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Chapter One



Stupid


“This plan is stupid.” Pavel loomed over me, his shadow spreading across the map I’d just unfurled on top of a rock. The rest of the group was cleaning up after our makeshift dinner—canned beans and canned beans—but somehow Pavel had weaseled his way out of helping.


“I haven’t even started explaining it yet,” I said, placing stones on the edges to hold them down.


“Okay. I’m sure this plan is going to be stupid.”


“Feel free to stay behind,” I said, not looking up. Pavel didn’t respond. He also didn’t move, so his shadow stayed right where I didn’t want it.


Boots scrunched on pebbles as the rest of the group began to make their way over.


I slid the map noisily into the sunlight and readjusted the stones. I pulled my battered notebook out of my pocket and checked my calculations one more time.


Then I carefully drew an arc around a large circle on the far right of the paper.


“What’s that for?” Elena asked, leaning in next to me for a closer look. Her hand rested on mine for a second and she gave an almost imperceptible squeeze.


I finished the line and leaned back. “A trajectory. This is the only path we can take if we have any hope of reaching Earth. The big circle is Perses.” I pointed with my pencil, then traced along the arc, ending at a smaller circle I’d drawn in the upper left. “This is Earth. It’s clearly not to scale,” I joked. No one laughed.


Elena chewed meditatively on her lower lip. I watched her, remembering the first time I’d seen her do that, on the ship that brought us here from Earth. “But you drew the line around Perses.”


“If we try to head to Earth on a straight line we’ll run out of energy. And if we run out of that . . .” I let the rest hang in the air.


Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Darcy squirming. She was sitting on the ground a few feet away, pretending not to listen. She was clearly listening intently. My shoulders sagged. Darcy had just turned six. Six. Way too young to see what she’d seen, live through what we’d all lived through.


“But won’t we burn more fuel going around Perses?” Fatima’s voice pulled me back from my thoughts.


Therese stood next to her looking down at the map, frowning. “Fatima’s right. I mean, you’ve made it a longer trip, right?”


“Technically, yes. In distance but not in time.” That was met with more blank stares. “The transport ship isn’t designed to travel quickly, or to go a long way. Certainly not all the way back to Earth.”


“Isn’t that a reason to take the shortest route?” Fatima asked.


I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead. “Look, I know I’m not explaining this well.”


“No kidding,” Elena said with a chuckle.


“We need to build up enough momentum and speed to get us there. This way, we’ll actually burn less fuel than we would on a direct path.”


“By traveling farther?” Therese said. “I still don’t get it.”


“Yes, it’s a little risky, but the math works,” I said.


“A little risky,” Elena repeated.


“And we’re flying a ship, not an equation,” Fatima said.


“Is there anything that’s just a little risky in space?” Mandeep asked.


“No,” I admitted, my face reddening. “Not really.”


“Stupid,” Pavel muttered. He turned and walked away, shaking his head.


I watched him go, then looked at Elena and rolled my eyes.


Elena frowned. “Yeah, he’s a pain. But is he wrong?”


“It’s not stupid. It is risky. Like I said, the math makes sense. You use the gravitational pull of a planet to add speed to your trajectory. You kind of piggyback on the force of the larger object. Look.” I started writing out the formula next to the line.


Elena arched her eyebrow, our standard “you’re geeking out” signal, and I stopped writing. “Just stick to the quick version,” she said.


Mandeep snapped her fingers, the sound so sudden and loud that I jumped. “Wait. We studied this in school, right?”


“Yeah,” I said, catching my breath.


“Gravity something? Your mom was talking about it just before the . . .” It had been one of her last science lessons before our colony was attacked and all our parents were killed. It seemed like years ago. But it still felt raw.


“Gravity assist,” I said. “They do this with satellites all the time.”


“Oh yeah,” Elena said. “Your mom said they used the gravity of the moon for some slingshot thing. This is that?”


I nodded. “It’s sometimes called the slingshot effect.”


Elena looked up at the sky. The sun, slightly larger than it appeared on Earth, blazed away. “I don’t see any moon up there, Chris.”


Elena had hit on the biggest question mark in this whole plan. She had a knack for that.


“True,” I said. “But I think there is a different way to do the same thing, using Perses itself.”


“You think?”


I sighed and held my left arm up, cocked at the elbow, my hand pointing toward the sky. “Say this is our ship.” I made a sound like a blasting rocket and lifted my arm and hand higher. “We break out of the atmosphere, which is what this ship is designed to do.” I pointed at my hand. “But then we stop, turn, and fall back toward Perses.” I swooped my hand in a semicircle down toward the ground.


“And we crash,” Fatima said. “Boom.” She mimicked a mushroom cloud with her hands.


“No, we don’t. We get pulled back by the gravity of Perses, but as we fall we pick up speed. Then we accelerate on an angle that lets us break free of the pull at the right moment, with more force than when we began. We whip around the planet,” I swooped my hand back up faster, “and get shot out toward Earth.”


I didn’t add that my calculations needed to be exact or else we would get pulled right back down . . . or else shot off in an entirely wrong direction. “It’s not the most scientific explanation, but do you all get it?” Everyone was staring intently at my hand.


“What?”


Elena pointed up.


I looked. A trickle of blood had begun to run down from the knuckles between my remaining fingers. I’d injured the wound during our battle with Thatcher’s troops, while scratching my way down a tunnel to plant the powerful bomb that had secured our victory. The battle itself had only ended a few days before. There had been no time to rest, or heal. Everyone was nursing some injury or other.


I pulled my hand down and jammed it in my armpit to stem the bleeding, cursing—more out of embarrassment than worry or pain.


“I hope the ship is sturdier than your hand,” Fatima said with a snort.


“Ha ha,” I said, pulling my hand out. The flow of blood had at least slowed down.


Mandeep took a quick look. “I’ll go get my medical kit and close the stitches up. Again.” She walked back to the transport.


Elena pulled a rag from her pants pocket and handed it to me.


“Sorry,” I said, wrapping it tightly around my hand.


“No need to apologize, Fearless Leader. Just making sure it doesn’t get infected.”


“Too much force breaking your hand out of orbit?” Fatima said.


“A ship is slightly better built than my stupid hand,” I said, squeezing the rag hard.


“But you think this plan will actually work?” Elena said. Her voice didn’t have the hard edge I was used to. She was worried. I stole another look at Darcy, who was sitting still but with an ear cocked in our direction.


“Yes,” I said, as confidently as I could. Then I leaned closer to Elena and Fatima and whispered, “But we will have to exit the gravity pull at the exact correct angle or the ship could fly in a completely different direction. Then we’d waste even more fuel trying to get back on track.”


“We could turn around and come back here,” Fatima said. “Try again later.”


I stared at her without saying anything.


“Oh,” she whispered. “This is a one-way trip?”


I nodded. “One way or another. One full gas tank. One chance to escape.”


Elena and Fatima looked at each other without talking. I was struck by how close we’d all become in the last few weeks. Elena and Fatima were, to me, a perfect example of how grinders and miners could work together. And I was also struck by how much I needed them to agree with me, and to support me.


I noticed my own hands clenching as I waited for their answer.


They nodded at each other and looked back at me.


“We’re still in.” My fists relaxed.


“STUPID,” Pavel called from somewhere behind the transport.





Chapter Two



Flight


One of the perks of opening the transport had been the discovery of clean pillows, blankets, and sheets. We’d salvaged some mattresses from the wreckage of the nearby core-scraper and made our new “home” pretty comfortable.


It was surprisingly big. We seemed to keep discovering nooks and crannies and rooms, including a large cargo hold, which was good because it meant we didn’t need to sleep in the same room all the time.


Not that I was sleeping much. We planned to leave in two days, and I just couldn’t stop running and rerunning the calculations in my mind. There were a dozen things that had to go right, and a million that could easily go wrong.


The calculations in my notebook didn’t cheer me up.


V = our velocity approaching Perses


U = the velocity of Perses


V2 (2U + V) = our exit speed, after gaining energy from Perses


96 degrees — the successful angle of exit


100 degrees — we’d end up on Pluto, if we were lucky


92 degrees — we’d crash on Perses, going too fast to slow down


I tweaked the value for V over and over and over.


The numbers danced in front of my eyes. V equals 90 kilometers per second? Then V2 would be more like 180 kilometers per second. That would get us back to Earth in about a month, but would the ship handle the force? That was something I just couldn’t know until we tried it.


We could play it safer, but then would we survive the trip?


80km/s? Two months


70? Three


Analyzing numbers can be like counting sheep and finally, exhausted, I fell asleep. That didn’t stop the numbers from dancing in my mind. It also didn’t keep away the nightmare images of our spaceship hurtling toward the stars or crashing back to the surface of Perses.


In the end, it wasn’t a restful sleep, or a very long one.


“DARCY!”


I woke with a start as Therese’s voice split the air of the cabin.


“Darcy!” She called, over and over.


I sat up straight and threw off my blankets. I could hear the others doing the same. A cool damp bit at my toes. The door was wide open. I could see stars twinkling in the distance and then Therese’s shadow blocking the dim light. She fumbled with her helmet and flicked on the headlamp.


“Therese, what is it?” I called. I had to shield my eyes as she turned toward me.


“Darcy is gone.” She spun around and rushed out the door.


I jammed my feet in my boots, not bothering to tie them, and grabbed my helmet. The room was soon filled with light as everyone rushed to search.


I burst through the doorway. Therese’s calls of “Darcy” grew fainter as her light bobbed up and down frantically on the ground to the east.


I looked down. There were dozens of footprints in the soft, dusty soil, heading in all directions. There was no way to tell where Darcy had gone.


“Everybody fan out,” I said.


“I’ll go west,” Elena said.


“She can’t have gone far,” Fatima said. “I’ll go that way.” She pointed north and was off like a shot.


“I’ll look around here, then head south,” I said. I peeked under the transport. She wasn’t there. We’d slid a piece of metal over the hole Elena had discovered under the hull. It was still in place. Good.


“Maybe Pavel saw her,” Fatima called to me as she ran off calling Darcy’s name.


“Pavel,” I said, looking around for any sign of him. I’d totally forgotten he was on guard duty. Had he gone after her? In which direction?


As if on cue, he emerged from behind the transport, strolling toward me slowly, his headlamp lighting up his front as he looked down to do up his zipper.


“Did you see her?” I said, rushing toward him.


“See who?” he said.


He hadn’t seen anything. He hadn’t been doing his job.


“You idiot!”


“What?” he said, looking up suddenly. The headlamp blazed in my eyes, blinding me. At that precise moment I tripped on my untied laces, and I stumbled and plowed into him, knocking him back on the ground. “OW!” he yelled.


We fell to the ground together, and he began punching. I tried to stand up, but he grabbed my shoulder with one hand, then started hitting me with the other.


I swung my arms in front of me to protect myself, but he was able to land a few punches on my nose and cheeks. I punched back, just to get him to stop. We both yelped in pain, and I could feel the blood coming from my nose, lips, and who knew where else.


In desperation, I swung my leg forward and jammed my knee down into his ribs. Winded, he gasped for air and let go of my arm. I stood up and hovered over him.


“You were supposed to be on guard! GUARD! That means keeping an eye on the transport, on everything that happens. Darcy ran away.”


He finally began to catch his breath.


“I had to go take a leak!” he said. “I didn’t want to wake anybody up using the bathroom, so I just went over there.” He pointed to a spot in the distance where some scrubby bushes had begun growing up around the rocks.


“But you didn’t see Darcy?”


“No. I was literally gone for like a minute.” He reached up and wiped at his forehead, then looked at his hand, which was covered in red. “I need to go clean up,” he said, scrambling to his feet. “Jerk,” he muttered, just loud enough for me to hear.


“We have to go look for her.”


“One minute.” He grimaced as he held his ribs and began shuffling toward the transport. “Did you ever consider she might actually be hiding inside the ship?” he called back.


The door to the transport opened and then closed behind him.


I tasted blood and took a deep breath. I walked over, and the doors slid open again.


The lights—on nighttime mode—stayed off. But Pavel had put on his helmet and I could see him sitting on his bed, one of Mandeep’s first aid kits open on his lap. He grabbed some medical gauze and began wrapping his knuckles.


“Darcy?” I called. There was no answer. I walked inside and turned left onto the bridge. The door opened and I called again. “Darcy?” I craned my neck to listen, but there was nothing but the occasional hum of a computer and the sound of my own breathing. I walked to the console and turned on the lights.


Empty.


I walked back into the bedroom.


“Darn it,” Pavel said. He threw the medical box aside. “There’s hardly any gauze left. I’ll have to use your pillowcase, Nichols.”


There were hurried footsteps from outside. Elena bounded up the stairs and practically smacked into me. She stopped abruptly when she saw my face.


“What the heck happened to you?”


“It was mostly an accident,” I said, nodding in Pavel’s direction.


“Very mature,” she said, eyeing Pavel trying to jam some sheets—my sheets, of course—against his nose to stop the bleeding. He also had a cut on his forehead. He was a total mess.


“I guess that explains the blood all over the stairs and the floor,” Elena said.


I looked down. There was more than I’d expected. Pavel’s nose and my lip had made the place look like a scene from a horror movie.


“Head wounds,” Elena said. “They bleed like crazy.”


“Did you find Darcy?”


“Not yet. I came back to get my digger. I can cover more ground that way. She must have gotten a bigger head start than we thought.”


She glared at Pavel, who continued wrapping gauze around his head.


“Or she’s great at hiding,” I said.


“I’m heading north. Why don’t you grab Mandeep’s digger and go south.”


I nodded.


Elena shook her head as she stared at Pavel, who was starting to resemble an Egyptian mummy. “Once you’re done prettying up, lock the door and then head southeast.”


Pavel snorted something that sounded like an agreement.


Elena reached down and grabbed a towel from the foot of somebody’s bed and threw it to me. “Let’s get moving.”


I took one last look at Pavel, who didn’t seem in any rush, then swallowed my anger and headed for my digger.


•  •  •


I desperately wanted to be the one to find Darcy, to maybe help patch the rift that had opened between us.


But it was Pavel. Of all people. He didn’t even have to look far.


Darcy had run to the graveyard. He found her huddled up on top of the still-loose earth of Maria’s grave, shivering against the cold, asleep.


He carried her back down to the transport and then fired a blast into the air to signal the rest of us.


When we got back, Darcy was lying on her bed, awake but not moving. She stared straight up at the ceiling.


Therese ran over to make sure she was okay. Darcy turned away and pulled the blankets over her head.


I approached her bed and leaned down close to her. “Darcy. Why did you run away?” She refused to answer.


Therese lay down next to her and began singing a lullaby. Soon Darcy was back asleep.


“She talked to me on the walk back,” Pavel said. I felt a pang of jealousy, but I forced it away. “She said she doesn’t want to say goodbye to Maria, Finn, the others.”


Mandeep sighed. “She doesn’t want to leave Perses.”


“Exactly,” Pavel said.


I understood. This was the only home Darcy had ever known. The rest of us had some faint memories of Earth. Some of those were happy—of family vacations and backyard barbecues.


All Darcy had heard about Earth was from the Oracle, telling us that there was a war coming. And that we were going to be part of that war. And that the next battle was going to be fought on Earth.


We needed to get back home to show everyone that Thatcher and his supporters were dangerous, deadly, power hungry, and evil. We needed to fight the fear he’d fostered with the truth. We had a video of Thatcher killing Nazeem. It needed to be seen. We needed to show what had really happened.


We could turn the tide.


If we made it back alive.


But what kind of life was that? Better or worse than staying here on Perses?


I had no choice. I had to go back.


Did Darcy?


Therese came over to me. “I want to stay here with her,” she said. “It’s not fair to make her go if she doesn’t want to.”


My head swam. We’d all grown into a team, a kind of family . . . and now a giant crack had just appeared in that image.


I shook my head. “No. We stick together. We need to stick together.” I didn’t say that I’d made a vow to myself to look after Darcy. To protect her. Didn’t that mean keeping her close? Safe? Didn’t it?


Therese put a hand on my shoulder. “I was born and raised on a farm. We can make things grow. There’s enough water and shelter to stay alive for months, even longer if we have to. I’m a grinder. I’m a survivor.”


“And Darcy?”


“Christopher. You know she’s a survivor too. But she’s seen enough fighting. And do you think there won’t be more fighting when you get back to Earth?”


Darcy turned over in her bed, reaching for her stuffed dog, Friendly. He wasn’t there. He’d been buried with Maria.


I fought to keep my voice steady. “What do you do if the Landers come back? If Thatcher isn’t dead? If he’s out there, waiting?”


“We’ll have a battle digger,” she said. “And you’ve taught us how to hide. How to fight.”


Darcy frowned in her sleep.


Therese turned and looked at her too. Then she said firmly, “We’ll be okay. You’ll finish this back on Earth. Then send someone to get us. Give her a few months’ peace.”


I looked around, pleading for someone else to argue against this plan. But Pavel and Fatima and Mandeep were all staring at their feet. Elena looked straight at me, locking her eyes on mine. She gave an almost imperceptible nod.


I paused, doing my best to keep myself together. Then I nodded back.





Chapter Three



M


I had agreed to split us up. It hurt. It scared me. Then Darcy came up with an idea to keep us connected . . . permanently.


We were sitting at our last dinner together, the crimson sunset adding to our sense of melancholy.


It was warm so Elena had torn her uniform off at the waist, her torso only covered in a tank top. Like so many things she did, this had started a trend. That meant everyone’s arms were exposed as we sat and munched on our beans.


So we could clearly see the double-M tattoos that marked Fatima and Therese as property of Melming Mining. My own father had one, but it was only after his death that I’d discovered it was a brand.


Darcy pointed at Therese’s arm, then at Fatima’s.


“What is it?” Therese asked.


“Yeah, do I have baked beans on my shirt?” Fatima joked.


Darcy shook her head and without saying a word, she dipped her finger in her beans and used the sauce to draw an M on her own arm. Then she pointed at the rest of us.


“What?” Elena asked. “You want a tattoo?” She chuckled.


Darcy nodded her head.


Elena stopped chuckling. “Seriously? Kiddo, I’m not sure. You know . . .”


Darcy crossed her arms, lowered her head, and glared at Elena. She was clearly serious.


“You tell them, Therese,” Darcy whispered, her eyes still on Elena. “No one ever listens to me.”


Therese shuffled in her seat, clearly a little unsure of what to say. She coughed. “Darcy was thinking that it’s unfair that we have these brands while everyone else is ‘normal.’ Thatcher used that word, right, Chris?”


“Something like that.”


Darcy pointed at Therese’s arm. “Evil,” she said.


“She says we should all have them,” Therese said.


Everyone looked from Therese to Darcy.


“I’m game,” Elena said, shrugging. She immediately held out her arm. “I’ve already got enough scars from the Landers, might as well have one I want.”


“This is NOT a good idea,” Mandeep said.


“I’m not getting some stupid grinder tattoo,” Pavel insisted.


“Shut up, Pavel,” Darcy said. We all stared at her, shocked. “I want one.” Her eyes snapped toward Mandeep. “Now.”


Mandeep gaped at her.


“Now!” Darcy repeated.


“Okay then,” I said, breaking the awkward silence. “I’m in too. But maybe we make it something a little different.”


“What does he mean?” Darcy asked Therese, not looking at me.


“This.” I took a pen and drew the Melming Mining logo on a napkin. Then I connected the bigger and the smaller Ms to make one big M. I filled in the space and declared, “M for MiNRs,” placing the pen back on the table.


“MiNRs,” Darcy said. She rolled up her sleeve.


And that settled it.


Mandeep slathered everything with enough disinfectant to kill an elephant-sized germ. That didn’t stop it from hurting when she used a hot needle and some ink on our arms. I had to sacrifice the last of my old-school pens, but I told myself it was for Darcy. Mandeep began with Elena, who actually succeeded in making Darcy giggle by pulling goofy faces each time Mandeep poked her with the needle.


Her resistance to pain was epic.


Pavel still refused. “I’m not a grinder,” he grumbled.


I yanked him outside while Fatima was getting her tattoo “fixed.”


“What is your deal?” I said.


“Seriously? Why would anyone want to get a hot needle poked in their arm?”


“I’m not thrilled. But it’s for Darcy, and I think it means a lot to her.”


Pavel rolled his eyes.


“And it’s a good idea. Those brands single Fatima and Therese out.”


“And you don’t think people can tell a grinder from a real human anyway?” He made a sniffing sound, like he’d detected a bad smell.


“I thought you’d gotten over that crap.” I clenched my fists. Pavel’s dad had told him the grinders were criminals, subhuman. “Your dad was wrong. You’ve lived with them for months now. They’re the same as us.”


He snorted. “You think whatever you want. All I know is that once we get to Earth, a sure way to get us all killed is to get caught with grinder tattoos.”


“Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Don’t get one. But we are going to be cooped up together for weeks in that transport. Grow. Up.”


I stormed back inside, where Darcy was getting her tiny M tattoo. Therese was hugging her, and Elena held her hand tenderly. But I could tell that there was no need. Darcy was staring straight ahead, immobile, her lips pursed. There was no trace left of the scared little girl I’d saved from our burning core-scraper.





Chapter Four



Escape


The force of liftoff makes your stomach feel like it’s trying to fight its way up your throat. It’s both exhilarating and scary. Those emotions joined the profound sadness I felt.


I’d stuck the picture Darcy had drawn for her sixth birthday onto the dashboard. I stared at it now. It was one of the few things I was keeping from Perses. And it was much more than an image of a cake and candles.


In some ways it was all I was going to have left of Perses. A memento of one brief moment when Darcy had still believed in me, talked to me. It was drawn on a piece of paper our parents had brought to Perses when they’d believed in the Great Mission. When I’d believed in the Great Mission.


Darcy had used one of my pens to try to make the darkness of living underground a little brighter.


And, like us, this improbable, fragile piece of paper had survived bombings, fires, Thatcher. I reached out to touch it, but the force of liftoff kept my hands pinned to my chair.


Somewhere below, as the thrusters carried us past the veil of Perses’ atmosphere, Therese and Darcy were watching the trail burning against the night sky. Once we were gone they would head south, to what was left of the farming zone. To wait.


As we’d boarded the transport, Darcy had hugged everyone but me, then taken Therese’s hand and turned away.


That hurt more than any tattoo.


Unconsciously, I rubbed my arm, still tender, and stared at the picture.


There were now only five of us left. Elena, Fatima, Pavel, Mandeep, and me. There was enough food, water, and supplies to last us through a one-way trip to Earth. At least I hoped so.


The transport broke through the atmosphere. The stars were crisp and clear. They seemed so bright they could burn a hole through the windows.


Elena, sitting next to me, gave a loud whoop. She’d been practicing firing all the rockets for days, making sure the sequence was right but never igniting the precious fuel. Now all that practice had paid off and we were streaking toward space. I felt the undeniable thrill of being on a ship again.


“Told you it was like riding a bicycle,” Elena said, straining to turn her head toward me, a huge grin on her face.


I gave her a thumbs-up.


“Trajectory looks good too,” Elena said. “We’ll be at your apex point in just a few minutes. And the fuel levels are perfect. Nice work, math geek!”


I smiled, only for a second. We were still fighting gravity, with more weight than I’d wanted on board.


The extra weight was my digger.


Pavel had transferred the video of Thatcher’s execution of Nazeem onto the ship’s computers. But at the last minute, just to be safe, we’d decided to drive the digger, with the original file, into the cargo hold.


Even a slight miscalculation in weight would cost us some fuel now. Once we were in the vacuum of space, ion thrusters would take over, pushing us toward Earth. But it was good old-fashioned rocket fuel that would make this part of the journey work, or fail spectacularly. We’d left a bunch of empty crates and boxes on Perses, but I was only guessing about the trade-off.


I tried not to think about it. I failed.


“Everything’s good so far,” Elena said, closely monitoring the instrument panel on the ship’s dashboard.


I looked out the window. The stars were growing more numerous and incredible every second. It was a tapestry of light. My spirits lifted, ever so slightly, as I caught sight of Earth, a small blue dot far to our right.


“Approaching apex, Fearless Leader. I hope you’re right about this next bit.”


Elena flipped a switch on the console and the thrusters turned off. Our speed gradually reduced until we came to an almost full stop. Suddenly weightless, our feet and hands began to float. Pavel chuckled from his seat behind us. “This feels so weird,” he said.


Within moments, the faintest gravitational pull began to take hold, luring the ship back toward the planet’s surface like a tug on a kite string.


“Hit the starboard thrusters,” I said.


Elena was already pressing the button.


Small bursts of gas escaped the hull to our left, the force pushing us. We began to turn back toward Perses.


I stared intently at one gauge on the console as its blue numbers began to rise. 15, 20, 35. Our angle of re-entry.


Perses came into view. I hadn’t seen it from this distance since the day we’d arrived.


The planet shimmered—a mix of red, blue, and green. From this height we could see that more and more of the surface was beginning to respond to the terra-forming. Lakes were appearing where there had only been craters. The farming zone, visible as a narrow strip across the equator, was growing wider.


The scars from the attacks, bombings, battles . . . they all seemed to disappear from this distance. It seemed so peaceful. So beautiful. My lips trembled.


“We’ll be back,” I said, though I didn’t know why.


“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen in the next five minutes,” Fatima yelled.


The numbers began to scroll closer and closer to 95 degrees. I closed my eyes and gave a silent wish that all those sleepless nights and never-ending calculations would pay off.


“95,” Elena called.


“Opposing thrusters,” I said. Elena fired them and we straightened out. The console display stopped at 95 degrees, and it stayed.


“Rear thrusters,” I said. There was no need to actually give instructions—we’d gone over the sequence dozens of times—but it helped me feel useful.


“Aye aye, captain,” Elena said.


She fired them and Perses began to grow larger and larger as we sped downward. It looked like we were heading straight for it. The indicator stayed locked on 95 degrees from the angle of our original ascent.


Flashes of light streaked off the hull as we skimmed along the outer surface of the atmosphere. Our velocity climbed as we fell faster and faster.


The ship began to shake as the force of Perses’ gravity threatened to tear us apart.


“We’re going to crash!” Mandeep yelled.


Pavel screamed so loud my ears almost burst. “You idiot! I knew it! We’re going to die in this stupid thing!”


“No. We’re not!” I called back. “Just hold on tight. Just a few more minutes.” I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt.


Those minutes seemed like hours.


We shook and shook. The temperature of the ship’s exterior continued to rise. More flashes of light streaked across the hull.


I tried to focus my shaking eyes on the console but the numbers danced so much I felt ill. I looked left, a last look at Perses out the bridge window. I wished I hadn’t. Clouds swirled on the far side of the planet, illuminated by flashes of lightning. It was an enormous storm.


Perses was still waking up. And we’d just left two of our group down there, alone. Who was in more immediate danger? Therese and Darcy? Or us?


Finally, just as it seemed like the ship was going to break apart, Perses’ surface disappeared from view and we shot back out into space, now moving, and spinning, incredibly fast.


It was dizzying to look at the stars.


The indicator was stuck at 96 degrees, exactly the exit angle we’d hoped for. I felt a rush of pride and relief . . . until I remembered the storm.


“On our way!” Elena yelled.


There were loud cheers as we began our journey away from Perses. Even from Pavel, the hypocrite.


I wasn’t cheering.


The image of Darcy and Therese caught in some giant storm took hold in my imagination. I had made a vow to never leave anyone behind. I still hadn’t reconciled that promise with my decision to do that now.


But as the gravity began to disappear and my body strained to be free of the seat restraints, I knew there was no turning back.





Chapter Five



Tedium


Space is beautiful, haunting, amazing. Space travel, on the other hand, can be incredibly boring. Even for a nerd like me. Now that we were on our way, the days were spent in a mixture of almost unbearable anxiety and exhaustion.


We did our best to cope, but after months of fighting, hiding, and running, all this quiet was creepy.


Mandeep had found a metal backgammon game buried somewhere in a locker—there was a table in the dining room that was magnetic—and she and the others started a backgammon tournament. Once in a while she would end up with a triple-digit lead, and they’d pay her in chocolate or energy bars. Then they’d start all over again.


I spent most of my time watching the rotation of the visible universe, thinking about what was happening to Therese and Darcy back on Perses, and what would happen to us once we landed on Earth.


“Doesn’t staring at that make you sick?” Elena’s voice surprised me. She was standing beside me, her hand suddenly on my shoulder.


“When did you get here?”


“I’ve been watching you for about ten minutes. You are totally zoned out.”


“Just thinking,” I said. “Spinning stars seem to help.”


“Mesmerizing.”


“Hmm,” I said.


We stared out the window in silence for a few minutes.


“You’re done with backgammon?” I asked.


“Done with losing at backgammon. I thought I’d see if you wanted to take my spot at the table.”
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