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THIS ONE IS FOR ME. Maybe that’s a strange choice? But the truth is that every book starts out with an audience of one. If I am not head over heels in love with what I’m writing, then it’s hard for me to imagine that you will love it, which makes it hard to write. So, this book? I love this one – and I hope that means you will too.





1


THE FIRST DRAGOON


Lunar Jones


There is nothing brighter than a dragon in an empty sky.


We all look up as Luna begins her descent. It’s like watching history walk right out of the pages of a textbook. For all of humanity, she is the first dragon. The beginning of everything. Our exploration of space. An invitation to other moons and planets. She is the reason my ancestors were able to travel to Mars – and the reason we continue to reach beyond.


Luna is also where I got my name. On the day I was born, my mother saw those same wings, like pearl-white slashes in the night sky. She thought the dragon looked so beautiful that she named me after her – Lunar Jones. Thinking about that hits with unexpected sharpness. Like a knife that’s been sitting in my gut this whole time, and I only just remembered it was there. It’s weird to think she saw this same dragon, but that we can’t talk about it. Always connected. Forever apart.


Dread whispers in my mind.


Maybe she knew you’d get to see this one day.


I glance back over one shoulder. Dread is there. Dressed up in his fanciest harness. On his right, the entire crew of Dread Knights are standing in formation. Anna North’s crew waits just a few steps behind them – with Deimos on the other end of the group like a gigantic bookend. It’s only been a few months, but Dread has outgrown the older dragon. Maybe the sudden spurt had to do with the fact that he claimed his rightful title as a planetary dragon. Or maybe it’s just the normal growth spurt that happens around his age? All we know is that he’s almost doubled in size since getting back from Jupiter, and he’ll literally brag about it to anyone.


I heard that.


Smirking, I turn back around. The moon dragon’s wings sweep out even wider, gliding from side to side to decrease her speed. On her back, I spy one of Earth’s famous antigravity harnesses. It’s attached to a massive sphere that floats behind her like a parachute. The entire thing is roughly the size of a two-story building. Perfectly round. Inside, there are 250 passengers. They will be the newest Martian residents.


It’s wild to witness this. Earthers signing up to come to Mars? There hasn’t been a person who volunteered to come and live here in my lifetime. Apparently, Earth had so much interest this time around that they ended up creating some kind of lottery. Which means there were thousands of citizens who wanted to come but didn’t get chosen for the first group. A year ago, you couldn’t pay someone to move to Mars. Our planet was dying, and our people were dying with it.


Dread changed everything.


When he spared Phobos, the decision lifted a curse that was written into our planet’s DNA for generations. All the great storms stopped. All the animals that hunted us along the outskirts of our cities retreated into the wilder areas of Mars. Even the land changed. We’ve had one of the most productive harvests in Martian history. It turns out life isn’t so bad when the planet you live on actually wants you there. Which means Martians aren’t just surviving anymore – they’re thriving.


Some of the other planet dragons sent gifts to welcome their brother back from the dead – or wherever a planet’s spirit goes when it dies? Mercury gifted a vial of liquid from one of his famous boiling craters. Europa delivered a painting on behalf of Jupiter. It captured the moment, perfectly frozen in time, when Dread discovered who he really was. The others were a range from inside jokes to items that neither of us could really figure out. Pluto sent a femur bone, for example. Overnight, Mars went from a dying, forgotten planet to a focal point in the solar system.


And now Earth’s knocking on our door too. I guess we’re suddenly useful. We have a ton of land. All kinds of resources. This is the Mars they dreamed of a few generations ago. For once we have a little power. As much as I wanted to fire Anna North after she sided with Phobos last year, Proctor convinced me to keep her on just for her ability to negotiate. Not to mention it would have been hard to separate her from Deimos. Most dragons don’t want to leave their dragoons.


Proctor, of course, was right. Anna has helped us a lot.


The first step in our renewed alliance was that Earth agreed to erase all the debts Mars owed them. I didn’t realise how big of a deal that was until Anna North showed me the balance sheets. It turns out that Mars was the worst investment in our solar system’s history. But Earth was willing to wipe the slate clean. In exchange, we’re letting five hundred Earthers come here to start a new life. The incoming shuttle represents the first half of that group.


Luna sets down flawlessly on the landing pad, wings folding inwards. There’s a loud hiss behind her. Hundreds of miniature rocket thrusters activate along the bottom of the sphere. Perfectly calibrated to keep the entire thing from crashing into the ground. We watch the sphere hover briefly in the air. Stabilising legs kick out from hidden panels and the massive pod trembles to a perfect halt. Luna’s crew is already moving. Unlatching from their positions, leaping down to begin the deboarding process. I can tell they’re well-trained. No one even has to sound out orders. They’ve done this task, or something like it, a thousand times.


The First Dragon’s attention skips past me. Past every waiting human. Her eyes are only for Dread. After a long moment, she bows. It’s not a huge bow. She’s not scraping the floor for him or anything like that – but it’s still a statement: she’s a moon dragon showing respect to one of the planetary dragons.


Ares, she says, voice echoing in our heads. You’ve changed. For the better, I think.


There’s a churning anger in Dread. He doesn’t bare his fangs or growl or anything like that, but I can feel it in the bond that connects us. Fire and rage. There’s a history between these two. Luna played a role in the death of the first Ares. It’s clear he hasn’t forgotten about that, even if it happened in another lifetime. Thankfully, we’ve been working on his temper. Lots of yoga.


Dread keeps his cool. Luna, you look as beautiful as I remember. Just like the moon you were born on.


I glance between the two dragons. Dread’s words feel like a backhanded compliment. He’s saying she’s beautiful, but he’s also reminding her that she’s a moon, which points to the fact that he is a planet by comparison. Luna doesn’t flinch at that. Instead, she seems to take his words in stride.


I would love to fly with you. We have much to discuss.


Dread nods in agreement. Luna’s crew is still working to unload everything in the background. My eyes land on their dragoon next. Adrian Lee is pretty much Earther royalty. His family tree is a who’s who of former dragon riders. On his mum’s side, he’s related to the Passarotti family. No big deal. Just the original dragon riders. And then on his dad’s side? That would be the Lee family – who just happen to be the original dragoons for Jie Lin – the third of the four moon dragons. The guy was pretty much destined to ride dragons in space.


He’s outfitted in white armour that matches Luna’s bright wings. As we watch, the armour unfolds from his body. Like a hatch gasping open. He steps out and the armour closes behind him, somehow folding perfectly back into Luna’s harness. Behind me, I can hear Little Will whispering excitedly.


“Whoa! Look at that tech! Doc, step your game up. Lunar needs cooler armour stat!”


I can’t help smiling. Doc makes an annoyed reply that I can’t quite hear. Without the armour, Adrian’s outfit looks more casual and comfortable than expected. His shirt and trousers are the same dusty charcoal that my mind associates with old pictures of Earth’s moon. Before we ever knew there was a dragon up there. According to the file Proctor gave me, Adrian turns fifty later this year. He’s short, compact, and in the kind of shape you’d expect of someone who’s spent his entire life training for aerial combat. He walks forwards and extends a hand to me.


“Lunar Jones. The newest dragoon in the system. It’s an honour to finally meet you.”


Proctor helped me practise the whole handshake thing. How firm to grip, how long to hold a person’s hand, all of that. Handshakes are definitely more of an Earth thing.


“Dragoon Lee,” I reply. “We’re honoured to host you. All of Mars welcomes you.”


His face breaks into a grin. There’s a warmth about him that I like immediately. Kind of the same vibe that Poppy had. Just an easy guy to get along with. He eyes the rest of my crew.


“I forgot how young you all are,” he says. “Amazing. The Dread Knights will be a force across the cosmos for decades to come.” He spies Anna North in the background. “Anna! Great to see you. As always. But if the two of you don’t mind, I’d like to say hello to Dread before he flies off with Luna. Can I?”


I’m not sure how to respond. It’s not like Dread is a show pony or something. It’s his call if he wants to introduce himself. I can hear some amusement threading through Dread’s voice.


You may approach.


Adrian steps past me. His movements are crisp. No energy wasted. Before he can reach Dread, he drops to one knee. With his head bowed, he begins to . . . pray? I’m not really sure, but I can feel delight radiate across my bond with Dread. It makes sense, I guess. Who wouldn’t want to be bowed to like that? Eventually, Adrian reaches out. Dread meets him halfway, settling his great snout in the dragoon’s waiting palm. There’s a flicker of light. There and gone so fast that I feel like I imagined it.


Adrian glances back. “Stunning power. I can feel it. An entire world beats in that heart.”


Dread rumbles with approval. I’m not sure what to say. It sounds really cool, but it also sounds like the kind of mysterious thing that adults are always saying just to sound mysterious.


“Yeah. Good, solid heartbeat,” I say. “I’ve thought that since I first met him.”


Adrian snorts. “Come. I have someone I’d like you to meet.”


I start following him across the launchpad. Adrian lets out a sharp whistle. One of his crew members glances in our direction. We both watch as they jog over. The rider offers a wave and I wave back, but they’ve still got their helmet on and their visor down, so I have no idea who I’m actually waving at right now.


Adrian clears his throat. “Percy. Your helmet.”


The helmet retracts with a hiss, and I find myself staring at the prettiest girl I’ve seen in my entire life. Like stop-in-your-tracks, forget-your-name-for-a-full-second pretty. Things only get worse when she smiles at me. I squint back at her like someone who’s trying to stare directly into the sun. Adrian wraps a friendly arm around the girl – and that’s when it clicks. He’s not just offering a friendly hug to a crew member. He’s a father hugging his daughter. She has the same light brown skin as him. Her eyes are slightly narrowed in a round face. All the clues are there.


“I wanted you to meet my daughter. Percy joined our crew a few months back.”


She extends her hand, and I somehow forget all the rules Proctor taught me about handshakes. I reach too far and accidentally grab her wrist. Percy jumps a little in surprise, but when I try to correct it, I pull back too far and we end up basically shaking each other’s fingertips. She looks like she’s on the verge of laughing. I kind of wish she would, because maybe that would make all of this feel a little less awkward.


“It’s really nice to meet you, Lunar.”


“You’re welcome.” Alarms ring in my brain. I realise that’s the weirdest thing I could possibly say, and it takes all my mental effort to recover. “Here. Like . . . welcome to Mars! Not like ‘you’re welcome to meet me.’ That would be . . . totally weird to say.”


Somehow the explanation makes it even more awkward. She snorts the same way her dad did just a few seconds ago. Adrian gives her a playful shove back towards the rest of their crew.


“Go finish unloading. I don’t want to look like I’m playing favourites out here.”


A quick nod and she’s jogging back. She throws me one final glance over her shoulder, and it literally is like getting blasted by Io’s light-ray attack. Thankfully, the two dragons choose that exact moment to take flight. Their words rumble through my mind like thunder.


Keep up if you can, little sister.


I might be old, but I’m still fast.


The wind howls as they beat their wings. Dread launches southwards. A black-and-red streak. Luna is right behind him, though. We all watch for a moment and then Adrian Lee nudges my shoulder. “Hey. Looks like the hatch is opening,” he says. “Let’s go meet your newest Martians.”
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THE NEW MARTIANS


Lunar Jones


People are stumbling out of the carrier sphere and into the bright day. We watch as their eyes scan the Martian horizon for the first time. Adrian waves. I realise he wanted us to stand a little closer so that we’d be visible. We aren’t just two guys. We are symbols. He’s Earth. I’m Mars. Together, we look like a seal of approval welcoming these people to their new home.


The group is diverse. There are families with toddlers. Teenagers with the kind of long hair that’s more popular on Earth than on Mars. Most of the people I’m seeing are young couples, though. Maybe in their twenties. And every single one of them is now an official Martian resident.


Behind us, I hear laughter. Percy and the rest of Luna’s crew have crossed the landing pad to introduce themselves to my Dread Knights. I wish I could be over there. Joking around. Kicking back. (Talking to Percy.) Instead of having to stand here like I’m the president of Mars or something. Adrian’s eyes follow mine back to the group.


“Percy will be my replacement,” he says. When he sees the shock in my expression, he smiles. “Not today. Not anytime soon. I’ve still got some life left in me. I’m not an old man just yet. But there has always been a family element to who gets to be the next dragoon. As much as politicians like to try to sway what happens, it’s the dragon who gets to choose. And most of the time, they want someone familiar. Percy is a natural fit. That’s why I wanted the two of you to meet. It’s possible you’ll work together in the future. Always nice to know a friendly face, yeah?”


I nod slowly. “Right. Yeah. That makes sense.”


“Anyways,” he says. “I know that’s not what today is about. I guess I’m just being an overprotective dad. Trying to get her on friendly terms with the people she’ll end up working with. How about we discuss the new deal? Exciting, isn’t it? Martian expansion.”


“Exciting. Yeah. But you know, not everyone was in favour of this.”


Adrian nods. “That’s fair. Mars finally gets a makeover, and Earth shows up to take our cut of the profits. I’d imagine there are a lot of Martians who think we’re just here for the money. But you know better than that, Lunar. You saw how much money our government has spent on this planet already. It’s not our fault that it didn’t work out the first time.”


I decide not to point out the fact that it is kind of their fault. Our ancestors were the ones who tried to conquer Mars in the first place, but there’s no point in reminding him of that right now. Adrian gestures to the people who are still pouring out from the travel hatch.


“You know, every single person over there feels like they won the lottery. Technically, they did win an actual lottery. This is a ticket to a new life for them. A new home. They’re excited to be here. They feel like explorers coming to a new world.”


I can’t help frowning. “A lot of explorers in history acted like they actually discovered the place they came to – even though real people already lived there. Some of them were less like guests and more like . . . conquerors.”


“That’s true,” Adrian admits. “But our people aren’t here to steal from you. Honestly, I’ve never been a big history guy. I’m more of a maths geek. And to me, the equation is pretty simple. You have land. We have people. All of mankind wins if we work together. Hard to beat that.”


It makes sense. I’m not an expert on how to run a civilisation, but I do know that the Martian cities were dying out. Too many people were leaving the planet. Too many Martians were dying younger than they should have because of dangerous conditions. All our top scientists say that bringing in more people will help in the long term.


“You’re right,” I finally say. “I guess it’s just hard to share. You know, my whole life Mars has been a joke. This terrible place that no one wanted to live . . . but at least it was ours. It was the one thing that really belonged to us. You know?”


Adrian nods again. More slowly this time. “Nothing will change that. I promise. Not with you and Dread in charge.”


He offers his hand again. I shake it as firmly as I can, because I want this to be a promise that he keeps. For a while, the two of us stand there, watching the new Martians file out. People are there directing them to the right transports. There will be official welcome parties waiting back in Harvest and a few of the other nearby cities. This is a beginning. One we can all be excited about.


As we stand there, the two dragons wing back over the hills. They turn overhead in bright, eye-catching loops. Watching them draws my attention up. Out into space. The moon – Phobos – looms off to our right. A shiver runs down my spine as I look at it. I can’t help thinking about the last conversation I had with the last dragoon who called Phobos home: Dav Robinson.


Not too long ago, he died. Right in front of me.


Remembering that moment has me turning to Adrian. He’s one of the most powerful people from Earth, which means he’s one of the most powerful people in the solar system. It couldn’t hurt to pick his brain for a second. “Hey. What do you know about Neptune?”


He frowns. “Neptune? What’s there to know? He’s one of the more private dragons in the system. Fits the old mythology for him, I guess. The whole ‘lord of the sea’ thing and how everything about the ocean is a little more mysterious. I’m pretty sure the last time anyone took official readings of the planet was back in the 1900s. His biggest moon is Triton. There’s Nereid and Proteus and Hippocamp and a bunch of other minor dragons out there too. We haven’t spent a ton of time in that section of the solar system. It’s just not as convenient as Jupiter or Saturn. And those two other systems have so many dragons that our hands have been pretty full.”


I nod as I listen. I’m trying to match what Adrian is saying with what Dav told me. I don’t want to say something embarrassing, but it feels ridiculous to not bring up what I know.


“We had some intel,” I say. “From a . . . sort of reliable source?”


He raises an eyebrow. “About Neptune?”


“Yeah. The rumour was that Artemis visited Neptune. We were told she got hurt.”


Adrian blinks once, and then his eyes narrow. I can see him reassessing what he knows about me. It’s pretty clear that he thought that information was classified. He wasn’t expecting a brand-new dragoon like me to know about it. Seeing his reaction, I can’t help digging in even more. After all, the two of us are supposed to be on the same team.


“Well? Is that true?”


“It is,” he says. “The Artemis crew tried to approach Neptune, and they were attacked.”


“By who?”


Adrian glances around, like we shouldn’t be discussing secrets this big out in the open where anyone could potentially overhear us. But there’s no one within one hundred feet.


“Triton,” he answers. “They were attacked by Triton.”


“No one else?”


He shakes his head. “No one else. Apparently, he’s powerful. Either that or he surprised Artemis. She’s a very, very capable dragon who can summon one of the most impressive warships in our arsenal. Until that encounter, I would have said she was the most powerful moon dragon in existence. We don’t have any details about what happened.”


“Why not?”


“Because she couldn’t remember. The crew was foggy on the details too. We decided it wasn’t worth the risk to follow up on it. If Neptune and Triton didn’t want us there, why bother? It was easier to start building relationships with the other moons and planets who do.”


It’s clear from his tone that he’s done with the subject. It’s really strange, though. Earth doesn’t normally back down from a challenge. Just look at our ancestors and the battle for Mars. They sacrificed hundreds of ships and thousands of people to claim a new planet. Why admit defeat that easily with Triton? I decide not to push the conversation. Across the pad from us, I can feel Dread’s curiosity knocking on the doors of my mind.


You asked about Neptune?


Yes, I reply. We’ll talk later about it.


Good. I’m just glad your heart rate has returned to normal.


What?


His eyes narrow into his version of a smile. Your heart rate was elevated earlier. When you greeted Adrian’s daughter. I thought it was possible that you were on the verge of dying. I also noted that your palms were sweaty. Oh, and your voice was shaking. You also seemed to forget words that were once a normal part of your vocabulary. It was very interesting to witness.


Shut up, Dread.


He’s messing with me. Another favourite hobby of his. I have enough time to send him one laser stare before noise pulls my attention back to the crowd. The hatches are closing. Everyone has filed out. I wait for the fleet of vehicles to pull away, but they don’t move. One of the Martian soldiers jogs awkwardly across the platform to where we’re standing. She looks between me and Adrian, like she’s not sure who to address. Eventually her eyes land on the empty space between us.


“Apologies for bothering you, sir.”


Every time a soldier call me “sir” it sounds weird, because they’re all at least ten years older than me. “Lunar. You can just call me Lunar. What’s up?”


“The count is wrong.”


“Wrong?”


The soldier nods. “We have two hundred and fifty-one new arrivals.”


I glance over to Adrian. “You think someone boarded the wrong flight?”


“No,” he answers. “We did our count after everyone was strapped in and immobilised. There’s no way we got the count wrong. There must have been a stowaway. Don’t worry. I’ll deal with this. We have harsh penalties for crossing planetary borders without permission.”


He starts marching in that direction. I can’t help thinking about the kind of person who would sneak onto a ship – just for the chance of escaping their life on Earth. I also start imagining the harsh penalties that Adrian just mentioned. None of it sits right in my gut. And for once I can actually do something about it.


“Wait,” I call after him. “We’re on Mars. I’m the one who has to deal with it.”


Adrian catches himself midstep. His eyes find mine. After the briefest hesitation, he nods.


“You’re right. Not my jurisdiction. By all means, handle this yourself. If we can be of any service in transporting them back, please let us know. I’ll wait with your crew.”


He glides smoothly back the other way. My eyes trace a path from him to the distant crew. It’s embarrassing, but I find myself searching for Percy in the crowd. It’s happening again, Dread rumbles. Do you need medical attention? Your heart is going BOOM, BOOM, BOOM. . . .


I throw him the world’s biggest eye roll before whipping around. There’s heat creeping up my neck. I shake my head to clear away those thoughts. There’s a commotion back by the waiting vehicles. The military personnel are going back through the manifest to check everyone.


Time to focus.


I’ve got a stowaway to deal with.
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THE STOWAWAY


Lunar Jones


After about fifteen minutes, the soldiers lead a boy to me.


I was definitely expecting a struggle. Maybe shouting to be let go, annoyance at being caught. Instead, the kid just looks around wide-eyed at everything. It’s like he’s surprised to be on Mars. His skin is a pearl-white colour that I’ve only ever seen in Earthers. His hair is jet black and falls down far enough that it half covers his eyes. The guards deposit him in front of me before stepping aside.


“Welcome to Mars.”


He blinks. “Yes. Mars. I thought so.”


Pretty weird starting point. I squint at him. “Did you mean to get on board that ship?”


He nods. “Absolutely. That’s the one I wanted.”


“Did you know it was coming to Mars?”


“That felt like the most likely destination.”


I frown at that answer. It felt like the most likely destination? He got on board even though he didn’t know where it was actually going to end up? That’s kind of strange.


“So . . . you don’t want to be here?”


“Oh! No! I’m very excited to be here. Trust me. Very excited.”


Behind him, the two soldiers exchange a glance. I don’t blame them. All his answers have been incredibly weird so far. It’s almost like he doesn’t realise that he’s in trouble.


“I’m glad you’re excited, but everyone else on that ship won a lottery to come here. They were chosen. Approved by Earth’s government and everything. You’re the only person on board who wasn’t invited. You do realise that, right?”


He nods again. “Right. I can see that now.”


I almost laugh. “I’m confused. What was your plan, exactly? Board the ship and just hope that we let you stay here?”


“Kind of, yeah.”


I wait for more of an explanation, but he looks around distractedly. He reminds me of a little kid who’s overwhelmed as he looks through the bright lights of an arcade or a sweet shop for the first time. I’m not sure what to do. If I turn him over to Adrian, he’ll be punished. But what does it say about Mars if we let him sneak onto the planet? Does that make us look soft? Or merciful? What if this is a test from Adrian? Earth might feel like they can push the boundaries with us, get away with anything. It puts me in a bad spot either way.


“What if I decide to send you back?”


The kid’s eyes shock wide. Finally, he sees this isn’t all sunshine and butterflies.


“Wait,” he begs. “You can’t do that!”


“Why not?”


“Well, I’m pretty sure the world would end.”


It’s a little dramatic, but at least he’s finally getting the picture that this could all end very badly for him. When they marched him over, I definitely thought I’d be talking to someone who desperately wanted to be here. Maybe they were leaving a tough life on Earth, and this was the only real way forwards. This is the closest he’s got to showing that he wants to be here. I might not want to look “weak” in front of Adrian Lee – but the truth is that last year taught me that mercy isn’t a weakness. It’s a strength. One that I want the new version of Mars to be built on.


“We wouldn’t want that, would we? All right. Welcome to a new planet.”


I offer my hand, because I guess shaking hands is contagious. The boy takes it briefly, and in that up-close moment I can hear him muttering under his breath.


“Three times ten is thirty . . . and thirty times ten is three hundred. Three, thirty, three hundred.”


As he walks away, he keeps working on whatever mental equation he has going on. I frown a little, because I can’t tell if there’s something strange going on inside the kid’s head – or maybe he’s just super into maths? One of the guards escorts the stowaway back over to the transports. I signal the other guard before she can start following them. “Hey. What’s your name?”


“Hatteras. I’m Lieutenant Hatteras Schaefer.”


She’s got white-blonde hair cut in a short bob. It’s a more fun look than you normally see from soldiers, and the effect is amplified by a pair of bright-red-framed glasses. I’m used to the “grunts” who are twice my age and act like the only thing that matters is how much you can bench press. A guard with a friendly face and good vibes seems like a win.


“Can you do me a favour? Keep an eye on him. Maybe just for the first few weeks. To make sure he’s adjusting to life on Mars. He seemed a little . . .”


“Lost,” Hatteras offers. “Sure thing, sir. I’m on it.”


Lost. That’s the perfect word. He seemed lost. Dust churns in the air as the transport vehicles start leaving, one by one. They rumble over the same hills I used to ride my bike over, searching the wastes for abandoned treasure. But those wastes are changing. Filling in with brighter greens. No more storms to ravage everything that grows. I watch until the vehicles slip out of sight. My eyes swing back over to the dragon crews and my heart falls.


My crew is alone. The Earth-based crew is loading back up. Adrian waves to me from Luna’s back. I assumed they’d be resting longer before making the return trip, but no, they’re already gearing up to retrieve the next group of Martians. I eye the other members of the crew, but their uniforms match. Their helmets, too. There’s no telling which one is Percy. Not until I see someone on the right flank. That soldier offers the smallest of waves. Meant for me. I wave back before Dread’s thoughts come rumbling into my brain.


It’s happening again. Your heart! It’s going to beat out of your chest. Do some breathing exercises or something! Lunar, you’re far too young to die!


I throw Dread another laser stare.


Please stop talking.


Before he can respond, Luna initiates her launch sequence. The air fills with heat and beating wings and dust. We all stop to look up as she vaults towards space. A bright streak that points all of us to the worlds beyond. Worlds waiting for us. And then a darker thought about Neptune.


Maybe those other worlds are heading here.
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THE RESERVES


Lunar Jones


Our crew returns to the bunker.


The Martian government is building a bigger base for us on the other side of Harvest. It will have all the bells and whistles that a partnership with the Earthers can offer. We’ve outgrown the original training bunker. In Dread’s case, almost literally. He has to fly at the perfect angle to squeeze in through the hangar entrance. Our crew disembarks. I’m the last one to climb off.


Dread slips back outside, winging freely through the waiting sky. I can tell he wants a little time to himself before we break down our separate conversations. His departure leaves the hangar empty, and I find myself staring at the spot where Poppy died. Someone came in and scrubbed everything. Painted the walls and polished the floors. There are no marks or anything, but I can still picture him. A second before he jumped on Dav Robinson to save us all.


Even with that one dark cloud hanging overhead, this place will always feel like home. The hallways are full of Poppy. His slogans are written on the walls. His programming is coded into the simulation bays. If I’m quiet for long enough, I can almost hear his footsteps echoing down the hallway. I close my eyes and imagine that for a second. A world where Poppy is still with us. But the footsteps that I’m hearing don’t belong to him. I open my eyes to find Proctor grinning at me.


“Hey. Want to go check out the rookies?”


I grin back at her. “Absolutely.”


A big part of why we’ve outgrown the bunker is the reserve crew that’s been living here for the past few months. Another idea from Anna North. She pointed out that most of Earth’s dragons have reserve crews. It’s kind of like a football team. There’s someone for every position, right? If they get hurt or sick, though, you want to have someone who knows how to step in and do that same job. There are people who would be a huge loss – Proctor or Roddy or Dawkins – but at least this way, we have a plan if one of them gets sick or hurt.


We also quickly noticed that Dread has no plans to stop growing. He’s going to end up bigger than Luna or any of the other dragons with crews by a long shot. When Poppy first had us making lineup decisions in the bunker, he said we’d have to cap our number at fifteen – but our current crew has already grown to twenty-one members. We pulled from the original training group first, and then we brought in the best of the best to practise with our reserve unit. It’s basically like we’re training our eventual crewmates. Proctor and I start walking down the corridor towards the simulator rooms.


“So . . . ,” she says. “You met Persephone Lee.”


I frown. “Persephone?”


“Percy is a nickname. Short for Persephone.”


“Oh. Right. Adrian was talking about retiring one day. He said he just wanted to make introductions. In case we end up working with Percy when he’s gone.”


“Right,” Proctor says, sounding slightly annoyed. “I’m sure that’s all it was.”


I glance her way as we walk. “What else would it be?”


“Well, all of our intel said that Percy was on their reserve unit. She started training with them about nine months ago. Which means Adrian decided to promote her early. By Earth’s standards, he promoted her really early. Right before this big visit to Mars. And then he just happens to call her over to meet you? I don’t know. It feels like a setup.”


“Setup? Meaning what? You think Earth’s trying to pull a secret attack on Mars?”


“On Mars? Of course not. On you? Maybe.”


My eyes bug wide. “Whoa. Like an assassination?” I think back through the meeting with Adrian and try to remember if there’s any way that I might have consumed poison. I don’t remember drinking anything. But maybe . . . the handshakes? It could be some kind of powder that’s working its way through my nervous system even now!


Proctor shuts those thoughts down. “No! Please turn your brain on for like two seconds. You’re good-looking, Lunar. You’re also the beating heart of Mars. You don’t act like a politician or whatever – but anyone who knows anything about how the world works understands you’re about to become one of the most powerful people in the entire solar system. Mars is on the rise. You are on the rise. So yeah, I wouldn’t be surprised if Adrian was trying to put the idea in your head that you and Percy might be a good match.”


My feet keep moving in the direction of the blast door, but my brain is now performing a completely different kind of scramble. Why didn’t I think about any of this? There’s a part of me that wants to tell Proctor that what she’s saying is ridiculous. I mean, Percy is one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever met. There’s no way she’d actually be interested in me. But then the other part of me is desperately hoping that what she’s saying might be true. What if Adrian wanted me to meet Percy? What if Percy wanted me to meet Percy? My head feels like it’s about to spin right off my shoulders before I’m hit by an even bigger realisation.


“Wait a second. Did you just say I’m good-looking?” Proctor scowls at me as the door to the simulator room gasps open. “Seriously? That’s your takeaway from everything I just said? Of course you’re handsome.” She shrugs like it’s the most insignificant information in the known universe. “You’ve grown a few inches. Everyone thinks the whole curly hair deal is cute. You’ve also got in better shape from all the training. Sure, Lunar, if it makes you feel better: you are good-looking. Don’t go getting a big head about it. It’s not like you’re God’s gift to humanity or something. . . .”


“Of course not. That would be me.”


Roddy is already waiting by the simulators, grinning back at the two of us. Just close enough that he caught the end of our conversation. Proctor rolls her eyes as we join him. Two of the training simulators are completely full. The recruits are spaced out inside those rooms with just enough space to move without hitting each other. Their eyes are unfocused, and I know from experience that all of them are mentally inside a tactical simulation. Roddy nods up to the screens running above the actual simulator room. It’s split into a bunch of different camera angles that let us see what they’re seeing. This was a gift from the Earthers. Our old simulation feed went to a hard drive that Poppy could only review later. Now we get to watch the trainings live. Like we’re there.


“This Phillips kid is legit,” Roddy says. “I’ve officially started calling him Philthy.”


Proctor snorts. My eyes find his screen in the top right with his name. His “first-person view” shows a glowing cockpit that’s clearly one of the smaller fighter crafts that we use. I watch him perform a few quick manoeuvres, taking out one enemy ship and wounding another, before he turns his own vessel around to protect the flank of one of his crew.


“So, we’ve found your replacement?” Proctor asks Roddy.


It’s his turn to snort. “Please. Don’t even try that. You know no one can fly like me. But Philthy is . . . well, he’s pretty filthy. Great instincts. Fast-twitch movements. Sometimes he overextends and leaves himself vulnerable, but he almost always can fly his way out of it. Kid is legit. He could join our crew right now. If we’re still expanding?”


I nod. “Maybe. There’s no reason to rush.”


Unless Neptune is coming. Proctor and Roddy know all about my conversation with Dav Robinson. Both of them had very different reactions. Proctor is super logical. She pointed out that Dav knew he was about to die, and he still said what he said. Most people believe that deathbed confessions are more trustworthy than a lie detector test. When facing death, a person has no reason to lie. Proctor thought we should investigate his claim immediately. Roddy didn’t buy it, though. He said the guy must have spent too much time out in space and lost a few of his marbles.


I’m somewhere in the middle. There’s a mystery surrounding Neptune that’s worth investigating. Maybe there are people there. Maybe we really might face an attack. But will it happen tomorrow? Or two hundred years from now? All we can do is build our own planet up and be prepared. The reserve crew feels like a step in the right direction.


“What about everyone else?”


Roddy sighs. “It’s a mixed bag. Atlas Rodgers is kind of a jack-of-all-trades, master of none. A few of the others are performing solidly. One thing we know for sure is that the older recruits are just . . . slower. I’m sorry. There’s no other way to say it. A lot of them score well in leadership and have proper military training, but their performance in the space combat modules? Terrible.”


“Told you.”


A fourth voice enters the conversation. We all look back to see Star Dawkins strolling in. “Doc” for short. She’s wearing her custom-sized utility belt with all its heavy-duty zip pouches. Our star programmer and lead scientist smiles as she joins us for the observation. Her prediction is clearly coming true. When Poppy first recruited the other Dread Knights, one reason he picked children was that he had a long-term vision for Dread. The idea was that they’d be training together for a decade or longer. He didn’t intend for a group of kids to get thrown into cross-planetary conflict as early as we did.


Our own crew had a big debate about who to recruit for the reserves. We didn’t love the idea of training kids as young as they were when they first started, but when North offered to pull soldiers from the current Martian military, Doc was the one who pushed back. Her belief was that older recruits would be harder to mould. She also thought they’d struggle to adapt to the video-gamelike nature of flight and combat in space.


“Can you pull up their scores for us, Doc?”


A few seconds later, half the screen converts to charts and graphs. It’s a full download of all the data we’ve collected in their simulation practices. There are dozens of categories measuring different things running from right to left. Doc breaks down the data we’re seeing.


“That first column measures reaction times in a variety of fast-twitch situations and then averages those times into a score. The reflex and reaction ratings say a lot.”









	Name


	Multi-Point Reaction Drill


	Passarotti Sequence Score







	1. Sean Phillips


	1.12


	8.9







	2. Hannah Yang


	3.73


	9.2







	3. June Fearday


	4.01


	8.8







	4. Owen Derylak


	4.03


	8.7







	5. E’Jay Blackwell


	4.12


	9.1







	6. Lovely Zuniga Sosa


	4.18


	8.9







	7. Oliver Hull


	4.19


	7.8







	8. Nova Zheng


	4.28


	9.4







	9. Atlas Rodgers


	4.45


	10.00







	10. Shivam Tejani


	4.46


	8.4







	11. Coco Hayes


	4.48


	8.8







	12. Maggie Ozaki


	4.50


	9.7







	13. Prem Mohan


	4.51


	7.8







	14. Archer Zimmermann


	4.63


	8.4







	15. Fallon Herlong


	4.66


	7.4







	16. Isla Brown


	4.70


	7.8







	17. Sara-Campbell Morrow


	4.72


	8.9







	18. Dean Bulakowski


	4.79


	9.4







	19. Noah Wilkerson


	4.80


	8.8







	20. Anon Swepson


	4.92


	6.4







	21. Leif Lindqvist


	5.03


	9.6







	22. Jalen Miramar


	5.12


	7.1







	23. Devin Book


	5.21


	6.1







	24. Theory Smith


	5.33


	6.4







	25. Tom Kuell


	5.44


	5.8











It doesn’t take a genius to see what she means. Doc slowly swipes through the data, and my eyes trace across almost a dozen columns of data. It’s clear the younger soldiers are pretty dominant. Although, looking at these scores, I think everyone in the training group is performing better than I did when I first started out in the simulators. Beyond that, the data is interesting. Atlas Rodgers scored the only perfect ten in the Passarotti Sequence category. A general measurement of tactical awareness, which is Proctor’s specialty. I also spy Phillips at the top of the chart for reaction times. He’s twice as fast as anyone else who’s been tested.


“Which one is Philthy?” I ask, eyes back on the actual candidates in the separate simulator rooms. I can’t help liking the nickname. You only get a name like that by being really good. Roddy points to the simulator on our left.


“He’s the short one.”


Doc raises an eyebrow. “Hey! I thought I was the short one.”


I spot Phillips immediately. Everyone else is a head taller than him. He’s a wide-set kid with a circular face. He almost looks like a cannonball that’s come to life. His skin is a deep, dark brown colour. As I watch, his hands move in fluid, precise motions. My favourite detail, though, is that he’s grinning to himself as he flies. Like he knows a secret no one else knows.


The game ends when he pulls off another brilliant manoeuvre. Three perfect shots. Three direct hits. Game over. Everyone blinks free of the simulation. When they see the four of us standing there, everyone adjusts. Standing a little taller. Probably retracing every decision and move to figure out if they performed well enough. One by one, they file out and start heading to lunch.


Several of them whisper respectfully as they pass, “Dragoon.”


Like I’m a king or something.


I even get a few whispers of the nickname that has spread around Mars.


“Dread Knight.”


Lunar Jones – the Dread Knight of Mars. That one still feels a little weird. Even “Dragoon” sounds strange and formal. I told the recruits to call me Lunar – but no one except for the original crew will do it. When most of the crew has passed us, I clear my throat.


“Phillips. Come here real quick.”


Everyone else keeps walking, although I can tell a few of them are walking slower than they were just a few seconds ago. Half hoping to hear whatever we say to him. Phillips rumbles my way with that same grin on his face. Short was the right word. Kid barely comes up to my chest.


“That was some slick flying,” I offer. “Think you could do that up in space?”


He grins back at me. “Only one way to find out, Dragoon.”


I almost snort. He’s definitely got Roddy’s confidence.
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