to go.

			Funny how quickly everything can change, how he has gone from stranger to family I can’t live without.

			“Ms. Moleratty? Do you know if we’re getting cans of tuna fish?” I ask. “I want to make my uncle lots and lots of sandwiches if he gets back.”

			Ms. Moleratty smiles at me tenderly. Because she looks like a rodent, it happens to involve her sharp, creepy teeth.

			“When he gets back,” Ms. Moleratty, Elvis, Mini-Elvis, Zane, and Gertie all correct me at the exact same time.

			“When he gets back. When.” I repeat the word when, hoping if I say it enough times, I’ll start to believe it.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE · · ·

			WAITING IS THE HARDEST PART

			Three days later, I am losing my mind. Where is my uncle? And my grandma? Not to mention Agent Spalding and Agent Goodman? What is happening on the other side of the world? Have they accidentally started a war with Area 52? Will the residents of Area 52 take to the skies to escape our planet and accidentally announce themselves to the world?

			Today is Drop Day, and it’s clear my family will not make it home in time for the festivities. Which would be fine except, well, it is not fine. The crew has been gone for what feels like forever. How long does it take to fix this mess? I knew Uncle Anish should have taken me with him. At least if I were there, I wouldn’t feel left behind. If everything is going wrong, I want to be in the middle of all that wrongness, not on its outskirts, waiting.

			Waiting makes me feel powerless. I’ve often felt powerless in my life, which I think is something a lot of kids feel—we don’t generally get to control where we live, who we live with, where we go to school. But this sort of powerlessness is on a whole other level from anything I’ve experienced before, and I once experienced near extinction by a flying space toilet.

			The residents of 51 have gathered in the main square, and the air is electric with joy. Everyone seems to be on a fundamentally different wavelength than I am. They’re thinking about their Drop Day hope, about how to dodge the heavy stuff (which I’m learning is treated a bit like a game), and about the feast we will eat after the Drop. (Apparently, it is being catered by Waffle Fries Only.)
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			I’m thinking about what will happen to me if Uncle Anish and Grandma don’t come back.

			“Come on,” Zane yells, and hands out a long to-do list he’s written for each of us. “Let’s get to work!”

			We set out the mattresses for soft landings. We mark off the food area. We give everyone their ticket for their single Drop pick. If I weren’t so overcome with worry, I’d tell Zane how proud I am of him. He’s doing a great job handling the whole event.
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			When the clock strikes three p.m., it is finally time. We put on our helmets. Mini-Elvis tugs on my sleeve.

			“I’m so excited! This is my first Drop Day!” he says, jumping up and down on his toes.

			“Mine too,” I say. I smile, careful not to let him see my fear. I don’t want to ruin everyone else’s celebration with my sour mood.

			“Am I supposed to stand in one place or run around? I don’t understand how this works,” he says.

			I turn to Gertie and Zane for guidance.

			“Here’s how I do it,” Gertie says. “I zigzag around the entire square, dodging the drops until I spot something falling that I want, and then I lunge for it.”

			“I like to wait in one place so I get a better view of the whole field,” Zane says.
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			“I like to curl up like this so I don’t get hurt,” Elvis says. “I put my hands over my head to protect my central processing center.”

			Mini-Elvis looks from Gertie to Zane to Elvis and then back to me.

			“Umm,” he says, obviously trying to decide who he trusts most with what feels like a very important decision. He doesn’t have time to dwell on it, though, because a sudden horn lets us know the events have started.

			And that’s when thousands and thousands of objects start raining from the sky.
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			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-SIX · · ·

			WATCH YOUR HEAD

			I see now why Elvis chooses to cover his head even while wearing a helmet. This is fun and scary. Scary fun? I know Zane compared the day to Christmas, but it feels more like Halloween to me; fear is built into the concept. Though Drop Day lacks the calming pleasure of it also being decorative gourd season.
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			A toaster barely misses my ear. A pair of metal tongs is quickly followed by a fabric thong. I get boinked on the forehead by a Squishmallow. The Retinayas are losing their eyeballs over boxes of Froot Loops, and the Zdstrammars have taken cover in the entranceway to FBAI headquarters, too delicate to risk being punctured. The Peeyous are making the Audiotooters spray everywhere, the Sanitizoria are clamoring for towels, and Chill is, as usual, chill.

			“I got it! I got my hard drive!” Gertie says, spinning around happily, holding a slim rectangle that she caught midair.

			“I didn’t even know what a hard drive was, but I made that happen for her,” Zane whispers in my ear, and then puts a finger to his lips. I grin up at him.

			“Watch out!” he calls, and I quickly dodge a Costco-sized container of laundry detergent.

			“Zane!” I scream as I see a big something-I-can’t-identify about to whack him in the head.

			“No worries! Just diapers,” he says, kicking it like a hacky sack into the welcoming arms of Frequency Kenneth.

			“You need lots of these when you’re potty training a baby,” Frequency Kenneth says. “He’s spewing his radio waves everywhere!”

			I look up again at the sky, the one I am nicknamed after, the one that always makes me think of my parents, somewhere, out there. I close my eyes for a second—a risk, I know, but I can’t help it. I need a moment to collect myself.

			When I open them again, I see five large parachutes blocking out the blazing sun. I squint up at the sky. My first thought: refrigerators. No, that isn’t right. What are they?

			The objects slowly come into focus and I see dangling legs. Aviator sunglasses.

			I realize they aren’t objects at all.

			They are people.

			And not just people.

			My people.
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			“Grandma!” I run toward her, dodging a sack of flour, a pair of Converse sneakers, at least a dozen balls of yarn (surely there’s a better way to get supplies to Area 51). I’m almost to her, and my arms are stretched out wide in anticipation of our tackle hug, when…

			I get slammed in the face by a bag of something gooey.
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			“Just jam, sweetheart,” Grandma says, laughing.

			“Why is it in a bag?” I ask, still wiping at my sticky cheeks.

			“Would you have rather been hit by a glass jar? I don’t think so,” Grandma says reasonably. “Now come here.”

			That’s all it takes. I sprint the final few feet into her arms, totally unconcerned about rubbing jam all over her flight suit. She gives me one of her famous Grandma hugs, tight and warm.

			“Me too, me too,” Uncle Anish says, running over to us. “I need in on this hug!”

			And just like that, even though I didn’t go anywhere, I am home again.
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			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN · · ·

			MINOR MISCOMMUNICATIONS AND TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES

			“Tell me everything,” I demand. There are no longer things falling from the sky. Instead, the residents of Area 51 have started the difficult task of gathering and sorting items, though no one seems to mind. Everyone is happily chatting about whether they got their hope and the first thing they’ll claim from the newly filled stores. They keep coming by to slap Zane on the back and tell him what a good job he’s done.
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			“Well, first, you had it all wrong,” Grandma says cheerfully.

			“Not all wrong, Mommy,” Uncle Anish says, and even if it’s true I was wrong about absolutely everything, I can’t help but grin. My super-grown-up Uncle Anish calls his mother Mommy.

			“Right, well, you did get all my puzzles and codes. But they were for fun, dear! Not because I was being kidnapped. Such foolishness,” Grandma says, and Agent Spalding rolls her eyes, cheerfully annoyed. “Seriously, though. You should know better. No one could ever kidnap me.”

			“I’m so confused,” I say.

			“Me too,” Gertie and Mini-Elvis say at the exact same time. “And I’m never confused,” they say at the exact same time again.

			“Jinx,” they both say, and then dissolve into giggles.

			“Well, I was sending a message to you all to help out Area 52!” Grandma exclaims. “You were right that they needed new communications capabilities from the Spotifies and from me. I’m working on an amazing communications system that uses the Great Barrier Reef to reflect sound and light out into the universe without easy detection from humans on Earth. We are so behind the rest of the species out there. We need to catch up and connect.”

			“Why didn’t you just call us and ask for help?” I ask, incredulous.

			“Do you think there’s phone service fifty-three thousand leagues under the sea, dear?” Grandma asks.

			“You said we had to send Spotifies or else. Those were your words!”

			“Oh, that was Area 52 just being dramatic. They gave me a statement to read because they are super paranoid about miscommunication, and then they accidentally cut off the video. Ironic, isn’t it? Because this all seemed to be a miscommunication, starting with my son misunderstanding a perfectly reasonable message from headquarters saying that I was at Area 52 and then, for no reason I can discern, assuming I was taken!” Grandma exclaims.

			“The telegram got garbled,” Uncle Anish says. “We use an old-fashioned system where all switching is performed manually by our operators. Somehow things got mixed up in the translation.”

			“Told you!” I say, throwing my hands up in the air, though to be honest, I have no idea what a telegram really is. “It’s about time Area 51 started using modern technology!”

			“I love how you humans talk with your hands,” Mini-Elvis says.

			“You and your brother are cute,” Grandma says, ruffling Mini-Elvis’s and Elvis’s hair. “Let’s grab some waffle fries—man, I’ve missed WFO all these years—and then let’s go home and talk this all over, okay?”

			“Sure, Mommy. Whatever you want,” Uncle Anish says, and for a minute he reminds me of a little boy. Now it totally makes sense that he sleeps with a tiny teddy bear.

			“Invite all your friends, Sky. We need them to know what’s happening. They are, after all, the future of the FBAI.”

			And so we pile into our golf carts, and Grandma takes the wheel. I’m not even a little surprised when she presses the supersonic button.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT · · ·

			52 SECRETS

			We sit in our backyard under our fairy lights. The gang is all here.

			“I’ve missed you so much, Grandma,” I say, and my eyes fill with happy tears. When I first came to 51, I thought I might never get to see my grandmother again, and now she’s sitting next to me, refusing to let us in on the secret origins of WFO.

			“I’ve missed you too, sweetheart,” Grandma says.
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			“You have to tell us: Were there space pirates in Area 52?” Mini-Elvis asks.

			“Sorry, little man, no space pirates in our galaxy…or in the entire universe, as far as I know,” Grandma says. It makes me wonder for a moment how she sees Mini-Elvis. Does she literally see a very short man?

			“Why did you go to 52? How’d you find it? What’s it like? Was it scary? Why is the submarine yellow? What was the emergency?” I ask, the questions coming out in a rush.

			“Catch your breath, dear!” Grandma says, laughing, then continues. “Turns out my old friend Wanda Wisenheimer, who was the third woman in our FBAI training class, runs Area 52. She went MIA years ago, and we’ve been so worried about her. Honestly, I figured she left the planet and was on Retinaya. She’s always had a thing for eyeballs. Anyhow, I got a message from her asking for my help at 52, and when an old friend asks for your help, you go running to their aid. Or in this case, flying, scuba diving, and submarining.”

			“Wanda Wisenheimer,” I repeat. “Is she Roid-rage’s aunt?”

			“Oh, you know Roidrage? Yes, she’s his aunt. She gave me a letter for him. He’s such a cute kid.”

			“Mommy, he’s in his forties. Like me,” Uncle Anish says.

			“And not particularly cute,” Mini-Elvis says. “Though he is an extraordinary baker.”

			“You got some pizza in your mustache,” Grandma says to Mini-Elvis, and now I’m straight-up confused. Grandma is going to have to draw me a picture of what Mini-E looks like to her. “Whatever. Forty is young when you get to be my age.”

			Agent Spalding clicks her glass against Grandma’s.

			“Wanda’s amazing. We were so sad when she went MIA, but I’m relieved she’s okay. I always thought she was partying it up in Ibiza,” Agent Spalding says. “Area 52! I never would have guessed!”

			“Why is the submarine yellow?” Gertie asks. I assume she wants to be proven right—that the color is purely whimsy.

			“Wanda’s a Beatles fan, obvi,” Agent Spalding says.
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			“The base there is super small—submarine-sized—so they have to be very selective about who they allow to break through the portal. Unlike Area 51, which is first and foremost a community, Area 52 is solely dedicated to research and to better understanding our universe,” Grandma says. She nudges Agent Spalding. “You think the telescopes on Telescope Hill are cool? You should see what they’ve got.”

			Now that they’re together, it’s so obvious that Grandma and Agent Spalding have been lifelong friends. They have similar mannerisms and even finish each other’s sentences. You can tell they feel 100 percent comfortable together.

			Elvis’s mom, Lauren, serves us dessert, which turns out to be more waffle fries, but these are dusted with cinnamon and sugar.

			“I still have questions,” I say.

			“Of course you do, dear. You’re a Patel!” Grandma says, grinning.

			“Why did you send us the whole Atlantis thing in code in the first place? Why didn’t you just say I’m here in a yellow submarine in the Sunda Trench above the lost city of Atlantis and could use a little help, and then we could have come and gotten you?”

			“Where’s the fun in that, dear?” Grandma says.

			“Seriously?” I ask.

			“I’m kidding. Sort of. I told you everything you needed to know without the code. I said I was at Area 52 and that you needed to bring Spotifies to the island of Sumatra. We thought that would be a good meeting point. No need for your uncle to go all the way to the submarine,” Grandma says, and shrugs. “Though I guess you all did anyway. Oopsie. It never occurred to me that you’d get the coordinates! Good sleuthing!”

			Grandma doesn’t look even a little bit sorry. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she found this whole misunderstanding…hilarious.

			“The code about Atlantis was just a fun bit of trivia. Thought you’d find it interesting that Atlantis is real and that your grandmother was there!” Grandma says.

			“Okay, fine. But what about the first video and the whole book code?” I ask, still a little annoyed.

			“When the first video dropped, I assumed your uncle would have to tell you I was an undercover FBAI agent, and I wanted to let you know myself. Hence the library code. You know how much I love codes! And also, you. It was a fun way to tell you I love you from the other side of the world. I knew it would come in handy one day, so I had it dropped long before you moved to Area 51.”

			“And so you weren’t kidnapped!” I exclaim.

			Grandma nods, as if she’s saying, Duh.

			“And everything is fine now.”

			Grandma nods again, as if she’s saying, Duh.

			I look at Uncle Anish, who laughs, and then he turns and hugs Grandma.

			“Mommy, you’re the worst,” he says, smiling.

		

	
		
			· · · CHAPTER FORTY-NINE · · ·

			DOING THE HOKEY POKEY

			“I still have questions,” I say again, after we are all stuffed silly with waffle fries in every variety.

			“I admire your curiosity. Don’t ever stop asking questions,” Grandma says.

			“But maybe she can stop tonight. I’m tired,” Agent Spalding says, and lets out a giant yawn. “How about only one more?”

			“Why did Wanda Wisenheimer need help from you and the Spotifies?” I ask.

			“Ooh, that’s a good one,” Agent Spalding says approvingly.

			“A few Pokies on base were having a major medical issue and Area 52 lacked information on how to treat them. But it’s not easy to converse with planet Pokey—it’s millions of light-years away, and medical language can be very complicated. We needed the Spotifies to help translate, and they needed me to use my communications system to send the info back and forth. Even the Spotifies can’t easily reach that far or that quickly on their own. Pokie is a grunt- and burp-based language, so it’s tricky,” Grandma says.

			“What’s a Pokie?” Zane asks. That’s when we notice the creature hanging out with Spike and Pickles. He or she looks just like Spike but a bit pudgier.

			And pokier.

			And less snarky.
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			“That’s a hedgehog. Like Spike,” I say.

			“No, that’s a Pokie,” Grandma says. “Like Spike.”
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			“But you got Spike at the vet’s office,” I say. “He’s obviously a hedgehog.”

			“You mean the fictitious vet’s office that doesn’t exist and was my cover for all my FBAI activities? Nope. I found Spike in New York on a mission. I showed him your picture, and that was it. He belonged to you.”

			I look down at Spike, my longtime companion. My pet hedgehog. Who, it turns out, IS NOT A HEDGEHOG.

			“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I ask.

			“What is she saying?” Zane whisper-asks.

			“Spike is a BREAK THROUGH?!?!” I exclaim.

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were from a different planet?” This time I direct my question to Spike so Agent Spalding can’t get annoyed.
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			“Are the Pokies okay?” Mini-Elvis asks.

			“They got the information they needed—turned out it was some sort of virus that could be treated with pizza, oddly enough,” Grandma says. “Something about the combo of tomato and dough and cheese keeps them healthy. Who knew?”

			“Huh,” I say.
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				’OUMUAMUA COOKIES

				(AKA EGGLANDIAN SPACESHIP BISCUITS*)

				*Pro tip: If you call cookies biscuits, they sound more like snack than dessert.

				INGREDIENTS:

				
					1 cup unsalted butter, softened (that means warm it up so it gets a bit mushy)

					½ cup powdered sugar (plus a whole lot more for post-baking rolling)

					1 teaspoon vanilla extract (or if you are feeling a little wild, use some other flavoring—I like hazelnut!)

					½ teaspoon salt

					2¼ cups all-purpose flour (all-purpose flour is a misnomer, because I can think of a whole bunch of things that this flour can’t do! Can it dance? Or sing? Or do the dishes? No, it can’t. So not so all-purpose, are you, flour?)

					1 cup mini M&M’s (Sure, you can use mini chocolate chips, but M&M’s are my favorite. Particularly the yellow ones.)

				

				NOTE: This recipe does not contain eggs out of respect for the Egglandians.

				INSTRUCTIONS:

				
						
						Turn on your oven and set it to 375° F, which is 190.556° C. (We use Celsius in Area 51, because that’s the system that’s been adopted across the universe.)

					

						
						Gently place your butter, powdered sugar, and vanilla into a bowl and then combine them with an electric mixer. Get that combo fluffy! Gradually add the flour and salt, and mix some more. Ask your ingredients to please get along, since they’ll be spending lots of time together now and forever.

					

						
						Pour in your M&M’s, minus four yellow ones. Eat those separately as a special tiny snack, because they are delicious and adorable.

					

						
						Use a tablespoon to make round balls of dough, and put them on a cookie sheet lined with parchment paper. (This is sort of like the paper used to write the Declaration of Independence, but now you can buy it in a box at your local supermarket! Progress!)

					

						
						Bake cookies for 10 to 12 minutes, or until the bottoms get a wee bit brown, then take them out of the oven. They are going to look a little pale, like cookies that have not been on vacation in a while. Don’t worry!

					

						
						Let those cookies chill out. Wait at least three minutes. Maybe more, depending on how stressed they’ve been lately. Either way, don’t pick them up until they are cool enough to touch. We don’t want you to burn your hands (or whatever appendage you use, if you are a Break Through).

					

						
						Once the cookies are cool, pour a lovely pile of powdered sugar into a bowl, and roll each cookie until it is all powdered up. The cookie should look like it spent the afternoon playing in the snow.

					

						
						Let the cookies cool some more, and then maybe if you are feeling particularly like you want to go visit the dentist in the near future, roll them in some more sugar.

					

						
						Do I really need a step here to tell you to eat them? I’m pretty sure you’ll take one look at those cookies and know what to do.
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