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—Hollow Planet: Destiny’s Sword The meeting took place in an ancient grove of oak. They sat among the gnarled roots of a great tree and laid their plans. The future was unknown to them, but they were certain of one thing: Their alliance was strong, their bond unbreakable.


I am drawing a picture of Sari Aaronsohn.


Sari is my best friend. But drawing her is harder than you might think.


For one thing, I don’t usually draw people. Not real people. I like to do stuff with sci-fi or horror. Intense, with a lot of action. The people I draw usually end up having horns or fangs or webbed feet. I think they’re rather cool—but they certainly don’t look like anybody you’d see walking down the street.


Not on this planet, anyway.


But I’ve decided I need to expand my horizons.


Besides, until they let us into the movie, I don’t have anything else to do.


I’ve done Sari’s hair, and I’m pretty pleased with it. Sari has easy hair to draw, very dark and tumbly. But her face is more difficult. Partly because right now, it’s a pissed-off face. We’re waiting on this line to get into Sudden Death, which is all about the end of the world and so on. And the line is not moving.


Sari’s glaring down the line, like someone’s purposely keeping us out.


I say, “Sar, we’ll get in. We have tickets.”


“I know. But it’s taking, like, forever.”


She runs the back of her arm over her forehead. It’s one of those stinky August days when the sun is like a hammer and the air is like a huge wet hot cloth pressed right in your face. You can’t breathe, you feel gross, and all you want to do is get inside, where there’s air-conditioning.


See, the thing is, it’s our last Saturday of summer vacation, our last day of freedom before we start high school. We have this whole great day planned. I can’t blame Sari for not wanting to spend it waiting on line.


Actually, Sari just hates waiting in general.


Looking at my picture, I can’t decide how to start her face. I should start with the eyes, because they’re definitely what you see first. But then I think I should try something easier, like her chin. A few times, I almost touch the pencil to the paper. But then I chicken out. Glancing at her, I wish she would stand still; it’s impossible to really see her when she’s turning and twisting so impatiently. I’d ask her to hold still, but I want the picture to be a surprise. A sort of Last Day of Freedom present.


She doesn’t notice me drawing. We’ve been friends so long, she’s totally used to me doodling away.


Finally, I decide to risk it. With one stroke, I draw the entire outline of her face, from the top of her hair to the bottom of the page. Then I look at it, this empty face under a dark storm of hair. I can’t figure out whether I’ve done it right or not.


I suspect I haven’t. I suspect I’ve screwed the whole thing up.


I lean back and close my eyes. The sun is really hot on my face, and I imagine that I’m on a ship, bound for the outer world of Prolus, another exile banished by the Exalted Ones. There is a knife in my boot; the guards didn’t find it. The heat isn’t the sun, but the engines of the ship …


Then I hear Sari shout, “Let us in!” and it’s like I’m startled out of sleep.


Sari starts clapping her hands, starts chanting, “Let us in! Let us in! …”


The other people on line are giving her looks. You can tell they’re thinking, Obnoxious teenager. Little glances back and forth: Oh, let’s not sit next to THEM.


I put my sketch pad away in my backpack and start chanting with Sari. Together we yell, “Let us in! Let us in!” We do a little dance while we chant, swinging our arms and doing kicks on “in,” like some kind of crazed Rockettes.


I’m laughing so hard, I can’t breathe. I’m wondering how long I can keep this up when all of a sudden, people start coming out of the theater. The line starts to move. As it takes a big leap forward, Sari puts her arms above her head and cheers.
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Sari and I have been best friends since seventh grade. We had the same gym class, and we were always the last two picked for every team. Me because I was bad, Sari because she just didn’t care. One game, the teacher made Sari be goalie, and she let the ball roll right into the goal. The other team started jumping around and slapping hands. The teacher immediately made her sit down on the bench next to me. I held my hand up, and we slapped hands.


Basically it was inevitable that we became best friends. We are essentially the only normal people in our entire school, the only girls not obsessed with their weight or hair, the only girls who don’t communicate by squealing and squeaking. I mean, there are a few other people not like that. But a lot of people are afraid of the cliques. You can tell they’d like to be accepted by them. Whereas Sari and I despise them and fear no one.


The movie’s dumb but kind of fun. I can watch anything that shows you a big black sky with billions of stars, the standard shot of any space action movie. In this one, a group of astronauts have to blow up Mars before it hits the earth.


After the movie, I say how there’s no way a single bomb would destroy Mars, whether or not you blow it up at the planet’s core. Sari says there’s no way she would spend her last night alive with Bailey Watts, the guy who played the dudely dude second in command.


As we head toward the bus stop, Sari says, “At your house we’re doing the Book, right?”


I nod. “Absolutely.”
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Sari’s sleeping over, and we catch the crosstown bus to my house. While she stares out the window, I go into my knapsack and get out my sketch pad. Looking at my drawing, I see I haven’t gotten her at all. Even when Sari’s just looking out the window, there are a million things going on in her face. All I have here is some squiggles.


I don’t know why drawing real people is so hard, but annoyingly, it is. I think I see it, I think I have it right. Then I try to get it on paper, and somehow, it all just disintegrates. In my head, I know what it should be, but it’s like my hands won’t cooperate, and nothing ends up the way I saw it.


It’s totally frustrating.


Then I notice this guy across the aisle is staring at us. Well, really at Sari. He’s not trying to hide it, either.


He’s old. Not old old, but way too old to be staring at a couple of kids like us. I stare back, and he looks away.


This happened a lot this summer. All of a sudden, men who could be in college or even married were checking Sari out. Mostly, it was just funny. But one time, a guy ran after us and asked her to marry him. It freaked her out, I could tell.


The bus rolls to a halt at my stop. As we get off, I glance back. The guy’s watching again. I give him a look like, Creep, and jump off the bus.


I live on the tenth floor of our building. In the elevator, Sari pushes the button for my floor, like she lives there too. Which, frankly, she almost does.


I want to ask her if she noticed the creep on the bus. But I decide not to. It might upset her.


As we ride up. Sari asks, “What do you think the Book’s going to say?”


I close my eyes and intone: “The Book must keep its secrets until the time is right.”


My parents have gone out to dinner, so the apartment is dark and silent when we open the front door. I call, “Hello?” and hear the click-click-click of my dog, Nobo, coming down the hall to greet us. Sari gives him a quick smile. Being a confirmed cat person, she is not entirely wild about dogs.


We order in a pizza and eat it in the kitchen, passing an enormous bottle of Coke between us. Nobo lies under the table, hoping for the best.


“Okay, here’s a question.” Sari tips her head back to catch a strand of cheese. “Your last night on earth—who do you spend it with?”


I have no answer to this, so I guess. “My family?”


Sari rolls her eyes. “No, I mean, like a guy. Like the movie.”


I think. I hate questions like this. Sari loves them.


Sari presses. “Your last night on earth.”


“James Stewart.”


“He’s dead,” says Sari. She gives me a funny look, like she’s worried I don’t know this. Or don’t care.


I shrug. “Guess I’m out of luck on my last night on earth.”


“Come on, what about someone real?” says Sari. “Someone you know?”


I made a barfing sound.


“Come on,” she says. “Think of everyone you know.”


“I am thinking of everyone I know.”


“You never know,” Sari says. “High school could offer some very interesting opportunities.”


“Yeah, right, like that’s so likely.” I take a slug of soda. “What about you? Who do you spend your last twenty-four hours with?”


I though she’d have an immediate answer, but Sari thinks about it for a long time.


Finally, she says, “I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve met him yet.”


Then she sets down her glass. “I think it’s time for the Book.”


Because it’s time for the Book, we don’t turn any of the lights on in the rest of the apartment. We creep down the hall to my room, where slowly, I open the door. Then I switch on the light, because otherwise, we won’t be able to see anything. Plus, I forgot to clean my room, and I don’t want anyone to break their neck.


Unfortunately, when I turn on the light, I see something else I forgot to do.


I forgot to take down my drawings.


A week ago, I taped everything I did over the summer up on the wall to see if I had gotten any better. It’s not something I’d want anyone seeing anyway—even Sari—but what makes it worse is that almost every single drawing is of Hollow Planet.


Hollow Planet is this series of sci-fi books about a world inhabited by people known as the Exalteds. The Hollow Planet is a perfect world, there’s no crime or violence, and nobody there is ugly or poor or stupid. But part of the reason the Hollow Planet is perfect is that its leaders have exiled all the criminals, thieves, and undesirables to the off-world of Prolus. The books are about the wars between the two groups.


I am obsessed with Hollow Planet. Sari is totally not.


I say, “Don’t look at those, they’re bad.”


Sari doesn’t listen. In fact, she goes right up to look at them. I cringe. So, I’m ridiculously fixated. It’s not something everyone needs to know.


I pretend to be doing something else while Sari checks out a picture of a woman with wild flame hair, wielding a sword above her head. Queen Rana, leader of the Undesirables. At least, as I envision her. Then Sari peers at the drawing next to it and grins. “Who’s Tusk Boy?”


I can tell from her face, she thinks the whole thing is ridiculous.


“Forget it, it’s dumb. Let’s do the Book.”


That gets her away from the drawings. Raising her fists, Sari exclaims, “Fetch the Book!”


Intensely relieved, I go under my bed, where I keep the Book in a special box. Sari drags an old round rug to the middle of the room and settles down, cross-legged, on one side of it.


I sit down opposite her. “What are you going to ask it?”


“About this year. What’s going to happen this year.”


Now the Book, in case you were wondering, is nothing powerfully mystical or deep. It’s just a paperback of David Copperfield, which Sari and I read last year in English. We’ve decided it has the power to tell the future.


We do have a reason for this. One day last year, we were studying for a test on David Copperfield and Sari was all worried she wouldn’t pass—basically because she hadn’t read any of it.


Finally, I said, “Let’s ask the book.”


Sari looked at me like, Yes, she has finally lost her mind. “Ask the book?”


“Yeah. Who would know better if you’re going to pass a test on David Copperfield than Charles Dickens?”


So half joking, we held up the book and asked it if Sari would pass. Then I opened it, and without looking, Sari placed a finger on the page.


For a second, we stood, nervously not looking at the page and feeling kind of stupid. Then I peeked at the sentence under Sari’s finger:


“And be happy,” responded Dora.


“That means I pass?” said Sari.


I shrugged. “I guess.”


And when she did pass—even though she spent more time worrying than studying—we decided to consult the Book on all matters of importance.


Sari is really into the Book. In some ways, even more than I am. It’s been right a few times; it’s been wrong a lot, too. But once she’s found something to believe in, Sari doesn’t let go. Fate, destiny, what’s “meant to be”—she believes in all that stuff.


I lift the Book between us, cover closed. I say to Sari, “Will you speak the words?”


Sari closes her eyes. “Tell us, O Book, how does the future look?”


I wait. “Do you want to do it?”


Sari shakes her head. “No, you.”


I open it, point, and read out loud. “‘Anxious to be gone.’”


Sari winces. “Ouch.”


It’s dumb, but I can’t help wondering: Is that my future or Sari’s? Or both?


I want it to at least be both.


I hand her the Book. “You go.”


Sari nods. Closing my eyes, I chant, “Tell us, O Book, how does the future look?”


Sari opens and points. She points very fast, her finger landing so hard on the page, I’m afraid she’ll tear it.


“What does it say?”


Sari reads, “’A new one.’” She brightens up. “That’s pretty good.”


I’m jealous. The stupid Book has given Sari a better reading than me.


I take the Book from her. “Yeah, but it’s referring to Mr. Murdstone. As David’s new father.’”


“So?”


“So, Murdstone’s evil.”


Sari rolls her eyes. “In the book, so what?”


“Could be a warning.”


Sari snorts. “It’s not a warning. It means something new. Like new opportunities or love or—”


I interrupt. “Well, if it’s a guy, he’s a jerk.”


I can tell from Sari’s face I should give it up. I know I’m being a little creepy, but still. You can’t take half the fortune and not the other half. You have to deal with the whole thing.


The thing with Sari is, she hears what she wants to hear sometimes.


Still, it’s just a stupid game.


So why are Sari and I all annoyed and not saying anything?


Then she says, “Why don’t you go again? Maybe it wasn’t warmed up yet.”


I want to say no. Rules are rules, and I had my go. But then I feel all panicky, like the Book does have power, and somehow, the difference in what it told me and what it told Sari is important. I want Sari and me to have the same year. Not the same things happening to us, but … I don’t know.


I want us to feel the same way about things. Not her all excited, and me “Anxious to be gone.”


Going again is probably cheating.


But I can’t stand how it feels between me and Sari right now.


I’m about to pick up the Book when there’s a knock on the door. Hiding the Book under the bed, I yell, “Come in,” and my mom opens the door and sticks her head in.


Sari waves. “Hi, Mrs. Horvath.”


“Hi, Sari.” She smiles at me. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to interrupt. I just want to tell you, spare towels and pillows are in the linen closet, okay? Now I’ll get out of your way.”


“Say hi to Dad,” I say as Mom closes the door. For a second afterward, Sari and I just sit there. It’s like a spell’s been broken, and we’re not sure what to do.


Finally, Sari says, “So, go ahead. Do it again.”


I look over at the Book. “No. I think it tells you what it tells you, and you have to accept it.”


Sari nods. Then she grins. “You know what? It’s just a dumb book.”


After that, we put the Book away and discuss the following issues: Will being a freshman suck? (Yes.) How much will it suck? (A lot.) Will we ever make it to sophomore year, or will we be the first people at Eldridge never to leave ninth grade? Sari says if she doesn’t make it out of ninth grade, I can’t leave either. And vice versa—if I fail absolutely everything, shell stay behind with me.


For a second, I imagine myself as a 102-year-old freshman. This is entirely possible. It could very well take me eighty-eight years to understand algebra.


Around midnight, my mom knocks on the door and says, “Good night, girls,” in this way that means: lights off. I unfold my futon chair and drag my sleeping bag out of the closet for Sari. She changes into a T-shirt of mine that has a big dog on the front, then settles right in, lying back with a sigh. I go to turn off the light, then get into my bed.


For a second, I can’t see anything. Then I pull the blinds open so the moonlight comes in, and Sari’s there, staring up at the ceiling like she’s thinking about something really serious.


“Sar?”


“Yeah?”


“If you could pick one thing not to happen this year, what would it be?”


“Um … that I don’t completely flunk out. What about you?”


I flop on my back and concentrate. Into the dark, I whisper, “That I don’t fall prey to the evil forces of Eldridge.” I say “evil” in a way that makes Sari laugh.


Then, for a long time, we don’t say anything.


I think about the day. It was a good Last Day of Freedom. Even if it didn’t end perfectly. I wish my picture of Sari had been good enough to give to her.


“Sar?”


“Yeah?”


“What’s the thing you want to happen most?”


Sari’s quiet for a while. “I don’t want to say.”


“Come on.”


“No, it’s … I can’t explain it. It’s too big. Forget it. What about you?”


“No way, I’m not saying if you’re not.”


“Jess …”


“Nuh-uh. That’s it, time for sleep.”


As I listen to Sari turn over, the rustle of the sleeping bag, I wonder what I would have said if Sari had said what she wanted. In the dark and quiet, I imagine I’m free to have anything I want. In my head, I hear …


To draw. Draw better. Have people like what I do.


Hang with Sari.


Not be around people I can’t stand.


Then I think, Forget having people like what I do. That shouldn’t be important. Art isn’t about being liked. It’s about being …


Being free.


But I don’t see how you’re free at school.


Then I hear Sari whisper, “Jess?”


“Hmm?”


“What do you think will really happen?”


“This year?”


“Yeah.”


I think for a very long time. But the future is too big. It’s like when I sit on the beach and try to draw the ocean. I can’t get my eyes around it, and I always end up with a straight, flat line that doesn’t look like anything.


“I don’t know.”


“Me either.”


After what feels like a long, long time, I whisper, “Good night.”


For a long time, there’s just silence. For a second, I wonder if Sari’s asleep.


Then I hear her say good night back, and I feel like this year will be okay.


No matter what.
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—Hollow Planet: Thorvald’s Hammer Rana stood before the gates of the Great Palace. She knew it to be a place of cruelty—the hallowed space where the Exalteds held their festivals of humiliation. Inside the future was pain, torture, even death. At least, she smiled to herself, for them.


It’s Sunday night. All day, Sari and I have been on the phone. After the last call, my mom said that was it, no more phone calls. I told her my mental state was fragile and I needed support. She said she didn’t care, she just wanted her phone back.


I wonder if during the French Revolution, aristocrats headed to the guillotine felt as nervous as I do. The fact is, being guillotined only takes a second. Whereas freshman year lasts much, much longer.


Guess what wakes me up the next morning?


Alarm clock? Panic? My mom pounding on the door, yelling, “And I mean NOW?” All good answers. Just not mine.


Every morning, I wake up to the sound of the crazy scrabbling of feet at my door followed by thirty-five pounds of dog hurtling itself at my head.


It’s probably enough to make some people faint. But only if you’re squeamish about slobber.


“Nobo” is short for “Nobody.” He’s a hairy little mess of a dog, and if you think my mother hasn’t wondered how it is that dogs and their owners always end up looking alike, well, she has. We got him from the pound. The minute I saw him all hunched and miserable in a cage, I said, “That’s my dog.”


Nobody may seem like a cruel name, but it suits him. I named him that because when I got him, he looked like he had had nobody for a long time. Now he has me, and I have him, and if he knows his name sounds strange to some people, he doesn’t let it bother him.


As I brush my teeth, I have the ghastly realization that I will be among my peers in one hour.


Nobo looks up at me and wags his tail. He cocks his head, like, How come you look like you’re going to puke?


I dash down the hall, hoping to make a clean escape. Somehow, it feels important to get out of the house and on my way before my parents can turn it into a whole big production. She’s All Grown Up, starring Jess Horvath, or something revolting like that.


But no such luck. My parents are having breakfast in the kitchen, which is just off the front-door hallway. They’ve heard me coming a mile away, and by the time I’m at the door, they’re both smiling at me from the table, ready to pounce.


“Well, I’m gone,” I tell them.


“You feel ready?” my mom asks.


“I don’t think so.”


My dad examines me for a moment. In this solemn voice, he says, “I predict a year full of fulfilled potential and sustained excellence.”


Then he gets up and hugs me. My dad does have a very good way of giving hugs, like he knows you’re too old for that kind of thing, but he’s going to hug you anyway, just because he’s a big goof and he feels like it.


My mom sneaks one in too.


To get to my school, I have to take the cross town bus through the park. I actually don’t mind. It’s a good way to get your head together before Eldridge rips it apart.


On the bus, I try to come up with the Worst-Case Scenario and the Best-Case Scenario for this year.


Worse-Case Scenario


- My college advisor Says I am unfit for college. She advises roe to get a job at McDonald’s instead.


- Sari and I have no classes together.


- I get Madame Balmain Instead of Madame Beauvoir for Intermediate French. Madame Beauvoir est trēs gentile and shows Truffaut movies in class. Madame Balmain est une vache.


- I have gym first period. I have gym any period.


- Something really interesting happens to Sari and nothing whatsoever happens to me.


Best-Case Scenario


None of the above happens.


I don’t think that’s too much to ask.


Actually, what I’m still hoping for is that certain people in my class have moved, transferred, or fallen off the face of the earth. But that probably is too much to ask.


Then the bus turns a corner, and here I am.


Eldridge Alternative, folks. Everybody out.


I’ve been going to Eldridge since the first grade, so Eldridge High isn’t totally alien territory. In fact, I’ve been coming to this building ever since junior high. It’s a brick building that was probably once very cool before they built a million ugly extensions onto it. We’re just a block away from the park, which has this old stone wall, and when it’s nice, people hang out there. Not that I ever have—the wall is strictly the territory of the cool and the privileged.


What else can I tell you about Eldridge Alternative? Well, for one thing, we’re all very creative. Some of us are rich, and a lot of us don’t take tests well. Otherwise, our parents would have put us into a better private school or one of those public schools where they’re always winning science prizes.


A lot of the teachers are into “relating.” They don’t yell, they talk. They don’t punish, they find out what’s going on. They want us to feel that they’re one of us—like that’s such a great thing to be.


When I reach the entrance to the school, I can see a lot of my fellow freshmen hanging out on the street. The rest of the school won’t turn up until noon, because the first part of the day is reserved for Freshman Orientation. Which means we’ll get a big talk on how IMPORTANT everything is now. How our grades are IMPORTANT, how our test scores are IMPORTANT, how our school record is IMPORTANT. Then we sign up for classes. Then we make appointments with the school college advisor to plan out the next four years of our lives so we can get into a great school that looks good on Eldridge’s record. That, I think, is what’s most IMPORTANT to Eldridge.


Looking at the crowd outside, I can see all these people I sort of know and sort of don’t. I have no idea if I say hi to them they will say hi back. In the end, I decide to play it safe: say nothing. Instead, I just put my head down and charge up the stairs, like some criminal going up the courtroom steps in a movie.


Sari and I have agreed to meet by the third-floor bathroom. My mission is to reach the third floor without running into anyone who will make me barf upon encounter.


By which I mean the Prada Mafia.


The Prada Mafia is the clique of five or six girls whose goal in life is to wear nothing but Prada. Not really up there with ending world hunger or finding the cure for cancer. They are all very rich, and their combined IQ is roughly equivalent to that of a kumquat. They think they rule our class—and unfortunately, they do.


Their leader is this chick named Erica Trager. I hate Erica Trager. Not the way I kind of hate most people at school, but deeply, personally hate. She never eats—it’s like a sin. Her vocabulary is limited to, “My daddy bought me” (fill in the blank with designer clothes, cell phones, computers, ski trips, you name it). And she’s nasty. The kind of person who has friends just to put them down. “Are you sure you should eat that?” she says to her lamebrained sorority sisters. “Were we a little color blind when we got dressed this morning?” She’s the kind of person who gives females a bad name, if you know what I mean.
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