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To librarians, teachers, and booksellers!

The people who say to kids,

“Hey, you might like this book.”



Chapter One


Radio Silence

I can still feel my missing fingers. I can still hear my missing parents. My missing friends.

    No. Not missing. Ded. Deaas. D e a d.

I stabbed at the keyboard, using my remaining fingers, my left hand still not quite translating the commands my brain was sending.

I feel so alone sometimes. Why did I survive? Why am I the leader? Am I a leader? I know I have to be strong or else wee ar all . . . are all . . .

The door to the radio room creaked.

I stopped typing.

“Christopher.” It was Elena Rosales, my best friend, and my second-in-command here on Perses. “It’s almost time to go.”

I began frantically hitting enter over and over to make the words disappear from the screen.

Elena walked up and leaned against the tabletop, her arms crossed, facing me. My fingers were still poised above the keyboard. The last few words remained on-screen. I gently rested my right hand on enter and pressed it slowly.

“What are you typing? Not something stupid, I hope.” She didn’t laugh.

I fidgeted in my chair. Was I doing something stupid? Sending personal thoughts and angsty questions out into space, not even knowing who, or what, was at the other end? Using our only line of communication to Earth as, what? A diary? I pressed down on the key again. More words disappeared.

“Pretty cool how Pavel set up a keyboard here on the base so we can just type in what we want to say,” Elena said.

“Yeah,” I said, pressing down a few more times.

“Better than tapping in the code like we had to when we found the beacon,” she added. “Who knew he was such a computer whiz?”

“His mom was in charge of the radio room, so I guess it makes sense.”

I glanced at the screen to make sure my words had finally disappeared. They had. I relaxed . . . a bit.

Elena stared at me, her eyes narrowing. “You’re embarrassed.”

My face flushed a little, but I smiled weakly and shrugged. That was why she hadn’t looked at the screen. She didn’t have to.

Elena had a way of seeing right through me. We’d grown up together here on Perses, but that didn’t explain how close we’d become, especially after the Blackout attack and the horrible weeks that followed. She’d made me promise never to shut her out, lie, or keep things from her. I was trying to keep that promise, but it was hard. What made it harder was that we didn’t always agree on what was best for our group.

“I was just sending some more stuff through the beacon, to Earth.”

“What stuff?” She stared at me even harder, if that were possible.

I sighed. “Questions. About why all this is happening. And . . . about our parents.”

Elena gave an almost imperceptible shudder. She didn’t speak, but I knew we were thinking the same thing. We missed them. More than we could express. Although I’d just been trying to express it, badly, when Elena had walked in.

“Hear anything back?” she asked quietly.

“Just the same message, on a loop.”

We both listened as the radio receiver alternated between silence and the repeated cycle of beeps and dashes. The screen now flashed the translation. They are coming to get you. Hide. Hide. Hide.

It was always the same.

“It has to be automated,” Elena said. “Some computer- generated response to our distress call.”

“When my dad told me about the beacon, he said there were people on Earth who were watching, listening for any sign of trouble. He specifically said people.”

Elena didn’t argue. Those were some of the last words my father had spoken before he’d sent me to hide in the mines underneath the planetoid’s surface. I remembered them exactly.

There are people on Earth who are watching for any sign of trouble. You’ll need to survive the Blackout and signal them for help.

People.

Still.

We’d been throwing questions back to Earth for days.

Who is coming to get us?

Why?

When?

Do they know we are here?

What can we do?

Help us!

All we’d received was the same warning message. I wasn’t sure why I’d suddenly decided to type in my own personal thoughts and fears. Maybe I was hoping . . . I have no idea what I was hoping. Part of me just wanted to tell someone how I felt, someone who I wasn’t responsible for keeping alive. And maybe a living person would respond with something more than a warning. I knew my parents would have offered words of encouragement, maybe even helped me understand why the attacks had happened and what to do now. But they were dead.

“We should turn it off,” Elena said. “Pavel and Fatima are coming to pack up the equipment for our bugout.”

“Bugout?”

“Military lingo for ‘getting the heck out of here before we get attacked.’ ”

“Sounds better than retreat.”

“Darcy loves it. She pretends she’s some kind of demented grasshopper, hopping around, growling.” Elena laughed. I did too. Darcy was the youngest member of our group—I’d named us the MiNRS—the only survivors of our mining colony. Barely five, she’d seen way too much for such a little kid. She would go quiet sometimes. That worried me. Darcy was special to me. I would be dead if it weren’t for her. It was her cry for help that had kept me from going back to the surface during the attacks. But it was more than that. I felt more . . . protective, maybe, about her. She needed me.

I hoped we’d get through this new threat, whatever it was, and she’d come out the other side, safe, and smiling more.

I tried to get up, but my cracked ribs and cut-up legs screamed in protest, and I had to grip the arms of the chair for support. Elena made a move toward me, but I shook my head.

“I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “So, where are Pavel and Fatima now?”

“At the transmitter site for the beacon, trying to figure out a way to take it with us when we’re on the move.”

“I thought you said the thing was huge?” I still hadn’t seen the actual beacon. I’d been recovering in bed ever since it was found buried nearby—about halfway between the mission’s home base, where we were now, and the colony and mines where we worked and lived. Pavel had synched the radio receiver with the transmitter, but the beacon itself was miles away.

“The whole thing is, but Pavel has a theory.”

“I bet he does.”

Elena rolled her eyes. “It’s a good one this time. Pavel says the big metal rings on the beacon act as a kind of antenna. Then there’s the actual transmitting part, which is smaller. He thinks it’s inside. So he’s trying to get that out without breaking it. He thinks they’ll still be able to talk to each other even if they’re split up.”

“He’s a pain, but he’s also a whiz, so let’s hope he’s right.” I succeeded in standing up, my knees making an audible crack as I straightened my legs. “Thanks for handling all that.”

“No problem, Fearless Leader.” She saluted me.

I didn’t salute back. Elena’s attempts to treat us like some kind of kid army made me uncomfortable. Yes, we’d fought back against the Landers, but only when we’d had no choice. I still hoped there was a way to stay alive and get safely back to Earth without any more death on either side.

The receiver had gone silent again.

I reached for the power button, but I paused, hoping for some alteration in the message.

My dad had told me the beacon was a way to signal Earth in case something went wrong with the Great Mission, Melming Mining Corporation’s plan to set up the colony on Perses.

Something had gone terribly wrong. During a two-month communications blackout between Perses and Earth, we’d been attacked. We called them Landers, although we still weren’t sure who they were. They killed our parents and tried to kill us. We’d hidden and survived—or most of us had. Two had died as heroes. One had died as a traitor. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that their deaths had all been my fault.

We’d finally been forced to attack the Landers, destroying their ship as they tried to escape with the priceless ore from the planet. Alek sacrificed himself in the attack. I’d lost most of the middle two fingers on my left hand.

The beacon began transmitting again, but it was the same exact sequence of sounds, dashes, and dots I’d come to know by heart. The screen flashed the translation.

They are coming to get you.

Hide.

Hide.

Hide.

I flicked off the switch.

“Let’s get everyone moving.” I shuffled away from the desk.

“Let’s start with you,” Elena said, grabbing my arm and helping me steady myself. The room spun a bit as I found my balance. I tried to focus my eyes on something big and stationary, but the entire radio room had been stripped bare, every element tucked away into the back of our diggers. We’d also raided the hospital, the food storage silo, and the sleeping quarters.

We’d been using the old home base as our camp. The core-scraper where we’d all grown up and lived had been destroyed in the attacks. There wasn’t much left here after the Landers’ ship exploded, either, but there was some shelter, food, and the radio room.

“I’m good,” I said. The walls finally settled, and the pain in my leg subsided.

Elena kept her hand on my arm. I felt her give a gentle squeeze. “We do need to hurry. Don’t want to be late for our date.”

“Date?”

Elena nodded and leaned in close to my ear. “It’s going to be a real blast.”

“It usually is with you,” I joked.

Elena winked. “But first we gotta face the troops.”



Chapter Two


Bugout

It was sunny outside, and the warmth instantly made me feel stronger. I was able to walk on my own over to the remains of the camp’s landing pad. All the diggers were parked next to the cracked concrete. Chunks of burned rubble and twisted metal lay strewn all around the ground. Everyone was busy loading up the last of our supplies.

“Attention!” Elena yelled.

The other kids stopped packing and looked up.

“Time for our Fearless Leader to give out marching orders,” Elena continued.

I groaned.

Everyone began shuffling into some kind of ordered line.

“Oh, relax, everyone . . . ,” I began.

“Christopher!” Darcy cried, running up to me across the rocky ground, totally ruining Elena’s attempt at military order. I wasn’t ready for the hug Darcy put around my legs, and I winced as she squeezed my knees together and then released me.

“How are you, grasshopper?” I said, bending down, but I wasn’t quite able to kneel to her level. I mussed her hair.

“Bugout. Grrrrr,” she said, hopping and making clawing motions with her right hand. In her left arm she cradled her stuffed dog. “I’m a ninja beetle grasshopper. What kind of bug are you, Christopher?”

“Um, I . . .”

“Maria and Therese say you look like a bug that’s been squished on a windshield.”

Maria and Therese, two of our group, broke out laughing. I glared at them and then turned back to Darcy.

“Is Friendly a bug too?” I asked.

Darcy looked at me like I was hopeless, rolling her eyes. “No. Duh. He’s a puppy.” Then she hopped back over to Maria and Therese, who were now wiping tears from their eyes.

“They have a point,” Elena whispered helpfully. “You do look pretty beat-up.”

I guess if I needed to be the butt of a joke to make everyone feel a little better . . . then that was okay with me. I liked that Maria could joke with Therese. Maria was one of the kids whose parents had worked in the mines, like Elena and me. Therese was a grinder, an actual child worker who we’d rescued from the tunnels after the attack.

The two groups didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but I tried my best to keep everyone together, or at least friendly.

“I believe you were trying to start a speech?” Elena said.

“Oh yeah,” I said, then coughed to get everyone’s attention back. “Thanks for all the hard work, everyone,” I said. “And I’m sorry I wasn’t able to . . . lend a hand.” I lifted my injured palm for effect, and paused for a second for anyone to laugh. No one did. Elena gave a sarcastic chuckle next to me.

“Crickets,” she said.

“So, thanks, um and . . . uh . . .” I stumbled.

“Did we get any new info from the Oracle?” Julio, another grinder, stopped me before I could remember what I wanted to say. He looked at me, his eyes large and sad.

“The what?” I looked over at Elena, who shrugged, clearly as confused as I was.

“The Oracle,” Julio repeated.

Therese jumped in. “It’s a story Fatima used to tell us when we’d be getting ready to sleep. She said in Ancient Greece there were all these oracles—go-betweens for the gods and humans. Humans would ask questions, and the Oracle would go get the answers and report back.”

Julio nodded. “Yeah. But the answers were always weird or vague. So I just thought whoever is on the other end of the beacon is sort of like that.”

The Oracle. It fit, sadly.

I shook my head. “No, the beacon, or the Oracle . . . it, he, or she just keeps repeating the same thing.”

Julio groaned.

“A few more details might be helpful,” Mandeep said over her shoulder. She was carefully wrapping and packing medical supplies into her digger.

“No argument here,” I said. “But we do know somebody is coming. The Oracle says we should ‘hide,’ so we can assume they aren’t coming to save us.”

“New Landers, maybe,” Nazeem, another of the grinders, said. “Come to attack, like the first ones did.”

“Let’s assume that,” I said. “So we might as well call them that. It’s still Miners versus Landers whenever we need to talk about us versus them. Make sense?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure.”

“Whatever.”

Not exactly the upbeat response I’d been hoping for. I soldiered on, as Elena would put it.

“Okay. Cool. Now, once we’re packed up, our best bet is to go find some safe spots here on Perses where we can hide all our stuff.”

Elena began tag-teaming the plans with me. “The old Landers didn’t know we were here. That gave us an advantage.”

“The new Landers do know. The element of surprise is gone this time. So the plan now is to send two diggers in each direction of the compass, using this base as the starting point.” I said.

“Once these new Landers arrive, we’ll have to be on the move,” Elena said. “So look for places to hide food, and us.”

“What do we do after the Landers do get here?” Nazeem asked.

“Try to find a way to escape them and get back to Earth,” I said.

A low rumbling from the northeast interrupted us. A cloud of dust rose on the horizon.

Everyone tensed. A digger emerged from the cloud, moving fast.

The pilot drove into our circle of parked diggers and slammed on the brakes, sending dirt into everyone’s faces. A few small pebbles dinged off my forehead. I waved my hand in front of my face to scatter the dust.

The digger stopped spinning, and Fatima lifted the cockpit cover. She was wearing a wry smile. “Sorry, everyone. I’m still getting used to the controls on this thing!” She shouted that, which was weird since we were all standing close by.

“Did everything go okay?” I asked.

“Oh yeah.” Fatima nodded to her right. There on the seat next to her, strapped in by the seat belt and tucked in with blankets, was a large blue cylinder. It looked like a big soda can. Five shiny silver rings ran around the top. It was barely bigger than Darcy.

“The beacon,” I said, reaching my hand toward it. My father had touched this, hidden it in a secret tunnel, helped keep it from their bosses, and told me the way to find it.

“Wait,” I said, stopping, my hand hovering just in front of Fatima’s nose. “Where’s Pavel?”

There was the sound of someone tapping, and then banging, on metal.

“I forgot to pop the trunk!” Fatima reached down by her knees and flipped a switch. The lid on the digger’s trunk burst open, and Pavel jumped out, fists clenched, wobbling a bit.

“You did that on purpose, you stupid grinder!” he cried, trying to keep his eyes focused on Fatima but swaying from side to side.

“Maybe a little bit,” Fatima whispered to me. “He can be a pain in the butt.” Then she added in a louder voice that Pavel could hear, “Sorry, Pavel. I guess you were right that there’s no way a stupid grinder could be a decent driver.”

“He called you a stupid grinder?” I asked.

“Yup. Three times. The fourth time he called me ‘filthy.’ ”

I groaned. Pavel stumbled onto the ground and tried to march toward Fatima, his fists clenched. He fell. “You can’t drive and you smell.”

Fatima’s wry smile disappeared. “What did you say?”

“You smell.”

I needed to do something.

I walked close to Pavel so only he could hear me, and put my hand on his shoulder. “Pavel, c’mon. We all need to stick together.”

Pavel pushed my arm away and pointed an accusing finger at Fatima. “She tricked me into getting into the trunk, and then she took off! She went over every rock! ” He reached up and touched his forehead, where a bump was beginning to show.

Pavel had taken an instant dislike to the grinders. He criticized the way they looked, talked, ate. I’d hoped that would have passed the more time we spent together. Instead the opposite seemed to be happening.

A few had started to crowd around the scene, and I noticed the grinders had pulled away from everyone else, huddling together. This was not good.

I turned to Fatima, who was doing a horrible job of looking innocent. “Fatima?”

Fatima folded her arms and pursed her lips. She glared at me for a few seconds before saying, “Pavel. I’m sorry.” Pavel’s fists were still clenched, but he had relaxed his stance.

“Good,” he said through gritted teeth. “Fine. Sorry.” He added something else, which I was sure was a curse word or insult, but at least he mumbled it quietly, so no one heard it.

Crisis, however minor, averted.

I pointed at the beacon. “I thought it was bigger?”

Pavel gave a derisive snort. “This is the important bit: the receiver. The rest was a protective housing and an antennae booster. So I grabbed the essential stuff and left the useless stuff behind. Almost all of it, anyway.” He stole a look at Fatima.

“Pavel, this is amazing. I mean it.”

Pavel shrugged, still fuming at me and, it seemed, at everyone else. He’d always been high-strung, but he was demonstrating a new level of anger.

Elena walked in between us, raising her hands to get everyone’s attention back. “Okay, so back to the assignments for the search. Pavel and Fatima will not be going together.” Everyone laughed. She turned to me. “That’s how you tell a joke, Fearless Leader.”

“Ha-ha.”

“So that makes the search groups Maria and Therese, along with Darcy and Friendly.”

Elena pointed at the next pair. “Mandeep will travel with Julio. You head east. Pavel, you go with Nazeem. Try not to get into any fights as you head west.”

Pavel snorted again. Luckily, he and Nazeem actually got along pretty well, all things considered.

“That leaves Fatima . . .”

“By her stupid self. Where she belongs,” Pavel said as he took his place next to Nazeem. Nazeem didn’t laugh, and I saw him tense ever so slightly. I got it. Now was definitely one of those times when I wanted to slug Pavel, but I took a deep breath and counted to ten.

Elena responded to Pavel’s comment. “No. It leaves Fatima with me and Christopher. We are going to head north, but we’re going to stop off along the way and see if we can’t make things a little bit more interesting for these new Landers.”

I stole a quick look at Elena, who winked at me and continued talking.

“Let’s rendezvous back here in two days to compare notes and come up with a plan.”

I clapped my hands. “All right, is everyone ready?”

Darcy hopped up and down and growled.

Everyone else gave a halfhearted nod of approval.

I looked up at the sky, blue and beautiful. “Things are going to be okay if we all work together.”

I did hear a laugh, but I was pretty sure it was from Pavel and that it was sarcastic.



Chapter Three


Shrapnel

Elena drove her digger in silence while I sat next to her, as still as a stone, looking out the cockpit window. This was the first time I’d been to our old colony since the day of the Blackout party. I’d expected to break down, maybe even cry, but as we approached our old home and I saw the scorched remains of the school field, the ground blasted and burned, I just felt . . . empty.

The core-scraper, our underground apartment building, had caved in, swallowing up most of the surrounding surface. All that remained was a giant hole. The twisted metal of our old school playground stood teetering on the edge, like the rib cage of a dead animal.

Elena had hidden inside that rib cage for days as the Landers had planted bombs on all the important equipment, booby-trapping it to explode after they left. I couldn’t imagine how terrifying that must have been, trying not to breathe, to move, to cry out.

“Not pretty, is it?” Elena said, steering us closer and slowing down.

I tried to respond but couldn’t. Memories now flooded back. The explosions. My mother telling me to run, then taking the full impact of a blaster. The field where we’d set up tables with food and presents, burning. The bombs. The screams. My father heading back to the surface to fight. I closed my eyes, but the noise just seemed to grow.

“Fatima and I can handle this alone if you need some time,” Elena was almost whispering. “I can drop you off here and pick you up after.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m good,” I lied. I had told the Oracle I needed to be strong, and it was true. I looked at Elena and managed a weak smile.

Elena kept her eyes on me for a second and then turned her attention back to the landscape in front of us, picking her way carefully through the rubble.

She drove the digger along the shore of the water reservoir and then stopped. We were parked next to a low concrete building with a huge double-M logo for Melming Mining on the side above the words DANGER AND SECONDARY WATER FILTRATION BUILDING.

Fatima pulled up her digger beside us and got out.

Elena motioned toward the hut. “I know there’s a bomb somewhere here. I saw them walking around it.”

We got out and began examining the base of the building.

“What are we looking for exactly?” I asked.

“When the Landers were booby-trapping everything, they were walking around with these small dark cylinders.” She leaned down and ran her hand along one of the main water intakes and then stopped as she felt something. “Bingo,” she said. “They put it on the bottom of the main pipe.”

I crouched down as best as I could and took a look. It was bluish-black, sleek, and about the size of a small flashlight.

“I thought they’d be bigger,” I said.

“Doesn’t need to be big to be deadly,” Fatima said.

“So, how is it attached?” I asked.

Elena got down on her back and slid under the pipe for a closer look. I could see her shins peek out from her uniform, the skin scarred from the burns she’d suffered in the bombing. “There are no trip wires I can see. The detonator must be something else.”

“Probably remote control,” I said.

“Maybe,” Elena said, skeptical. “But you’d think the Landers would have triggered them once they decided to leave.”

“Maybe they never got the chance,” Fatima said. “Thank goodness.”

“I think I can just wiggle it free with my hand. You might want to walk away a few steps before I try this.”

“What?” I said. “No! Elena, don’t!”

Fatima put her hand on my shoulder and pulled me back a few steps.

“Be careful!” I called.

Elena snorted. “That’s your expert advice? Don’t ever write a book on how to defuse a bomb.”

Fatima chuckled, but I could hear a catch in her voice as she dug her fingers into my arm.

Elena slid under the pipe. “Okay, I’ve got a grip. I’m just going to pull in three, two . . .”

I held my breath. I couldn’t bear to look, but I had to.

“One.”

There was a sound, like fabric ripping, and I winced. But there was no explosion. Elena slid out from underneath the pipe, holding the bomb in her hand.

“Adhesive strips.” She held the bomb up to her scarred right ear. “It’s not making any noise, so that’s a good sign.”

I let out a slow breath. Fatima did the same.

Elena walked over and held out the bomb for us to see. It seemed so harmless, resting there in her hand.

“The rest of the bombs should come off pretty easily, and there must be some rigged up on every piece of vital equipment. The terra-forming, air ducts, oxygen fans.”

“So, how do we get rid of them?” I said.

Elena raised an eyebrow. “We don’t.”

“But there’re enough explosives here to blow up a small town.”

“Exactly.”

“I thought we were just making sure the equipment here was safe, defusing the bombs.”

Elena raised an eyebrow. “Not a good plan. We are going to need to defend ourselves. When the new Landers arrive, they’ll be armed. We have to be too.”

Elena held the cylinder up to her eyes. “I don’t know how these little babies work—yet—but we’re going to find out. And when we do . . .” She gave a maniacal laugh.

Her laugh, so near where our own parents and friends had been blown up, angered me. “Can we not enjoy the idea of blowing people up so much?” I snapped.

Elena stopped laughing and then took a step away from me. “Chris, I know you don’t like fighting—”

“It’s not that,” I protested, cutting her off. “I know we had to fight the Landers. I know we’ll have to fight them again. It’s just . . .” I stared at the scorched ground for a few seconds. “I just want us to remember that we are kids. That this isn’t normal, or fun. Do you see what I mean?”

Elena didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice was calm, almost like she was lecturing me in school. “There’s no hiding from reality here, Chris. We are soldiers, whether we like it or not. It’s not fun to kill, but I’m not going to pretend it’s not necessary. And I’m not going to pretend I don’t want to hurt people who hurt me, who hurt us.”

“I’m not hiding from reality!” My cheeks were burning, but I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “What I’m saying is that we need to be better than the Landers—not just better at killing. When we fight, it has to be because we have no other choice. It has to, I don’t know, feel wrong.”

“We need to be as ruthless as the Landers to survive. I don’t have a problem with that.” She held out the bomb to me. “But you’re the leader. You decide. If you say destroy the bombs, we destroy them.”

I didn’t answer and I didn’t take the cylinder. We stared at each other for a moment, but it felt like an hour, or longer. Fatima hadn’t said a thing the whole time, but she reached out and took the bomb from Elena’s hand.

“You both have a point,” she said. “But, Chris . . . we didn’t ask for this, any of this. And we have to be ready. Maybe Elena’s right. We do have to be ruthless. That doesn’t make us monsters.”

“Doesn’t it?” I blurted, and immediately regretted it. Elena scowled.

Fatima frowned and sidled next to Elena, their arms crossed, backs straight. It felt like they were ganging up on me. Or was I imagining that?

“They are monsters,” Elena said firmly. “And these weapons even the fight.”

A wave of sadness washed over me. How had this become such a bitter argument? We all agreed we needed to fight. It was just Elena’s laugh that had set me off.

I took a deep breath. “Look. I’m not accusing either of you of . . . being cruel or mean. Maybe it’s coming back here for the first time. . . . Maybe I’m just rattled.”

Elena’s posture relaxed. She reached out and touched my hand. “You are our leader, Chris. You know how well I think you’ve done. But hiding won’t keep us alive. Not this time. That’s all I was trying to say.”

I nodded. “Keep the bombs, of course.”

Fatima tossed the bomb back to Elena. “And this time we better be ready to fight before it’s too late.” She walked away, toward the reservoir.

Had that also been a rebuke? I’d waited so long after the Blackout attacks to agree that fighting the Landers was necessary. Had that delay led to Finn’s death? Alek’s?

“We need to get these bombs collected,” Elena said.

I was completely drained. “Yeah, let’s get started.”

Elena walked over to the swing set and placed the bomb on the ground. “We’ll assemble a pile here. And, Christopher, your hands are still too shaky to grab anything. Just let me know when you find one, and we’ll get it after.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said. “That makes sense.”

“Good.”

We carefully and silently made our way around what was left of the colony.

Every few steps or so I’d see something that made me stop cold: a strip of ribbon miraculously left over from the Blackout party; a metal chair melted by the heat of the firestorm; a miner’s helmet, cracked and burned, leaning against a pile of rubble.

I found at least three bombs on the terra-forming equipment and waved to Elena, who waved back and gave me a thumbs-up.

It didn’t take long to search, and we’d come up with about thirty cylinders.

“You know,” Elena said, “if the Landers had detonated them, we’d all be dead now.”

“The explosion would have been that big?” Fatima asked.

Elena shook her head. “No. The oxygen and drinkable water would be gone by now.”

I looked at the oxygen generator. It didn’t just put oxygen in the air. It also supplied what the corporation called Heavy Oxygen. It was another of Hans Melming’s genius inventions. Oxygen was paired with other molecules so that it was carried through the ground itself. The upper crust of Perses was saturated with Heavy Oxygen. It would be released through the process of digging, the exposure to open space triggering a separation of the compound. It was how we were able to breath underground without always having to dig tunnels back to the surface.

My belief in Melming and his corporation’s Great Mission was badly shaken, but his achievements were still amazing.

“I think that’s everything,” Elena called.

She and Fatima began carefully disconnecting the bombs from the various pipes and electrical boxes and solar panels, adding to the dangerous pile. I took a walk. Moving was exhausting, but I knew it was necessary. I needed to get my body back in shape.

And there was another reason for my walk.

My father had been pulling me toward the core-scraper when I’d seen my mother die. I retraced our steps as best as I could. The sounds of the battle flooded back as I neared a scarred patch of soil. I closed my eyes and saw my mother’s last moments. This was the spot.

I knelt down, ignoring the pain in my legs, and began digging a small hole with my bare hands. I scratched and clawed at the surface, the gritty stones biting into my knuckles, lodging themselves into the skin of the stumps on my left hand.

In a few minutes I’d made a small hole, barely half a foot deep. I swung my backpack off my shoulder and took out my now battered copy of Oliver Twist.

I gently touched the red leather cover. It had been a present, and it contained a hidden message directing me to the beacon. It had also revealed something about my father’s past—that he, too, had been a grinder.

I tore out a blank page from the end. I’d written a note on there in the special ink the grinders used to leave each other messages. It was a short note, a message of thanks to my parents. I made a vow to try to live like them, to keep the remaining kids from the Great Mission alive, in a way that would make them proud. I also vowed to keep us together and safe, grinder and miners. My dad had been a grinder. My mother, a miner’s daughter. They’d still fallen in love despite their differences. I missed them so much.

Not even bothering to fight back the tears, I laid the page at the bottom of the hole and then carefully moved loose dirt over top. I knelt in silence for a few minutes and then stood up slowly and looked up.

New Landers were coming. From this sky. From Earth.

Would we ever be safe on Perses?

There was a war coming. Whoever was on their way to Perses was on their way to erase us.

Elena and Fatima were right.

We needed to be ready to fight. But I still wasn’t going to laugh about killing someone.

Boom.

A gigantic blast knocked me to the ground.

I scrambled to my feet and looked back to where Elena and Fatima had been collecting the bombs. A thick black plume of smoke was rising into the air.

I ran, every step agony. My knees screamed. There was another huge explosion, and I was knocked down again. A fireball rose up, swallowed by more black smoke. Small stones rained down from the sky. I got back to my feet.

“Elena!” I yelled, loping more than running. “Fatima!”

I couldn’t see them anywhere.

“Elena!” I yelled again, trying to catch my breath. The smoke began to clear, and I heard the sound of . . . clapping?

Elena and Fatima stood up from behind the blasted ruins of a concrete wall about fifty feet from the explosion. She pointed at the nearby crater.

“I figured out how these babies work.”



Chapter Four


Intelligence

Diggers: twelve.

Battery packs for lights: three hundred.

Bombs: thirty-one . . . If Elena doesn’t use a few more for practice, I thought. Or accidentally press the timer button she found at the flat end.

Water tanks: two hundred. Plus various reservoirs scattered on the surface.

Portable lights: thirty with rechargeable solar batteries.

Chocolate and fruit bars: a thousand? Easily transportable. Darcy would be especially happy about that, I thought with a smile.

Oracle? One. Useless.

Things from base camp I have no idea what they do? Dozens.

I put down my notebook and watched the sparks rise from the fire, dissolving into the millions of stars in the night sky. It wasn’t much of a fire, just bits of rolled-up paper I’d stuffed into a large food tin. But it was nice. It felt like home.

Elena, Fatima, and I had been the first ones back to the base. They were now snuggled into their makeshift beds, huddled by the warm can. I was too agitated from the visit north to settle down. Instead I was making an inventory of our supplies.

We had lots of other things, such as security cameras, spare digger parts, extra uniforms, and so on. Together it was too much for a group of kids on the move to carry. But until we knew who or what we were fighting, we’d have to be on the move a lot.

That meant we had to devise a whole network of hidden rooms, tunnels, sleeping quarters. And none, I was sure, would ever be permanent.

I closed my eyes. If I thought of it as a series of numbers, rather than people and things, I could keep it all straight. Everyone would move according to a sequence, a code that would change each day. Something like three miles one day, then one the next, four the day after that, and then six. Of course, I still needed to devise a sequence I could easily explain to everyone else.

I blew on my hands to warm them, which was strange. The terra-forming equipment usually kept everything within a few degrees of perfect, night and day, but it felt downright wintery. I threw more paper into the can and wondered what was taking the others so long to return. I wasn’t really expecting them to find much, other than rocky and unsettled terrain. I was eager to start planning our next moves.

The trip north had yielded a number of possible hiding places, but I wanted to avoid that part of Perses. It was dangerously close to the existing, and extensive, tunnel system. That meant there would be lots of entry points for the new Landers to get deep quickly. It would also be the first place they’d look.

We did destroy the excavator we’d found at the end of one of the tunnels. Fatima and Elena had tried driving it, but the battery had been long dead. Rather than leave it behind for the Landers to use, we crushed the engine and then hooked up one of the bombs to the ignition.

We needed to find areas west, east, and south that would be close enough to water- and air-purification systems, but far enough away that we could stay deep and create new tunnels that didn’t exist on a map.
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