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      Kendra Blake doesn’t much feel like celebrating these days. Her eighteenth birthday should be a happy time, but all she can think about is her brother, Harris, and how he disappeared five years ago. And he wasn’t the only one—across the world, there’s been an alarming rise in disappearances of eighteen-year-olds. When Kendra goes back to school, approached by Richmond Gideon, billionaire owner of the space company Minerva, she figures out why.

      To combat climate change and overpopulation, all eighteen-year-olds must pass a series of coming-of-age tests on a desert planet called Astrid to prove they’re worthy to live on Earth. Those who fail the ritual are abandoned on the planet while those who pass return home to have their memories erased. And Kendra’s brother, Harris, was one of them—and now, she will be, too.

      With no other choice, Kendra goes with Gideon to Astrid where she encounters human-like aliens, some with a grudge for invading their planet. With the help of local native, Kai, who she eventually develops feelings for, she just might have a chance of surviving and getting home—but the test isn’t as easy as she thinks. With a brother to find, tests to pass, and a rebellion to lead, Kendra must fight for a better future for Earth and Astrid—before it’s taken forever.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ONLY THE WORTHY

          

        

      

    

    
      My brother vanished five years ago, but I find him every night.

      He’s always in my dreams, just out of reach. Like a ghost I can’t catch. I chase after him, my arm outstretched to grab him as his eyes bore into mine. Begging me to find him. To save him.

      But then he fades again, making me wake up with a wet pillowcase and no real answers.

      Groaning, I sat up and turned off my alarm clock while rubbing my eyes. I glanced at the calendar date on the wall. April 19th, 2100.

      My eighteenth birthday.

      I used to love birthdays—a long time ago. Mainly when my brother was still around. He always made it fun, making sure I had a present and a good time. He was the kind of happy person you’d want at every party. Now I hated it—it was just a reminder of everything I’d lost. So, I told my family not to celebrate or even mention it.

      When the clock flashed 7:00 a.m., I quickly dressed and prepared for school before trudging down the staircase, my eyes still heavy with sleep. The house was eerily quiet for an early Monday morning, all the lights turned off.

      I just knew something was going on.

      “Happy birthday!”

      The shouts startled me. There they were—my mother, Laura, my father, Malcolm, and my best friend, Hayden Peterson, all grinning. I shook my head at their antics, wondering how they could be so perky that early in the morning. Mom thrust a birthday cake in my face, holding eighteen lit candles.

      “Make a wish, sweetie,” Mom said.

      “And don’t tell us what it is, or it won’t come true,” Dad added.

      I crossed my arms. “I told you I didn’t want to celebrate my birthday anymore. For obvious reasons. I thought you understood. We barely celebrated last year, remember?”

      Mom and Dad glanced at each other, saying nothing. My brother was a hard subject to talk about.

      Hayden sighed. “Come on, Ken. You’re only gonna turn eighteen once. Can’t you just make a wish?”

      Hayden knew I could never resist my best friend. To make him happy, I thought for a moment before leaning forward and blowing out the candles. They clapped as the smell of smoke invaded my nostrils.

      “There, you did it! You’re an official adult now, Kendra,” Hayden began, patting my shoulder. “You’re getting old.”

      I laughed. “I’m getting old? Your birthday’s in two months.”

      He smiled. “Still older than me.”

      Mom sighed and placed the cake down on the nearby kitchen counter, gazing at the picture in the frame. A family picture with my brother grinning at the camera. The room grew quiet as we took a moment of silence.

      “I just wish your brother could be here with us,” Mom said, caressing his photograph. “I miss him so much.”

      “I know he’s still here,” I replied, my throat dry. “He’s always watching over us.”

      “That he is. And we’ll celebrate properly later,” Dad said, changing the uncomfortable subject. “But now, it’s off to school for both of you. And I have a big day ahead of me at Minerva.”

      Minerva was a science and space exploration company my dad worked for, owned by the tech billionaire Richmond Gideon. It was always exciting when Dad talked about his projects.

      “Really? What are you working on now?” I asked, pulling on my jacket.

      “Some cool new science tech, I hope,” Hayden said, his eyes wide with excitement. “Where’s my flying car?”

      Dad laughed, pulling on his white laboratory coat. “We still have a long way to go before that kind of invention. What I’m working on is far more important—space travel. I’m one of the lead engineers on Project Erebus.”

      “Project…what?” I asked, wrinkling my eyebrows in confusion. Mom was still staring at the photograph over my shoulder.

      “Erebus. We’re designing a spacecraft. Minerva hopes to explore beyond our solar system soon—see what’s out there.”

      “How cool would that be? Traveling the universe, exploring planets?” Hayden asked. “Meeting alien life?”

      Dad laughed. “I guess you’re an alien believer, then?”

      “Of course, I am. I mean, come on—billions of planets in the universe, and Earth is the only one to support life?” Hayden cried. “That’s just impossible! Aliens have to exist…”

      While they continued to argue about space travel and green aliens, the television caught my attention. A news reporter sat behind a desk, reading off a long list of names. Photographs of young people I didn’t recognize flashed across the screen.

      “Authorities say the disappearances continue to climb,” the reporter said. “Anyone with information is encouraged to contact law enforcement…”

      Mom shook her head, tearing her gaze away from the photograph to stare at the television. “More disappearances? How terrible.”

      “I hope someone finds all those missing people,” I said, my eyes on the television. “Maybe one of them would know where Harris is.”

      It still hurt to think about how we lost him. Without a trace like so many other people. After all this time, we still didn’t have any answers.

      “They’re calling it the Eighteen Club,” Hayden said, crossing his arms as he stared at the television. “All those missing people just turned eighteen before they disappeared. That can’t be a coincidence, right?”

      Mom sighed. “Good point. I worry about you two. Promise me you’ll be extra careful out there? Both of you?”

      “We’ll be fine,” I replied, glancing at her. “Nothing’s going to happen to us.”

      Dad cleared his throat and nodded at the clock on the wall. “If we don’t leave now, we’ll be late for work. We’ll drop you off at school since we’re heading that way.”

      “Okay. But school on my birthday should be a crime,” I replied, slinging my backpack over my shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to school was quiet. I stared out the window, counting the cars as they passed. There was nothing but green grass, windmills, and skyscrapers.

      “So, grad’s coming up soon,” Hayden said to my right, breaking the silence. “Have any idea what you want to do once it’s over?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe something in science? I’m still not sure.”

      “I feel you. Hey, maybe we’ll know when the time comes?”

      “Maybe.”

      The car came to a halt with a screech as we pulled into the crowded parking lot. My parents smiled at us as we grabbed our school supplies, closing the car door behind us.

      “Have a good day at school, kids,” Dad said, leaning back to glance at us.

      “And we’ll celebrate your birthday properly later. Before you argue, it’ll be fun,” Mom replied with a wink. “See you then, dear!”

      After we said our goodbyes and approached the school’s front doors, I shook my head. “They just couldn’t listen to me. Did we really have to celebrate my birthday?”

      Hayden shrugged. “They’re your parents—of course they did. And without your brother around, you’re all they have now, so…”

      When he noticed the sad look on my face, Hayden stopped talking. He was right—I was Mom and Dad’s only child now. Maybe I was being selfish for not wanting to celebrate my birthday. But part of me didn’t care.

      Before I could respond, I noticed a handful of men in white and blue suits entering the principal’s office. Their clothing had the logo of Minerva Enterprises—which looked like a small, yellow planet. I found it strange that they would be here of all places, but other than that, nothing was out of the ordinary. Hayden must not have noticed as he continued to ramble on about something.

      “So…” Hayden began, “prom’s coming up. Have a date yet? I don’t and I was just wondering if⁠—”

      Principal Gloria Whittaker walked over to us, blocking our entrance into the school. She looked somber and stiff. Her dreadlocks fell to her shoulders, her golden-brown eyes sparkling in the light.

      “Sorry to bother you, Ms. Blake,” Principal Whittaker began, her eyes on me, “but I need to speak to you privately in my office. Please, come with me.”

      As she sauntered off down the hallway, Hayden glanced over at me with a look of confusion. “What’s going on? You in trouble?”

      “I don’t think so. But who knows?” As the bell rang above us, I started to walk toward the principal’s office. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell you everything later.”

      “Okay, good luck.”

      After Hayden rushed off to class, I finally made it to the office which was deserted. Principal Whittaker waited by the office door with her arms folded. She motioned for me to enter through the glass doors.

      “Head on in, Ms. Blake,” she began. “Someone wishes to speak with you.”

      I gulped and pushed the door open, my heartbeat quickening with fear. I had never gotten called down to the principal’s office before. I wondered if I had done something wrong, failed some test. I was even more confused when I noticed a familiar-looking man sitting in the principal’s chair.

      He looked to be in his late sixties with a white beard and a matching trench coat. A streak of black in the shape of a lightning bolt spread across his ivory-colored hair, sitting with his hands clasped. All around him stood the burly security guards I had seen earlier, and one of them closed the door behind me. The man rose to his feet and smoothed down his coat.

      “Good morning, Ms. Blake,” he said, extending his hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      I shook his hand, and mine was trembling. “Don’t I know you from somewhere? Wait…you’re Richmond Gideon, right? The owner and head scientist of Minerva Enterprises?”

      He smiled, and I saw my wide-eyed expression reflect in his pearly-white teeth. “Glad you’ve heard of me. As I understand it, your father’s the lead engineer on one of our spacefaring projects. Project Erebus, I believe. He’s made some great strides.”

      Panic spread across my face. “Is this about my dad? Is he okay?”

      “Don’t worry, Ms. Blake. Your family’s safe. It’s you I wanted to discuss.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Me? Why?”

      A nearby Minerva guard leaned over and handed me a sealed document. I accepted it and looked at Richmond, curiously.

      “Go ahead, Ms. Blake. You can open it. Without a doubt, you’ll have many questions.”

      I opened the envelope, tearing off the seal, and noticed a small, lamented piece of paper inside. In strange letters, the words at the top of the letter read, “quod solum digni”.

      “Do you understand what that means?” he asked.

      “It’s Latin,” I replied. “It’s our school motto. I think it means ‘Only the Worthy’.”

      He looked impressed. “Very good, Ms. Blake. But I wouldn’t expect anything less from an honor roll student. Please, finish reading it.”

      I turned the letter over and scanned through the instructions. It mentioned something about eight crystals, a coming-of-age ritual, and an unfamiliar map of a desert. It was all too cryptic to understand.

      “What is all of this?” I asked, glancing up at him. “Why did you give this to me?”

      Richmond turned his back to me and gazed out the window. “It’s time for your Coming of Age.”

      “My…Coming of Age?” I asked, growing angry. “What the hell is going on here?”

      “At the age of eighteen, everyone is forced to undergo a coming-of-age ceremony before adulthood,” he replied. “You will be sent to Astrid, a planet not too far from Earth. There, you must pass several trials to prove that you’re worthy to exist on our planet.”

      I froze, flabbergasted. “Worthy to exist? What are you talking about? How come I’ve never heard about this?”

      He turned around. “It’s a secret, Ms. Blake. The project was developed in the mid twenty-first century and the world governments gave me complete control to handle this ritual as I see fit. I appreciate their support. Now, if you return—and there’s no guarantee you’ll survive—we’ll wipe your memory clean just as we’ve done to everyone else. Including your parents, who passed the test when they were your age.”

      “So, no one else knows about this? People whose memories you haven’t erased, I mean?”

      He shook his head. “That isn’t true. The leaders of our society do—Presidents, CEOs, and trusted allies. They’ve agreed to keep it all quiet.”

      “Why am I supposed to do this? I don’t get it.”

      He sighed. “It’s not complicated, Ms. Blake. Take a look at Marvel City. Tell me what you see.”

      He motioned toward the window, and I stepped forward and peeked outside. The sun was shining, flowers were glistening with morning dew, and people walked by, enamored with their smartphones and other gadgets. People were hardly sick anymore, and the streets were spacious and clean.

      “Marvel City is beautiful,” I said. “It’s like a city of the future.”

      “Exactly. We live in an age of science and technology. If we want to evolve further, we need only the best in our society. If you can’t prove yourself, then you don’t deserve to live on Earth. Life on this wonderful planet is not a privilege, it’s a luxury. We have neither the time nor the space for weaklings holding us back.”

      It suddenly hit me. Harris.

      “My brother…” I trailed off. “He was eighteen when he disappeared. You took him, didn’t you? You’re responsible for all those mass disappearances.”

      He said nothing. But I wasn’t finished.

      “Harris is stuck on that planet you mentioned. You stole my brother from me,” I continued, my voice hoarse. “All because you don’t think some people are good enough for Earth!”

      I lunged forward, but the Minerva guards held me back. I finally understood why he needed so many. Had others tried to fight back when he told them about the test? About the true reason why so many people had vanished and never returned? Bested by some made-up test?

      “Now, now, Ms. Blake,” Richmond scolded, “there’s no need for violence. You must save your energy for your coming of age.”

      “What’s to stop me from telling everyone?”

      He crept closer to me. “Breaking the oath of silence is a criminal offense, Ms. Blake. I wouldn’t want your family—or your friend, Hayden Peterson—to suffer for your mistakes.”

      That was it, then. I couldn’t warn the world and risk my family. It was bad enough I had lost Harris.

      I scoffed. “When do I leave?”

      “Two weeks,” Richmond replied. “You’ll have to lie to your family about where you’re going. Make it convincing. You’ll spend two weeks on the planet of Astrid, and that’s more than enough time. There will be a series of tests you must pass if you want to return to Earth. You need to prove you’re not another fool eating up our planet’s precious resources.”

      “And if I haven’t passed your tests, what happens after two weeks?”

      “You won’t be allowed to return to Earth, ever. The new planet will become your home—if you can survive there.”

      “Come on, you can’t just throw me away on a planet without any help!” I cried. “All of this is so sudden, so unfamiliar. Like a death sentence. It isn’t fair!”

      He tsked. “Did you really think that I wouldn’t offer you anything? After school today, I want you to meet with Alfred Barclay, one of our Proctors. He’s trained many young pupils for their Coming of Age. You’ll have two weeks to digest as much information as possible. His address is written on the back of your letter.”

      “How about go to hell?”

      He smiled. “You’re an intelligent young woman, Ms. Blake. Feisty, too. I hope you succeed. If you do, you’ll have no memory of this conversation and you’ll be an asset to our society. One of the chosen making our world a better place. If you don’t…well, let’s not think of such unpleasant things.”

      The Minerva guards released me as I scoffed. “I plan on passing your test. And telling everyone what you’re doing.”

      He just smirked. “Have a good day at school, Ms. Blake.”

      The next thing I knew, I was being pushed out the door and falling on the ground with a thud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            TRAINING DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      I reached for my backpack and books which had fallen on the floor in a heap of papers. When they were in my arms, I slowly rose to my feet. My head was pounding, my heart racing. It felt like I just had the shock of my life. My brain ran through the possibilities of the near future.

      Me, on a desert planet, without my family or friends around. Me, trying to solve riddles and puzzles and fight to stay alive so I could come home.

      I was so screwed.

      Someone walked around the corner, almost smacking into me. I looked up and assumed it would be Principal Whittaker, but she was long gone. It was Hayden instead.

      “I skipped class. Couldn’t wait for you to tell me later,” he whispered, scanning my face. Then he frowned. “You look terrible. What happened?”

      I remembered what Richmond Gideon had told me. Breaking the oath of silence is a criminal offense, Ms. Blake. I wouldn’t want your family—or your friend, Hayden Peterson—to suffer for your mistakes.

      “It’s…nothing,” I muttered. “Nothing at all.”

      He reached for my arm, tightening his grip on me. “Kendra, I’m worried. Are you okay?”

      “I…I have to go,” I stammered, pulling myself out of his grasp. “There’s something I need to do.”

      “But…we have class. You can’t just leave!”

      I threw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. His eyes widened and his body stiffened, but he finally hugged me back. I didn’t want to let him go. Not now, not ever.

      “Be careful, Hayden,” I whispered in his ear. “You can’t trust anyone. Nothing is what it seems.”

      He said nothing. I think he was too shocked to talk or move.

      I turned and rushed to the exit, relieved to feel the cool air on my skin. I turned around, expecting Hayden to chase after me, but it looked like he had gotten caught by Principal Whittaker.

      She forced him to return to class, which he did after a few grumbled words under his breath. Then she turned around and made eye contact with me. I expected to get in trouble for ditching school, but she just nodded at me with sad eyes and walked away.

      Did she know about the Coming-of-Age ritual? And if so, how could she be comfortable with it?

      I knew I couldn’t go back to class. There was no way I could focus after that bombshell. I looked down at the paper in my hands, searching for the address. Before I left, I took one last glance over my shoulder, mentally saying goodbye to my innocence forever.

      That was when I gasped. I realized my birthday wish from this morning had come true.

      I had made a wish to find out what happened to Harris. It just wasn’t the answer I was expecting.
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        * * *

      

      The address led me to a public library on the edge of town. It was empty and quiet with everyone either at work or school. I frowned, looking down at the letter again. I double-checked the street sign, confirming that it was the correct place.

      “A library? That’s where I’m supposed to train?” I muttered to myself. “I guess this day can’t get any weirder.”

      I opened the large revolving doors, the smell of old books filling my nostrils. It was my favorite smell in the world other than Mom’s cooking. The library was untidy and dark, stacks of books piled on top of each other. I could barely see where I was going.

      The size of the library from the outside was all an illusion. As I looked up, I noticed several floors of books. It must’ve stretched four stories high, wall to wall with bookshelves.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Anyone here?”

      A face appeared from behind one of the tall towers of books. It was an old man who was several inches shorter than I was. He looked to be in his early seventies. He was dressed in a long robe and filled the shelves with even more books from an overcrowded box.

      “Yes? Can I help you?” he asked, his voice frail.

      “My name’s Kendra Blake,” I began. “Richmond Gideon told me to come here for my⁠—”

      “Shh!” the man replied, pressing a finger to his lips. “Didn’t Mr. Gideon explain the rules?”

      I nodded. “Right, it’s all a secret. Sorry.”

      “Exactly. I wasn’t expecting you so early,” he said, checking his digital watch. “Mr. Gideon told me you had class today.”

      “I did. But I wanted to get this over with, if you don’t mind,” I replied, shrugging. “Sorry to trouble you. I just couldn’t stop thinking about…well, you know. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate if I stayed at school.”

      The man nodded. “I see. A common sentiment among my students. I was planning to take a break soon, and my training schedule’s free this afternoon. Please come with me.”

      I followed him over to his cluttered desk where he opened a drawer. He pressed a button inside the drawer, then a secret door opened on the far side of the room. He grabbed a flashlight and walked over to the crevice before he turned to face me.

      “Ready or not,” he began, “your training starts now.”

      “Uh…I don’t want to go down there with someone I don’t know,” I said, crossing my arms. “No offense, but I don’t trust strangers.”

      “Me? No, I’m not a stranger. After today, I’ll be a friend—and I might be the only reason you survive,” he replied. “My name is Alfred Barclay, aged seventy-four. I’ve lived in Marvel City, California my entire life. Now that you know me, does it make you feel better?”

      “A little. Mr. Gideon mentioned you. He said you’re going to train me, but…you don’t look like a trainer. No offense again.”

      He chuckled. “Judging me by my age, are you? No need to worry, Kendra. I have trained many students before you—many successful students, I should say. Who made it back to Earth with no recollection of me.”

      My ears perked up. All I wanted was to get back to Earth, back to normal. Hopefully with my brother.

      “Now, if you want to live, follow me. If you leave the library and never return, I guarantee you’ll die. Preparation is important.”

      “Okay. Lead the way.”

      I noticed the secret door had opened into a descending staircase of grey stone. It was dark and dusty down there, and I was glad Alfred had brought a flashlight so I could see the next step in front of me. The door closed behind me with a slam, and soon, darkness engulfed the two of us.

      A light flickered at the bottom of the staircase, coming from a candle. When we reached the bottom, I noticed we were standing in a large room. It was filled with training equipment like punching bags, throwing knives, and exercise mats. Just like upstairs, more books awaited in a disorganized mess. A wooden desk sat in the corner, filled to the brim with documents and maps.

      Maybe I was wrong after all. Maybe Alfred was a great trainer, and the library was the perfect, hidden spot.

      He lit a few more candles, nodding at me. “We can speak openly now. No one can hear us down here.”

      “Oh, that makes me feel much better,” I muttered. “I’m guessing you’re one of the people who didn’t have their memories erased? Do you work for Minerva now?”

      “Yes, and it was all thanks to my Proctor. He taught me all the skills I needed, and eventually, I was hired by Minerva to prepare others. Because of my job, I’m permitted to know the truth.”

      “I see. So, what are we doing down here?”

      “This is your training room. This room has seen many pupils, all of whom I came to consider as family. I never married or had kids. Instead, I devoted my entire life to preparing students.”

      I could understand why. I wouldn’t want my kids to be swept up in this when they turned eighteen—but then again, if I survived, my memory would be erased, and I wouldn’t know what horrors awaited them.

      “When my students succeeded and returned, I cheered. When they failed and disappeared, I wept,” he continued. “The Coming-of-Age ritual isn’t for the faint of heart. You must take it seriously if you want to survive.”

      “Believe me, I am. But how can you be okay with this?” I asked. “You’re sending kids to their deaths. Anyone with a heart knows this is wrong.”

      “Or maybe it’s for the greater good,” he replied, calmly. “Have you ever heard of the Overpopulation Crisis of 2050?”

      I shook my head. It had never come up in history class.

      “Of course you wouldn’t. This was well before your time, but I remember it vividly. It’s forbidden to talk about,” he replied. “Earth was overpopulated, and pollution was destroying the planet. Its leaders were looking for a solution—Mr. Gideon included. He was a young billionaire at the time and quite influential. It just so happened that his company discovered the planet Astrid, and the ritual was born. He devised the solution, and the world leaders saw no other choice but to accept. It might seem bloody or terrible to you, but it’s necessary. Or Earth will become overpopulated and polluted again and then no one will be able to live here.”

      “But how do you feel about it?” I asked. “Because that sounds like something Gideon would say, and I don’t care about Minerva’s opinion.”

      His eyes flitted to a spot on the ceiling. I followed his gaze, realizing that there was a blinking red camera on the wall. Minerva was listening in on us. Why wouldn’t they?

      He cleared his throat. “My opinion doesn’t matter, Ms. Blake. What Minerva says goes. Your training is the only thing I’m concerned with.”

      I wanted to ask him more, to poke and prod and learn his feelings, but I kept my mouth shut. I doubted I’d get an honest answer with Gideon watching our every move anyway.

      “Let’s start with basic protection,” Alfred began, handing me a knife. “Take this dagger. When I press a button on my desk, a target will rise from the floor. Your first task is to throw it and see where it lands. It’s a good idea to practice in case you need to kill an animal to eat or escape.”

      “Will there be a lot of things to kill on Astrid?”

      “Yes—and they’re not all animals,” Alfred replied, cryptically.

      I didn’t bother to ask him what he meant by it. If he were allowed to tell me, I’m sure he would’ve by now.

      I took a deep breath, picking up the dagger. It felt heavy in my hands. I had never held one before, at least not for this purpose. Alfred pressed a button, and a blank target appeared in front of me from beneath the floor.

      “Ready?” Alfred asked, and I nodded. “Throw!”

      I lifted the dagger and threw it, curving my wrist as I did. It completely missed the target. It landed on the floor with a loud clang. I cringed, disappointed with myself.

      “Hmm,” Alfred replied. “Let’s try again. Really focus this time, okay?”

      I nodded, picking up another dagger from the nearby rack. As Alfred pressed the button and the target appeared, I pretended it was Gideon’s face. It stirred something inside me, an emotion I had never felt before.

      Hatred. Disgust. Rage. Pure, red-hot rage.

      I threw the dagger with a growl, and it struck the target. It didn’t land exactly in the center, but at least I had managed to hit some of it this time. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

      I had just fantasized about killing a man—Gideon. What was the Coming-of-Age ritual doing to me?

      Alfred nodded, a twinkle in his eyes. “That was much better. I’m impressed.”

      He pressed the button again and the target disappeared. He walked over to his desk and retrieved a bag from inside before he handed it to me.

      “Each pupil receives a bag of supplies to help them,” he said. “They last for exactly fourteen days. Go ahead—you’re allowed to look inside.”

      I opened the bag, running my fingers along each item. There were eight things packed inside. I noticed a steel water bottle, night vision goggles, a dagger, a rope, a climbing axe, a flashlight, black gloves, and dry packets of food. I guess I’d have to make all of those things last, especially the food.

      “These look like camping supplies,” I said, still staring at the bag.

      “More like survival supplies,” he replied. “Each will come in handy when you face a certain challenge. And that steel water bottle of yours? It comes with a built-in purification filter.”

      “Oh. Why do I need a water filter?”

      Alfred reached into his desk drawer and retrieved a globe. But it looked unfamiliar and different. I knew it wasn’t Earth, so it had to be Astrid. Unlike Earth—which was seventy percent water—I saw very little bodies of it. The planet was an arid wasteland, unsuitable for life. Which, I bet, was perfect for Gideon’s plans.

      “Water is a scarce resource on Astrid,” Alfred replied, “and the water that is there isn’t safe to drink. Without a water filter, you’d die after consumption.”

      “That’s just great,” I muttered.

      He nodded. “Which is why I recommend that you finish the entire ritual on Astrid in the two weeks provided. When you do, a shuttle will land to pick you up, and you must present your crystals then. You’ll only be allowed to board if you succeed in locating them all.”

      “What are these crystals?” I asked. “Where do I even find them on a giant sand planet?”

      Alfred sighed. “I’m sure Gideon mentioned the eight crystals you need to find, but I can’t give you any pointers on that. I will say this, though—you must trust your instincts and rely on your map when you’re in need.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. There was one burning question in my mind.

      “My brother, Harris…he’s been gone more than two weeks. Two years, actually. There’s no chance he’s alive, right?”

      “I’d say it’s unlikely.” Alfred turned quiet for a moment. “I knew Harris. He was bright and full of life. Like you, he questioned the morals of the ritual. I really wanted him to succeed and come back. I’m so sorry he didn’t.”

      I sighed, blinking away tears. This was no time to be weak. I had to be selfish and focus on my survival.

      I had to do what Harris couldn’t.

      Alfred cleared his throat. It looked like he was trying to suppress tears, too. It told me all I needed to know about his feelings on the ritual.

      My sadness turned to rage. “Has Gideon ever taken the Coming-of-Age ritual himself? Has he ever lost someone he cared about because of it?”

      Alfred shook his head. “No. Designing the ritual gives him immunity.”

      “That’s what I figured,” I replied, sneering. “What a coward.”

      Alfred’s eyes glanced back at the camera, but I didn’t care. I’d say whatever I wanted. What was he going to do? Send me to Astrid earlier? I was already being punished, and I wasn’t going to take it without fighting back.

      “Anyhow, I think we’ll take a break for today. It’s your first training session and I don’t want to overwhelm you. Come by tomorrow after school and we’ll continue.”

      I nodded, clutching my bag of supplies tightly in my hand. As I went to turn around, Alfred surprised me by stepping forward and hugging me. I felt him lean close and whisper in my ear, just as I had done with Hayden.

      “You aren’t the only one who has issues with the Coming-of-Age ritual,” he whispered. “Meet me in the back alley of the library at midnight.”

      He pulled away quickly, taking a step back. I was flabbergasted. Was Alfred trying to help me? Or was this all a trick—a test to see if I was a cheater? I didn’t trust anyone anymore, but I had time to think about it.

      “I always give my pupils a good luck hug,” he said, glancing up at the camera. “Other Proctors aren’t as friendly, but I do things differently.”

      I nodded, glancing down at the map and the supplies in my hands. “Thanks. Looks like I’ll need all the good luck I can get.”
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      I spent the rest of the afternoon alone.

      I went to the movie theater to watch the latest film, I went to the park to enjoy the fresh air, and I went to the café and gorged on hamburgers and milkshakes. My allowance was blown in one day.

      I was probably going to die on Astrid, so why shouldn’t I make the most out of life right now?

      I checked my smartphone. It was nearing dinnertime, and I knew my parents would be worried if I didn’t go home soon. When I walked through the door, Mom, Dad, and Hayden were sitting at the dining room table. They weren’t eating dinner, though—they were staring at me. Did they know where I had been?

      “There she is,” Dad said as I hung my backpack and spring coat on the hanger. “We were starting to think you’d never show.”

      “Sorry I was late,” I mumbled. “I had…things to do.”

      “I received a call from the school today,” Mom said. “Principal Whittaker told me you skipped all your classes. Where were you, Kendra?”

      I thought about telling them the truth. I really, really did. I wanted to blurt it all out and explain—and warn them, especially Hayden—of my fate. After all, Hayden would be told about the coming-of-age ritual soon and have to participate. I was about to say it when I noticed something peculiar out of the corner of my eye.

      A blinking red light coming from the television that was turned off. I had never seen it do that before. Or was I just never paying attention? It felt like I had suddenly woken up and realized how dark the world was. And sadly, everyone else was still asleep.

      “Kendra? Are you even listening to us?” Mom asked, her elbows on the table. “Where were you?”

      “I went to the movies,” I said. “A new film just came out.”

      “Oh,” Hayden replied, eyeing me. “Was it good?”

      My parents glared at him. He slunk down in his chair.

      Dad sighed and rose to his feet, checking on the TV dinners in the oven. “We’re disappointed in you, Kendra. School comes first, no matter what. You know that.”

      I nodded before I remembered what I was supposed to tell them. I thought of the best convincing story. “I know, and I’m sorry. Won’t do it again. There’s something else, too. I…won a vacation. It’s from school, for my good grades. I leave in two weeks.”

      Hayden narrowed his eyes. It looked like he didn’t believe me.

      “You did?” Mom asked, rising to her feet. “That’s incredible! We can make it a family trip. We’ll pay for your ticket, Hayden. Your father and I will take time off work so we can go together⁠—”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s only for me. Alone. I’ll be gone for two weeks.”

      If I’m lucky, I thought. If I’m unlucky, I’ll never return.

      “I see,” Mom replied, looking disappointed. “Well, we’re happy for you. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes. You’re welcome to stay and eat with us, Hayden.”

      Hayden nodded. “I’d love to. My big brother’s a terrible cook.”

      Mom and Dad gave me one last look of disapproval before leaving the room. As soon as they were gone, Hayden stood up and crossed his arms.

      “Okay, tell me the truth,” Hayden began. “We both know our school doesn’t give out anything for free, let alone a vacation.”

      I laughed nervously. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. When I leave in two weeks, you’ll see I’m not lying.”

      He stepped closer to me. “Something’s going on with you, Kendra. First you tell me not to trust anyone, then you skip school, and now you’re going on a secret vacation? It’s just so…weird. Out of character for you.”

      I wanted to tell him, but I couldn’t. I walked into the living room and sauntered over to the television. I took a closer look and realized I was right. There was a camera inside—and it was watching us right now, probably trying to ensure I kept my mouth shut.

      I spun around and displayed my best smile. Hayden was looking at me strangely. “Everything’s fine, Hade. You worry too much.”

      He reached for my hand. “You can tell me anything, Ken. I won’t judge you. You know that, right?”

      Before I could think of an excuse, the oven dinged, letting us know the TV dinners were ready. Mom and Dad came rushing into the room and Hayden dropped my hand like it was acid.

      “I’m starving!” Dad cried. “Been looking forward to this all day.”

      I sighed in relief. Saved by the bell.
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        * * *

      

      We ate our meals quickly, chatting about normal things like school, work, and sports. Neither Hayden or my parents pressured me into talking about my fake vacation. Which was good, though I could read my best friend like a book. He was still suspicious—and I knew he wouldn’t drop it.

      But then again, I probably wouldn’t have, either.

      I gave him a hug on the porch and said my goodbyes. Hayden looked like he wanted to ask me about it again, but the door opened behind us. Dad came out with some money in his hand, and he slipped it into Hayden’s palm.

      “Here, for the ride home,” Dad said. “I want to make sure you get there safely.”

      Hayden nodded, accepting the money. “Thanks, Mr. Blake. I appreciate that.”

      Dad smiled. “Of course. We’re here for you, Hayden. Whatever you need.”

      Hayden looked like he would cry. After his parents died in a car accident, leaving him with his older brother, he just looked so…lost. My parents and I had stepped up and tried to be there for him.

      Hayden swallowed, blinking back tears. “Thank you. Really.”

      As I glanced down at his hand, I noticed there was a note hidden in the dollar bills. Did Dad know he had put that there?

      Hayden frowned when he glanced down and noticed. “Uh, sir, you left a⁠—”

      Dad chuckled, placing a strong hand on Hayden’s shoulder. “It’s getting late, kid. You really should get going. Before you know it, it’ll be…midnight.”

      Midnight. That was the time Alfred had wanted to meet me. My mouth opened like a fish out of water. Was it just a coincidence, or was Dad trying to send me a message?

      “Right. Thanks again,” Hayden said before he turned to walk down the driveway. “See you at school tomorrow, Ken!”

      I waved goodbye and walked inside. Dad shut the door behind me before he headed to his room to watch some television. There were a million thoughts running through my brain, but I didn’t miss the wink Dad gave me before he left.

      He knew. About the meeting, at least. Did he also know about the ritual? What evil things his boss was doing?

      Both Mom and Dad would’ve had to have taken the ritual and passed. Everyone on Earth over eighteen had to or they wouldn’t have been able to come back. If my parents could succeed, that gave me a bit of hope. I thought about it as I returned to my room to rest before midnight.
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        * * *

      

      That night was restless, just like I knew it would be. After tossing and turning for hours, I decided to get up and get dressed. I was meeting Alfred at midnight anyway so I knew I wouldn’t get much shuteye.

      I tip-toed into the kitchen and stole a steak knife for protection. I hid it in my hoodie, just in case the meeting was a trap. I glanced into my parents’ bedroom just to ensure they hadn’t heard me. Mom was there, sleeping with her loud snores, but Dad’s side of the bed was empty.

      Yet another obvious sign that he knew about everything.

      At eleven-thirty, I snuck out through the window. I had dressed in all black to be invisible under the darkness. Twenty minutes later, I came across the back alley of the library. It was pitch black outside so I couldn’t really see anything, but it looked like there was a person waiting for me in the distance.

      No, scratch that—not just one. There were tons of somebodies, maybe even as large as ten. I tightened my grip on my knife as a bad feeling crept up my spine.

      “Hello?” I whispered. “Alfred, are you there?”

      Footsteps approached me. It was Alfred, his face lit by the moonlight.

      “Yes. Thank you for coming, Kendra,” he said. “I was afraid you wouldn’t join us, and I really wanted you to be here.”

      “For what?” I asked. “You still haven’t told me what’s going on.”

      “Hello, Kendra.”

      It was Dad. He stepped out of the shadows into the dim light of the streetlamp. He was dressed in all black like me, but I knew it was him from the sound of his voice.

      “I was right. I knew you’d be here,” I said. “But why? Do you know about the Coming-of-Age ritual?”

      Dad nodded, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a purple pill. “Do you see this? We call it the Recall drug. It’ll cancel out the Oblivion drug—the pill Minerva gives you once you pass their test to forget. You’ll remember everything if you take it. Go on—try it now.”

      I took the violet pill and put it on the tip of my tongue. I swallowed, tasting nothing.

      “Good. They won’t be able to erase your memory now. Or ever,” Dad said. “I had trusted scientists at Minerva working on it years ago. We give it to all the participants we can. The ones we can convince to meet us here.”

      “So…is this some kind of rebellion?” I asked, glancing around the back alley.

      Alfred nodded. “Yes. Mr. Gideon told me you were smart. All wars have great rebellions, Kendra. It’s the only way the good guys win.”

      “True. We call ourselves The Survivor’s Pact. The Pact for short,” Dad said. “People who passed the ritual, like Alfred and me, try to help kids like you survive. Completely illegal, but completely worth it.”

      “But…you work for Minerva. You’re friends with Richmond Gideon,” I replied. “Don’t you have some kind of loyalty to him?”

      Dad laughed. “Loyalty? It died when I learned about Gideon’s sick ritual. I must’ve gone through the ritual, too, just like your mother, though I can’t remember. I have no loyalty to a mass murderer, and especially one that sent my son to his death. I tried to help him, but…I think he’s gone forever.”

      He was talking about Harris. I felt the familiar lump in my throat rise again, so I decided to change the subject. “Does Mom know?”

      Dad shook his head. “No, and it’ll stay that way. I don’t want her involved. Well, beyond the ritual she already took decades ago. It’s too dangerous. It’s bad enough you’re involved, but it couldn’t be avoided.”

      “Right.” I pointed in the distance. “Who are those people?”

      Dad motioned for them to join us. They were young people, all around my age. Some of them were from my school while others I had never met before. One of the teenagers in the crowd stood out the most.

      Hayden. I’d know he was there even with my eyes closed.

      I rushed to his side. “Oh my God, Hade. What are you doing here?”

      “It was your dad’s doing. The note he gave me told me to come here,” Hayden replied. “When I did, he told me everything, Kendra. I know all about the Coming-of-Age ritual. I know Gideon will tell me about it on my eighteenth birthday in two months. I just…I can’t believe it.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, tell me about it. That’s why I ran out of school earlier.”

      “I get it now,” Hayden said, pity in his eyes. “I guess this is what happened to Harris, too. God, Ken…I’m so sorry.”

      I looked down, nodding. “Thanks.”

      Silence spread for a few seconds. No one knew what to say until another teenager spoke.

      “Hey there, nice to meet you,” one of the teenagers with bright red hair said. “My name’s Florence Walsh.”

      “Kendra Blake. Hey, I think we go to the same school,” I said. “Just different classes.”

      Florence nodded. “Yeah, I think I’ve seen you around. Too bad we had to meet like this.”

      “Jax Abrams,” the handsome, dark-haired boy in all leather said. “I don’t think we’ve met before. I’d remember you.”

      Jax’s last name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      I blushed. “Nice to meet you. Why did you join the Pact?”

      “My family is rich. We have it all,” he said, sighing. “And yet none of it can save me. If I’m going to play their game, I want a chance to win—and a chance to raise some hell. When I met Alfred, he told me about The Pact just like you, and here I am.”

      The other teenagers told me their names and backgrounds, but it was too much to remember. I didn’t really have to get to know them. We were already connected by this terrible Coming-of-Age ritual, and because of that, I already considered them to be my allies and friends.

      “Time is of the essence,” Alfred said. “Minerva has cameras across the world, though there are some blind spots like this alley. However, guards patrol the streets in disguise, often at night. We must be quick.”

      Dad pulled out a needle from his pocket. “Hold still, Kendra. It’ll only hurt for a second.”

      Before I could refuse, he had already injected the strange green liquid into my veins. “Ouch! What did you just give me?”

      “An anti-monster vaccine,” Alfred said. “Trust me, this is very important.”

      Dad turned to the other teenagers there and injected their veins, too. I was glad I wasn’t the only one. Hayden closed his eyes and rubbed his bicep once it was over. Once the vaccine was gone, they took their Recall pills as well.

      “Monsters? Will they…be on Astrid?” I asked, shivering.

      Dad nodded. “Yes. Well, the Jahara don’t call them that, but that’s what they are, essentially. Astrid is full of strange creatures, Kendra. You’d do well to remember that.”

      “What are the Jahara?” I asked, wide-eyed. I had trouble pronouncing it.

      “Jah-har-uh,” Alfred corrected.

      “Oh, that’s right. Gideon didn’t tell you about them,” Dad said. “They’re the race that has lived on Astrid for centuries. They’re very similar to humans. Astrid’s their home planet as Earth is ours. Believe me—they don’t like Minerva’s little ritual, either. Gideon took over their world without asking for permission. It’s probably best if you stay away from them, just in case.”

      Monsters, aliens, rebellions. I had to sit down for a moment. It was incredibly overwhelming, and I felt like my head was spinning.

      Hayden put his arm around me. “I know this is a lot to hear—it was for me, too—but you’re going to live, Kendra. Alfred and your dad will help us all.”

      “And I will, too,” Principal Whittaker said, running up to us. “Sorry I’m late. Had to make sure I wasn’t being followed.”

      “Principal Whittaker? You’re in the Pact, too?” I asked, wide-eyed. I had a feeling she knew about it.

      She nodded. “Yes, and there are many more just like me—world leaders dissatisfied with Gideon’s solution. He demands that all of us keep his secret, but I couldn’t do it anymore. I have to help in some way.”

      The screech of tires drew my attention. I looked in the distance, trying to find the car. Everyone was silent until Alfred gasped.

      “That’s one of the Minerva trucks,” he said, his eyes wide with fear. “Everyone—run. They can’t know we’ve been here!”

      All the teenagers took off running. The truck pulled up behind us in the blink of an eye and the letters M and E—for Minerva Enterprises—glowed in the dark.

      Hayden grabbed my hand and pulled me with him, dragging me out of the back alley. As I turned around, Principal Whittaker was long gone, but I noticed Dad and Alfred weren’t coming with us. In fact, they seemed to be waiting for Minerva to catch them.

      “Come on!” I cried, waving them down. “Hurry!”

      Dad smiled. “I’m doing this for you, Ken.”

      I frowned. “Doing what for me? Hurry—before you get caught!”

      The Minerva guards—similar to the ones I had seen in the principal’s office—stepped out of the truck first. We couldn’t run without being seen so Hayden pulled me behind a dumpster where we both held our breath. My hands were trembling, kept steady only by Hayden’s firm grip.

      I couldn’t miss the black streak of Gideon’s hair even through the darkness. He got out of the passenger side of the truck, approaching Dad and Alfred in the headlights of the vehicle.

      “It’s awfully late, gentlemen,” he began, “too late for a get-together. Care to tell me what you’re doing out here?”

      I thought Dad would try to deny it. Maybe even make up a fancy lie and then run off as soon as Gideon was distracted, but he didn’t. He did the dumbest thing I could think of.

      He told the truth.

      “What am I doing? It’s simple,” Dad replied. “Fighting back. It’s only a matter of time before someone takes you down, you know. If not me, then someone else.”

      Gideon shook his head. “I see. And what do you have to say for yourself, Alfred?”

      Alfred didn’t shy away. He looked Gideon in the eye and nodded. “I stand with Malcolm. I fully support him.”

      Gideon turned his attention back to my father. “Did you know that you were my favorite employee? The smartest one, too. Tell me this—since you’re so smart, did you know I was watching you? Keeping tabs on you? If I were you, I would’ve played it safe.”

      Dad shook his head, scowling. “What does it matter, Gideon? We both know what’s coming. Let’s just get it over with.”

      Gideon nodded. “You’re right. Though I’m not pleased with Mr. Barclay, he’s one of the best Proctors we have. It would be a hassle to replace him. But you…you would be the easiest to get rid of, and someone needs to be punished.”

      When I saw the gleam of Gideon’s gun in the moonlight, I screamed.
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      I had to run out and save Dad. I just had to. My hands were shaking as I stepped forward, my heart pounding.

      “Kendra, no!” Hayden whispered urgently, noticing me. “It’s not safe!”

      Before I knew it, my legs were pulling me toward Alfred and Dad. Just as I reached them, a single gunshot rang out. My father gasped and grabbed his chest before he collapsed onto the ground, blood pooling around him.

      I screamed even louder. Dad looked back at me, his eyes heavy.

      “It’s okay, Ken,” Dad whispered. “Don’t cry. Everything will be all right.”

      I kneeled to his side and reached for his hand. “How can you say that? You were just shot!” I looked up at Gideon, my eyes glistening with tears. “You’re a monster!”

      Gideon sighed. “I hate to kill one of Marvel City’s most brilliant minds, but we can’t risk our secrets being exposed. If people found out about the ritual, they’d rebel. The streets would be pure chaos. Besides, my solution is necessary to fight pollution and overpopulation. It’s the only way.”
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