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WE SHIFT INTO FASTER-THAN-LIGHT SPEED, leaving the cold and rocky surface of Gulaga behind. I grip the hand rests and focus my gaze out the front window. Everything’s a haze, but I still know the other ships are there, the five Earth Force fighter crafts sent to escort Denver Reddy and me back to Earth and the Last Heroes Homecoming Tour.

Our craft is nearly empty—only the captain, a few crew members, and two passengers. Or maybe I should say three passengers. We’re bringing Regis back to Earth. His casket is in the cargo hold.

“It’s weird,” I say to Denver, who’s stretched out on the row in front of me. His arms are slung over his face, probably to block the light. “Regis traveled here in a box, and now he travels home in one.” On our way to Gulaga, Denver, Regis, and I were packed like sardines into a shipping crate and then attacked by Alkalinians before we could rendezvous with Neeka, our Tunneler junior ambassador–turned–Resistance fighter, for the ride to the planet’s surface. We were lucky Regis and I had our gloves. I rub my hands against the secret glove pocket Addy helped me sew into my jacket. I’ll never go anywhere without my gloves again.

“At least we’re not in a box with him this time,” comes Denver’s muffled reply. I definitely don’t disagree with that. After what went down on Gulaga, I’m lucky not to be in a casket myself.

The last time I saw Regis alive was out on the Gulagan tundra during the battle with Earth Force. Minutes earlier, we’d raced to join the fight. Together. I never thought I’d willingly do anything with Regis, and now I never will again.

“I feel guilty.” I’m talking to Denver, but I really just need to say the words out loud.

He sits up and stretches as he turns to face me. “Why?”

I shrug and look down at the worn carpet beneath my feet. “I’ve secretly wished for this moment. I mean, not this exact moment, but something close.”

Denver waves his hand. “The demise of your nemesis? Who hasn’t fantasized about that? It doesn’t mean you caused it, kid. You’re not a god, despite what your million screaming fans on Earth think.” He turns back around and closes his eyes. “There’s work to be done. That’s where your head needs to be. And where my head needs to be is in dreamland. Wake me up when the Lost Heroes Homecoming Tour is over, will ya?”

A few minutes later, his breath is loud and steady—not quite a snore, but he’s definitely asleep. How can he sleep when there’s so much at stake? I could barely string together a few hours of shut-eye the last few days on Gulaga. Rejoining the homecoming tour doesn’t stress me out—not that I’m looking forward to it or anything—but what comes after does. Formal talks between Earth Force and the Resistance. A visiting delegation to the Youli home world. Another reunion with Mira.

As Regis and I raced through the Gulagan tunnels to join the battle, he turned to me and said, “Bounders will be the ones who end this.” His words inspired my strategy that led to a cease-fire between Earth Force and the Resistance. Now that truce is so fragile, it could unravel with a simple tug on the strings that hold it together.

Before we reached that strained peace, we were nearly annihilated. If I hadn’t convinced Waters to get on board with my plan—and Denver hadn’t persuaded Admiral Eames—Addy would be dead. I’d probably be dead, too. Instead, my pod mates, my sister, and I met off-site at a bounding base to hammer out the beginnings of a peace deal. It’s strange that we’re the ones starting to bridge the gap between Earth Force and the Resistance, but somehow both Waters and Eames agreed, thanks to Denver’s urging. Since the alternative was total destruction (the Resistance) or a worldwide televised outing of your generations of lies (Earth Force), I guess you could say we had a lot of leverage.

Even though the off-site meet at the bounding base was my idea, I never could have predicted that Mira would show up on behalf of the Youli. Almost a week has passed since the meet, but I can still feel Mira’s hand on my heart. I wish that moment could have lasted forever. Oddly, it almost felt like it did, like it defied time and space.

In the minutes we were alone together at the bounding base, the past and future didn’t matter. I temporarily forgot how Mira left with the Youli when we were stranded in the rift. I lost the urge to beg her to stay. We were just there, together in space, sharing the most intense connection in the galaxy.

But of course it didn’t last. Mira was there for a reason. She issued an ultimatum from the Youli. We would need to travel to the Youli home world as representatives of Earth. Our planet was required to appear before the Intragalactic Council and answer for its actions. The Youli weren’t messing around. As soon as Mira stated their demands, three Youli ships showed up, armed and ready for battle.

When the ships spun into spheres and bounded away, Mira left, too. It felt like she ripped my heart out and took it with her. I can still feel a hole in my chest, a bottomless cavern that can’t be filled, no matter what.

The good news (sort of) is that I’ve had zero time to obsess about Mira. As soon as we returned from the bounding base, we went into prep mode. Earth Force and the Resistance had to hammer out the details of their cease-fire. Waters reached out to his Youli contacts to clarify and flesh out their demands. Although the primary focus is the Intragalactic Summit that is scheduled to take place in less than a month at an as-yet-undisclosed location, the Youli have insisted that Earth first send ambassadors to their planet. They’ve been very clear who those ambassadors should be: everyone present at the bounding base meet and absolutely no one else. That means Addy, my pod mates, and I are heading to the Youli home world on our own. I’m kind of surprised Waters and Eames agreed, but since both of them want us to get the inside scoop on the Youli prior to the Summit and neither of them are willing to waste their negotiating power on the issue of adult chaperones, we’re going.

For now, though, we’re broken into camps. Earth Force on one side, the Resistance on the other, and Denver and I caught in the middle. So we’re headed back to Earth. Part of the truce between Earth Force and the Resistance is that Denver and I have to finish out the Lost Heroes Homecoming Tour. It helps the Force save face with the public. I hated leaving Addy, Marco, and the rest of my friends behind on Gulaga, especially when I’m diving headfirst into the awkwardness and animosity that comes with going AWOL during your own homecoming tour.

Maybe it won’t be so bad. The Force’s culture of secrecy might work in my favor this time. Admiral Eames might have kept the truth about Denver’s and my involvement with the Resistance to a small circle of confidantes, leaving most of the Force in the dark as to why we’ve been missing for a week and the tour visits had to be rescheduled. For all I know, everyone without a level-one security clearance has been fed the public narrative (the Force’s feel-good word for lie) that Denver and I were injured in the attack at the rally in Americana East.

Two people who definitely know the truth? Cole and Lucy. By the time we said good-bye at the bounding base, some of the tension in the pod had faded. Still, there’s no way they’ve forgiven me for bailing on the tour, going to Gulaga, and fighting with the Resistance.

Since we’re traveling at FTL, it won’t be long until we’re back on Earth and back on the tour. Soon, Denver and I will know who buys into the Earth Force narrative, and we’ll be the ones onstage repeating the lies to thousands of screaming fans.



The smoke clears, and the Eurasia West skyline comes into view out the front window. The Eiffel Tower rises high above the other buildings. When we were little, Mom read Addy and me a book about Paris. It described the city from hundreds of years ago, when you could buy bread and pastries from a corner baker and visit museums with tons of real paintings hanging on the walls. All that’s gone now, but the Eiffel Tower still points to the sky, just like it did in the book.

Mira is from Eurasia West, although not from Paris specifically. She grew up in a northern district. Still, she must have left from here to travel to the Americanas. I wonder what she thought of the Eiffel Tower. Maybe she had a copy of the Paris book, too. Maybe her family will be at the rally later, hoping to hear firsthand how she died during our infamous rescue of the lost aeronauts. That’s a lie I particularly hate.

We make our way to the exit ramp. A motorcade is waiting to escort us back to the tour. A group of Earth Force officers stands at attention. Off to the side is a familiar woman wearing a formal black suit and enormous sunglasses.

Why is Florine Statton here? The last thing I knew, she’d been banished to hotel voice-over work.

“Who’s the suit?” Denver asks me. When I tell him, he shrugs. “Never heard of her.”

He really has been missing for a long time. “Don’t tell her that.”

We make our way across the tarmac. I smell Florine long before I reach her. She’s still going overboard with the rose perfume. Lucy isn’t a fan of Florine, but she follows her taste in fragrance and nail polish.

Florine extends a limp hand to Denver and then to me. Her nails shine, pink and glossy. She goes through the introductions in her typical bored voice, but then she leans forward and whispers in a conspiratorial tone, “I have a business proposal to discuss later. I think you could make a fortune in celebrity appearances.”

“No thanks,” Denver says.

Florine laughs like she thinks he’s joking.

The officers wave us toward the waiting hovers, but something catches my eye on the other side of the craft. A man and a woman in civilian clothes are waiting by a large commercial hover that isn’t nearly as new and shiny as the Earth Force vehicles. The woman is crying. Her shoulders bob up and down. Her hands are wrapped tightly around her middle. The man stands stiffly with his hand placed on the woman’s back.

Something about the man is… familiar.

The crew is unloading the craft. The cargo plank rises on the accordion lift and lowers with baggage and goods. The next time it rises, crew from the craft push a familiar box onto the lift: Regis’s casket. As soon as it comes into view, the woman bursts into sobs.

The realization hits me as his casket is lowered to the ground. That’s why the man looks familiar. He looks like Regis. Those must be his parents.

Two men in suits exit the civilian hover and cross to the casket. As they wheel it back, the woman races over. She drapes herself across the box that contains her son’s remains. Her sobs are loud now. Her body shudders. Her shoulders heave. Regis’s father is trying to coax her away so the casket can be loaded onto the waiting hover.

An officer’s hand is on my arm, steering me to the motorcade. “Let’s go, Adams.”

I shake him off and dart across the tarmac.

It won’t do me any favors in the Earth Force popularity department, but I can’t turn my back.

“Excuse me,” I say, nearly slamming into the casket as I skid to a stop in front of Regis’s parents.

“Yes?” the man says. He must recognize me from the webs. My face has been plastered everywhere since I returned from the rift with the lost aeronauts. I can see the confusion on his face. Why is an Earth Force hero talking to the parents of the only student ever expelled from the EarthBound Academy?

Now that I’m here, I’m not sure what to say. “I… uh… I’m… sorry about your son.”

The woman steps away from the casket and turns to face me. Tears still stream down her face, but her crying is quiet now. “Did you know Regis?” she chokes out.

I’m not sure what to say. That yes, I knew her son, and I hated him. He tried to kill me multiple times, and that’s why he was booted from the Academy. I don’t think those sentiments would add anything to this horrible moment. Plus, in the end, did I really hate the person Regis had become?

“Regis and I were… well, we… he and I… we fought together.” I take a deep breath and search for the right words. “And no matter what anyone else tells you, I want you to know that he died admirably.” I stick out my hand to Regis’s father. He stares at it for a second, then quickly clasps and releases my palm.

His mother grips my shoulders and then pulls me in for a hug. It’s a gesture that’s so motherly it makes me miss my own mom. Before she steps back, she whispers in my ear, “Thank you.”

I nod at them both, then turn and jog back to the waiting motorcade, wiping away a few stray tears that I don’t want anyone in Earth Force to see. I ignore the glares from the officers and slide into my seat next to Denver.

He gives my knee a slap. “Good on you, kid. You’re one of the best kind.”
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FLORINE SLIDES INTO THE HOVER between Denver and me. I try not to roll my eyes and make a silent wish that the ride doesn’t take too long. Being trapped in a hover with Florine isn’t much better than being packed into a crate with Regis.

As soon as the motorcade rolls out, she starts talking in her bored monotone. She’s been asked to brief us on the status of the Lost Heroes Homecoming Tour. Apparently, she’s taken over for Jayne.

Right now, Jayne’s probably back at the space station awaiting transfer to Nos Redna Space Port to continue on to Gulaga. Waters negotiated her release when he and the admiral hammered out the logistics of the cease-fire. The entire time Jayne was coordinating the Lost Heroes Homecoming Tour, she was secretly working as a Resistance spy. One of her missions was to help bring me over to the Resistance. I thought we were friends—in fact, I thought she had a crush on me—but she was duping me all along. She swears that the friendship part was real, but who really knows? I doubt I’ll ever be able to trust her, but now that I’m back on the tour, I miss her. She sure beats Florine.

So if Florine took over for Jayne, that must mean she’s Lucy’s assistant. I wonder how Florine feels about that. It must be pretty humbling for the former face of Earth Force. Then again, it beats doing hotel voice-overs. Maybe Florine sees this as a stop on her slow crawl back to celebrity.

Denver asks Florine a few questions about her career, and she instantly transforms from bored to incredibly engaged. She launches into a pitch for her show In the Flo with Florine Statton, which apparently still runs in syndication, and which she’s hoping to shoot for a reboot, and would Denver consider coming on for an interview? She smiles, flashing her enormous teeth that are no less white than the day I met her when I departed for the EarthBound Academy on my first tour of duty with Earth Force.

Florine is rarely as enthusiastic as she is right now. She’s fangirl flirting with Denver the way she used to flirt with Maximilian Sheek. She never showed that level of animation with the Bounders. Although, of course, she was plenty animated that time we filled the suction chute trough with noodles. She came sailing in and was drowning in tofu. We nearly died of laughter.

That was all Regis’s idea.

Regis, whose parents just took him home in a box.

“Mr. Adams, puh-leeeze.”

Denver kicks my foot. “You with us, kid?”

I must have zoned out. “Huh?”

He winks. “Florine was just reviewing the narrative.”

“Thank you so much, Denver,” Florine says. “I can’t stress enough how important the narrative is to the success of our media campaign. The admiral herself asked that I brief you.” She flashes her ugly smile at Denver before continuing. “It is of paramount importance that you know every detail of the events at the Americana East rally. Here’s what happened, the—”

“We know what happened,” I say, even though it’s pointless. “We were there, remember?”

Florine continues as if I hadn’t interrupted. “The protestors had a large, vocal presence at the rally. Now, Earth Force is very tolerant of the right to protest.…”

Right. All I can see in my mind are the Earth Force officers body-slamming the peaceful protestors who watched our motorcade when we first arrived in Americana East. The last word I’d used to describe that is tolerant. I don’t interrupt Florine again, though. The narrative is the narrative; there’s no way to change it. We learned that back at the space station when we first prepped for the tour and Lucy informed me that Mira was dead (in the narrative, that is).

But I do shoot a look at Denver. He rolls his eyes.

“The protestors turned to violence,” she continues. “The Force had no choice but to shut them down immediately, avoiding a calamity of tremendous proportions. Sadly, in the first moments of aggression, some spectators in the front of the crowd were injured.”

I clench my fists and bite my lip to stop from screaming at her. Of course I know some spectators were injured. I found my mother covered in blood!

Florine’s voice chokes up as she keeps talking. “The two of you heroically came to their aid, and you were wounded while saving them. It’s a beautiful story of sacrifice. Thank God no one died.” Actual tears roll down her cheeks. Geez, I never knew she had the acting chops.

“Not to be a pain,” Denver says, “but don’t you ever worry that these stories go too far? There were witnesses. They saw what happened.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Florine says, brushing away a stray tear.

“Sure,” he says. “All I’m saying is that this is bound to backfire someday. One of those protestors is going to get so sick of your lies that they really will turn violent. What happens then?”

Denver knows Florine is just an Earth Force pawn. He doesn’t press her for an answer. We ride in silence for a few minutes. Out the window, the Eiffel Tower is getting taller by the second as we close in on the city center.

“So Jasper and I have made a full recovery, I suppose?” Denver asks, going back to the narrative.

“I believe so,” Florine says with her standard monotone. I guess Denver crushed her enthusiasm. Or maybe she’s still depressed about the terrible imaginary injuries we suffered at the rally. “There was discussion of having one of you walk onstage with crutches, but I think we’ve moved past that idea.”

I laugh. “Definitely don’t ask me to use crutches. I’m not coordinated enough for that.”

“I’m not using crutches,” Denver says. “Those definitely weren’t part of the terms of our return.”

“What terms are those?” Florine asks.

Denver shakes his head. “Forget it.”

We’re quiet again. Denver’s words brought us back to why we’re here. The only reason Denver and I rejoined the tour is that it was part of the cease-fire terms. Florine clearly doesn’t know that. She probably doesn’t know there was a battle. She may not even know the Resistance is real. And I’d be willing to wager a large sum of money that she has no clue I’ll be traveling to the Youli home world in a few days. The web of lies woven by Earth Force is so vast, it would be impossible to guess what Florine knows. There could be an entire secondary cover narrative that Denver and I know nothing about.

I point out the window. Denver leans over me and cranes his neck to see the Eiffel Tower in the distance. “She’s a beauty! Hopefully there’s time to see it up close. I’d also love to get over to the Louvre. Rumor is they’ve brought out one of the few remaining Monets for annual viewing.”

An image of Monet’s famous water lily paintings pops into my head. We studied them in school. “I didn’t know you were into art.”

“Art appreciation is for everyone,” Denver says. “Plus, painting was a personal hobby before… well, before.”

Before he was stranded in the rift for fifteen years, he means. I think of the Paris book that Mom used to read and picture Denver in a funny hat and black-and-white striped shirt. “Can you imagine living here back then? When Paris was Paris, not Eurasia West, and artists roamed the streets of Montmartre? Things were so much simpler then. Peaceful.”

“You can think that, kid,” Denver says, “but there’s always been conflict. It’s part of the human existence. The French Revolution, the Korean War, World War II, the Catalan War for Independence…”

“So you’re an artist and a historian?” Florine says with a thick layer of sarcasm.

“You sound more like an Evolution of Combat expert to me,” I say.

“I’m neither,” Denver says. “I just like history. You would, too, if you missed a good chunk of your own.”

We cruise down a large promenade headed to a large circle with a giant arch in the middle. I recognize it from the book as the famous Arc de Triomphe. Once we veer off the main promenade, the motorcade slows down. Up ahead, a large crowd partially blocks the road. As we close in, the sound of cheering swells, and I spot signs with my name: WE’RE BOUND FOR LOVE, JASPER, WILL YOU MARRY ME?, SAVE ME, JASPER! I haven’t seen that last one before. Maybe it’s referring to my “heroic acts” at the Americana East rally. Long live the narrative!

“They still love you, kid,” Denver says.

I shake my head. Barely a month ago, I almost lost myself to the pull of worldwide popularity. Now I just want someone to turn down the noise. “Get ready to greet your ten thousand closest friends.”

“Don’t joke!” Florine says sternly. “They’re here for you. So put on your best smiles and stop taking your celebrity for granted. For shame!”

I press my hands to my mouth to stop from laughing. I can’t even look at Denver or I know I’ll bust a gut. Take my celebrity for granted? Geez. At this point I wish I’d never had it in the first place.

Florine takes out a small silver mirror and reapplies bright pink lipstick. Then she puckers her lips and runs her pointer finger across her huge, white teeth.

Denver takes a deep breath but still has to swallow a laugh before eking out a question. “How did they know we were coming?”

“It’s all part of the narrative,” Florine says. “You’ve flown here straight from Americana East following your discharge from the medical center.” A cameraman for the Earth Force Affairs Network follows the hover with his lens. Florine rolls down the window, turns her smiling face to the EFAN camera, and waves.

My laughter is replaced by waves of anger. Forget the narrative. Denver and I may not have been in the Americana East medical center, but others were. There were real people injured in the rally, treated in real medical centers, including my mom.

“Showtime!” Florine says, reaching for the hover handle.

“Wait!” I block the door with my hand. “When will I be able to visit my parents?” I insisted that Waters include the visit on the long list of terms in the final cease-fire agreement. Since the Resistance was responsible for my mother’s injury, Waters didn’t give me any pushback. Before I leave the planet, I get to return to Americana East and see my family.

“I don’t know anything about that,” Florine says. She brushes me out of the way and steps out of the hover.

That must be another nugget outside of Florine’s clearance. I’ll have to find someone else to ask.

We’re hurried through the crowds and down a ramp leading to an underground entrance to a historic Parisian hotel that’s been converted into the Earth Force Eurasia West headquarters where we’ll be staying. We cross through the security gates and continue to the lower level.

The admiral and her honor guard are waiting to greet us. Cole is standing by her side. My stomach does a weird flip. I’m excited to see Cole, but I don’t know what to expect. When we said good-bye at the bounding base, it seemed like things were headed in the right direction. Even Lucy and Addy were getting along. But I know he doesn’t trust me. I turned my back on the Force and fought with the Resistance on Gulaga. Even though I’m neutral now, I can’t escape those facts, not that I’d want to.

We used to be best friends. Now are we friends at all?

Admiral Eames greets us then steers Denver to a quiet corner. I head over to Cole.

He nods but doesn’t make eye contact. “How was your flight?”

I hate how formal things are between us. “Good. Fine. I didn’t expect you to be here.”

Cole’s eyes dart around the garage, landing on me for a second, then quickly looking away. “Admiral Eames wanted to be here when you arrived, so Captain Ridders and I joined her. We held a prep meeting for the negotiation sessions and our appearance before the Intragalactic Council.”

It feels like there’s a mile between us, not just a meter. I wish I knew how to bridge the distance. “How did it go?”

“Fine.”

I don’t ask for details about the prep meeting. I doubt he’d tell me if I did. But if I don’t think of something else to say fast, this conversation will be over before it really begins.

A joke could be common ground. Cole doesn’t always get my humor, but I think this one is pretty obvious. “Was it Lucy’s idea to give Jayne’s old job to Florine Statton?”

Cole’s eyebrows pinch together as he thinks through my question. I smile. Then he smiles—only for a second, but it’s an unmistakable smile. “No, it was Sheek’s idea, actually.”

“Really?” That was not the answer I was expecting.

“I don’t know the specifics, but I’ve heard he owed her a favor.”

Could it be? I lean forward and whisper, “Is she still blackmailing him about hiding during the Paleo Planet attack? I thought she cashed that in for her In the Flo flop.”

Cole shrugs, but his smile’s back. “Like I said, I don’t know the specifics.”

“Did you hear she’s hoping for a show reboot?”

Before Cole can respond, another officer interrupts and tells Cole he’s needed in a meeting. Cole nods and heads toward the door. Midway there, he turns. “It’s good to see you, Jasper.”

“Yeah, you, too,” I say with a smile. Maybe there’s a chance I can get my friend back after all.

With Cole gone, I scan the room. There are tons of Earth Force officers standing around and they all look… awkward? It only takes a second for me to realize why. Admiral Eames is still in the corner with Denver, and she’s clearly upset.

“Do you have any idea how I felt?” she shouts at him. “Did you even think of me for a second? It was like reliving the Incident all over again!”

“I had no idea they were going to grab me, Cora!” Denver replies.

“How do you expect me to believe that? Everything that comes out of your mouth is pro-Resistance!”

“It’s not.” He shakes his head. “You’re not listening. I’m not pro-Resistance. I’m pro-compromise.”

She throws her arms in the air. “I suppose the next thing you’re going to tell me is that you support the Youli!”

Denver sighs. “Cora, times are changing. We need to think about what’s best for Earth.”

“The Youli kidnapped you, Denver! They kept you prisoner in the rift for fifteen years!”

“That’s not what happened—”

She holds up her palm. “I’ve heard enough. There is nothing you could say that will ever change my mind about the Youli after what they did to you, after what they did to us.” With that, she marches out of the room. The officers exchange questioning glances, then rush to follow her. Soon, Denver and I are the only ones left.

I’m not sure what to do. I’ve never seen the admiral out of control like that. I take a couple of steps toward Denver. When he looks up, his eyes glisten with unshed tears.

He shakes his head. “I’m fine, kid. I just need some space.”
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I MAKE IT TO MY room with a few hours to relax before the rally. Given her comeback to Earth Force PR, I figured Florine’s voice-over days were over. Nope. The hotel command system features the unnaturally friendly voice of the former face of Earth Force, Florine Statton.

I tell her to shut up (a huge benefit of virtual Florine over IRL Florine). Then I fling myself onto the bed, hoping for a quick snooze before the rally. I crawl under the covers and lay my head against the soft, cool pillow. With my eyes closed, I let my thoughts drift. A picture of Mira fills my mind. We’re at the bounding base. Her hand is pressed against my chest.

Just as I start to doze, there’s a loud knock at my door.

“Hey, Florine! Make them go away!”

Florine doesn’t answer, and whoever’s at the door keeps right on knocking. What’s the benefit of having a hotel voice system if Florine won’t even do what I tell her to?

I stumble out of bed and grumble my way to the door. “I’m coming!”

As soon as I pull back the handle, Nev and Dev pour in like a rainbow slushie, sweet and colorful. One of them grabs my cheeks while the other circles me, looking me up and down from every angle.

Please not now. Why can’t I just lie down for thirty minutes?

“Oh, my poor, sweet golden boy!” one of them coos.

“Are you okay, dear Jasper?” the other says while stroking my hair. “We were so worried!”

They must have been fed the line about me being injured at the rally. The narrative is alive, well, and well spread.

“I’m okay.” I gently push them out of my personal space and retreat farther into my room. “What are you doing here?”

“Dev and I were worried we wouldn’t have time before the rally to transform you into your true, golden self,” Nev says.

“For all we knew, you had visible wounds and horrible scars. We couldn’t let you be seen like that on the webs, now, could we?”

“Really, I’m fine.” Although I’d be a lot finer with a nap.

“We can see right through you, Jasper Adams,” Dev says. “And what I’m seeing right now is someone quite peakish.”

Peakish?

The twins look at one another and then say in perfect unison, “Time to work our magic!”

Ugh. Way too perky! Although maybe there’s a bright side to this. “Fine, but hook me up with some of those lavender eye pads so I can sleep.”

By the time they wake me up, it’s nearly time for the rally. Once I change my clothes, I’m in full golden-boy mode, or at least I look the part. It feels weird to be wearing the Earth Force uniform again. Denver and I traded our uniforms for civilian clothes on Gulaga—not the colorful tunics that the Tunnelers and even Addy and Marco now wear, but old pants and sweatshirts that some of the officers donated to the cause of making sure we didn’t look like the enemy.

Dev and Nev hurry me down to the motorcade. Most of the hovers are already loaded, so the crew waves us into Sheek’s hover. When Nev, Dev, and I climb in, Sheek glares at us. A team of four stylists work on getting his hair teased up into his signature bouffant while we cruise the streets lined with screaming fans. Sandwiched between Dev and Nev, I nearly pass out from the fumes of their competing colognes.

Fortunately, the ride is quick, just over the Seine to the Champs de Mars, right in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower. I barely catch a glimpse of the tower through the window before we’re shuttled into an underground garage and ushered to the prep area.

“Hey, Jasper,” a voice sounds behind me as I walk into the green room. I spin around to find Bai Liu looking down at me. “You’ve had quite a time of it, huh?”

I’m not sure what to say. Is this toe-the-party-line time?

She winks and whispers, “Don’t worry. Denver filled me in. There are no secrets between us.”

I smile. “Okay. It’s hard to keep track of all the narratives.”

She laughs and slaps me between the shoulder blades, almost knocking me to the ground. “Good one! Who can? Don’t worry, I’ve got your back. I’m so ready to be done with all this homecoming crap. I don’t know what’s next for me, but a Bai reinvention is about fourteen years overdue, and I don’t think it’s going to include the Earth Force insignia. You with me?”

Before I can answer, Denver joins us. He has a plate with pizza stacked four slices high. “I’d offer to share, but I’ve been subsisting off fungi for the last week.”

I ask him where I can find the food, and he points me to a side room. I immediately head in that direction. Denver may have been eating only fungi, but I’ve basically been on a hunger strike since leaving for Gulaga. I pile my plate with pizza and brownies.

As I’m about to head back to the greenroom, a familiar shriek makes me jump.

Lucy flies in, closing the door behind her. “There you are!” She races over and wraps me up in an enormous hug.

That must mean she doesn’t hate me. “Hey, Lucy.” The hug goes on for so long, my arms start to hurt. “How are you?” I ask when she finally steps back.

Lucy flashes her new signature style smile and flutters her unnaturally long lashes. “Excellent.” Then she leans close. “But don’t think for a second you’re off my bad-guy list.”

She waltzes over to a deep purple couch against the wall and flings herself down. “Can you believe we’re in Paris? I’ve dreamed of this day my whole life.”

I’m pretty sure that’s what she said before the rally in Americana West. Apparently, Lucy’s had many days she’s dreamed of her whole life. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool. The rally is right in front of the Eiffel Tower.”

“Le Tour d’Eiffel? C’est magnifique, non?”

“Ummm…?”

“Just say oui and imagine you’re strolling through the streets of Paris long ago—the clothes, the culture, the elegance. And soon you’ll appear on a Parisian stage as one of the planet’s biggest stars.”

“Speaking of that, shouldn’t you be getting ready? I figured you were coming in here to hurry me up.”

“I have a few minutes.” She crosses her legs and examines her nails, painted the same pink color as Florine’s. “So, how is everybody?”

That’s an odd question. It’s not like Lucy to be vague. Usually her problem is talking too much. I shrug. “Who exactly?”

Now she shrugs. It’s not really a shrug, more like a slight tip of the head and raising of her shoulders. It’s probably Lucy’s signature shrug. “You know, Marco, Addy—”

“Wow. I never thought I’d hear you ask about my sister.”

“Okay, fine. Don’t tell me.”

“It’s not that, Lucy. It’s—”

She leaps off the couch and throws her arms in the air. “Oh, Jasper! At least tell me Neeka’s okay! I forgot to ask about her when I saw you at the bounding base, and I’ve felt so guilty that Neeka wasn’t the absolute first thing on my mind. Cole said the battle was vicious and that lots of Tunneler ships were blown to bits. I can’t stop picturing sweet, furry Neeka. Dead. Gone. Wasting away to nothing on the cold, dark tundra.”

Chatty Lucy is back with drama to spare. Thank goodness. “Neeka’s fine.”

She collapses on the couch, splaying her arm across her forehead. “Oh, thank God!”

“It’s not like there weren’t casualties, Lucy. Tunnelers died that day. A Bounder died.”

Lucy drops her arm and raises her eyebrow. “Former Bounder, although you’d never know it with how you acted at the aeroport earlier.”

“You heard about that?” I forgot how fast gossip travels around here. I should have guessed she’d know about my interaction with Regis’s parents.

“Please, Jasper. Everyone’s heard about it.”

“Regis was still a Bounder, Lucy,” I say, biting into a hot slice of gooey pizza, then putting a hand in front of my mouth to keep talking. “He just wasn’t an Earth Force officer. The same can be said of Marco, Addy, all the other Bounders who stand with the Resistance.”

“Are you defending Regis?” Lucy laughs. “That’s something I never thought I’d hear.”

“I fought alongside him on Gulaga.”

“I thought you were neutral in all of this.”

“I am. But when my friends are threatened, I fight, no matter what side I’m fighting on.”

“Here’s the problem with that, Jasper. You have friends on both sides.”

“Both sides?” I ask, sitting next to her on the couch. “That implies there are only two. Try all sides. I have friends in the Force and in the Resistance. I have friends who are Tunnelers.” I cast my eyes to the floor. “I have a friend among the Youli.”

“Mira,” Lucy whispers. When I nod, she asks, “How was it, seeing Mira at the bounding base after all this time?”

She’s the first person to ask me that. Sure, Waters wanted to know everything about Mira and the Youli, but he didn’t care about my feelings. Marco and Addy had plenty to say about Mira’s arrival and the Youli’s demands, but they didn’t ask me how I felt about Mira. It probably never occurred to them that it was a big deal, or any bigger of a deal than seeing the others. They hadn’t seen anyone from my pod until the reunion at the bounding base. Since then, we’ve all been busy with prep for the talks and all. But still, it would have been nice if someone had checked in with me about Mira.

“Thanks for asking,” I say to Lucy. “It was strange, intense. I don’t have the words to explain it, really. It was like Mira and I were connected at our core.”

“Your brain patches?”

“Yes, but it was more than that.”

Lucy places her hand on top of mine. “We felt it, too, Jasper. Mira was able to communicate with all of us brain-to-brain.”

“I know, and that was amazing, but this was something different, something heightened. For a moment when Mira and I were alone, it felt like time froze. It was just me and Mira, and we were all that mattered in the universe. Then it ended. It felt like she ripped my heart out of my chest and took it with her.”

Lucy tips her head to the side. “You miss her.” When I nod, she adds, “You’ll see her soon.”

“I know.” In just a few days, we’ll be headed to the Youli home world. It may be my last chance to persuade Mira to return to Earth. I need a plan, and Lucy might be just the person to help me execute it. “I need your advice, Lucy. I need to convince Mira to come home.”

“Of course she’ll want to come home, Jasper.”

I shake my head. “I’m not so sure.” How do I explain this to Lucy? I might as well tell her the truth. “When we were in the rift, Mira told me she wanted to go with the Youli, that it was her own choice. And when I saw her at the bounding base, she claimed she couldn’t come home. Do you think you can help me change her mind?”

Lucy smiles. It’s the old Lucy smile, not her new signature smile. Something inside of my chest unclenches, and I smile back. If the Lucy I know and love is still there beneath all that makeup, then maybe there’s hope things can get back to how they used to be. Friendship, a future worth fighting for, a pod united. If we can rekindle even a flicker of that, then maybe there’s a chance that Mira will come home.

“Of course, Jasper!” she says. “Can we talk about it after the rally? I need to hook up with my stylist for some final prep.” She leaps up from the couch and waltzes across the room, morphing from Lucy, my friend, into Lucy Dugan, the new face of Earth Force, as she goes. When she gets to the door, she turns back around and blows me a kiss.

I take a huge bite of pizza and lean back on the soft sofa cushions, feeling a tiny bit optimistic about Mira for the first time in a while.






4

THE RALLY GOES BY IN a blink. The script was the same except for Lucy’s melodramatic introduction of me and Denver and our heroics, injuries, and swift recoveries. With all that’s happened in the past several days, the roar of the crowd doesn’t rev me up like before. There’s too much at stake now. And the narrative sounds even more hollow and silly than before. Plus, Denver got me a bit freaked with his talk about the narrative being dangerous. What if some passionate player on the periphery of the Resistance—someone without the facts about what’s really going on, like probably every single protestor holding an anti–Earth Force sign at each rally we’ve had—gets sick of all the lies and tries to finish what the Resistance started in Americana East?

The sooner the Lost Heroes Homecoming Tour is over, the better.

After the rally, I track down Lucy and ask her to go exploring, something I loved to do with Jayne (although I’m not going to tell Lucy that). At first, she’s skeptical since we’re really not supposed to leave the hotel, but I do a bit of begging and promise we can pretend we’re living the Parisian glam life of yore. She eats it up and practically skips out of the hotel.

We exit through a side door of a connecting building and head for the main road.

Dusk settles in as Lucy links her arm in mine, and we stroll through the Parisian streets. Most people we pass recognize us instantly. Soon, we’re followed by whispers and the flash of cameras.

“Can you believe we’re walking down the Champs-Élysées?” she asks me. “Did you ever imagine… well, actually, I imagined this dozens of times… but still, we’re in Paris, Jasper!” She’s talking too loud, and I’m pretty sure it’s on purpose. She’s always loved to be the center of attention.

Me? I have no interest in gathering every Parisian pedestrian within a half-mile radius like I’m the Earth Force pied piper. There’s definitely no way I’m going to talk to Lucy about Mira with all these people around. “Ready for some real fun?” I ask her.

She looks at me skeptically, but doesn’t say no, so I grab her hand and take off running. We dash down the long promenade until we reach the gardens, shaking the crowd as we go. I weave us in and out of hedges and around benches and flower beds until we reach a large glass pyramid at the end of the greenway. I steer us off the main path and down a side street to the banks of the Seine. When we finally pause to rest and catch our breath, we’re alone.

“Well, that was a thrill, although a better warning would have been nice,” Lucy says, kicking off her high heels. “My feet are killing me.”

“Here’s an idea,” I tell her. “Wear different shoes. Why do you wear those, anyway? It’s like you’re walking on stilts.”

“I need to look the part,” she says, rubbing the arch of her right foot.

“You mean your signature style?”

She laughs, even though she’s still trying to catch her breath. “Exactly.”

“I prefer your original style. You know, the one with the ribbons.” When I think of Lucy, I still picture her braids tied in multicolors.

“And that’s why I love you so much.” She leans her head against my shoulder.

I tip my head against hers and take a deep, relaxing breath. It feels good to be with someone who knows me so well. Comfortable.

That’s how I used to feel with my pod mates almost all the time. Now, even if everything goes seamlessly, even if Earth Force and the Resistance reach a lasting peace, and Earth commits to comply with the requirements of the Intragalactic Council, and our planet’s future looks promising, even then things might not be all good for the Bounders.

“Have you thought about what might happen to us after the negotiation?” I ask.

She sits up straight. “I thought we were going to talk about your love life.”

“I never said that.”

“Yes, you did. You said you wanted to talk about Mira.”

“Okay, fine, but that doesn’t mean my love… whatever. Just hear me out first about something else.” I tell her how, on Gulaga, Marco and Addy sat me down for a serious talk. “They’re members of the Resistance negotiation team, but they have their own agenda: Bounders rights.”

I talk to Lucy about my sister’s fears. If Earth is ushered into the Intragalactic Council, if we’re no longer at war with the Youli, what need is there for the Bounders? We were bred specifically to fight that war.

At first, Lucy doesn’t understand. How could anyone not see the value in the Bounders, which of course means the value of Lucy, herself? I remind her that the Bounders genes had been eliminated from the population, that it took an actual alien war for them to bring us back.
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