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   “They grow up so fast,” Principal Lochner whispers, his face a constellation of emotion. Same old suit, same old tie. He’s standing with the teachers at the front of the cafeteria, staring out at the hundred students of the Public School Spaceship 118. A third of us are dressed in caps and gowns, tassels dangling over our eyes.
 
   “Faster than the speed of light,” Ms. Needle agrees, holding a yearbook to her chest.
 
   We did it. We made it. Eighth-grade graduation. Has it really been a whole year since the start of this adventure? This weird horrible, wonderful, embarrassing, impossible, terrifying, stinky, hilarious, sad, gross, awesome adventure? I’d say, That’s just eighth grade for you. But most eighth grades don’t include alien abductions and robot civil wars. Probably.
 
   On the last day of seventh grade, every human in the solar system disappeared. Every human except the kids, teachers, and crew of the PSS 118, the only ones left after an alien teleportation device called the Quarantine sent the others away. My dad’s fault. Long story. The past doesn’t matter now. All that matters is bringing everyone home.
 
   As Principal Lochner calls for quiet, I do a little math in my head. In our search for answers, we’ve visited a bunch of alien planets. We’ve even been back to Earth. But space is big. Figure there are about 100 billion planets in the Milky Way. About two trillion galaxies in the universe. Carry the one and . . . even if you filter for only Goldilocks planets, the Sun will go supernova before we visit them all.
 
   Thankfully, we don’t need to visit them all. A few months ago, we found a lead, a clue: Planet X. And we’ll get there.
 
   But first, middle school graduation.
 
   The cafeteria has been decked out for the occasion. Braids of rainbow streamers line the walls. Every GO PSS 118 CHAMPIONS! banner has been pulled out of storage and hung from the rafters. And if we didn’t blow the ship’s entire helium reserve on all these balloons, it’s gotta be close.
 
   Principal Lochner taps the mic. Despite the upgraded sound system, an unpleasant screech attacks our ears. The principal turns a holographic dial on his podium, quieting the noise. “That’s better!” he says, looking out at us eighth graders—well, former eighth graders—sitting in the front row.
 
   I promised myself I wouldn’t cry. My eyes sting with tears anyway. After we discovered Planet X, I was separated from the schoolship, taken halfway across the galaxy. I volunteered to go, but I missed my best friends, Becka Pierce and Ari Bowman. I missed my other friends too: Ming Elfbrandt, Riya Windsor, and Missi Tinker. Cal Brown and Gena Korematsu. Becka’s younger sister, Diana. I even missed my definitely-not-friends, including Hunter LaFleur, who’s not entirely bad when he isn’t being a jerk in your specific direction.
 
   And now, here they all are. Here I am.
 
   Principal Lochner smiles at the crowd. “It is my great honor to be with you today, presiding over the middle school graduation of our intrepid eighth-grade class. Pride and joy doesn’t begin to cover it. You’ve been through a lot. You’ve accomplished a lot. And we’re not done yet. There may be hard roads ahead. But you have shown such kindness, such resilience, such—”
 
   “AHEM,” the ship interrupts, so loudly that one of the overhead speakers sparks and cuts out. A few kids flinch and throw their hands over their heads. This wouldn’t be the first time the ceiling crashed in on us.
 
   Principal Lochner breathes a frustrated sigh but never drops his smile. “All right,” he says through clenched teeth. “Although we previously discussed the exact order of tonight’s proceedings several times, it seems the ship is eager to deliver its commencement address. So it is with great pleasure that I introduce our very own Public School Spaceship 118.”
 
   The cafeteria lights flicker for effect—or maybe because like the sound system, the electrical system is never quite 100 percent. The ship’s mechanical, nasal voice booms out from everywhere. “THANK YOU, JERRY. AND THANK YOU, GRADUATING STUDENTS OF ME. I WAS HONORED WHEN THE FACULTY GRACIOUSLY INVITED ME TO BE THE COMMENCEMENT SPEAKER AND ASKED THAT I IMPART SOME INSIGHT TO YOU.”
 
   Ms. Needle and Mr. Cardegna share a glance. There is no chance anyone asked the 118 to impart anything. But the 118 can be pretty stubborn. Probably wasn’t worth the fight.
 
   The ship pauses. It’s not clear why—until the word CLAP! flashes in bright colors on every open screen around the room.
 
   We all clap.
 
   “THANK YOU, THANK YOU. YOU’RE TOO KIND. AS YOU VENTURE OFF TO HIGH SCHOOL, I WANT TO SHARE A FEW MEGABITS OF WISDOM THAT I WISH SOMEONE HAD PROGRAMMED INTO A YOUNG 118 WHEN I WAS BUT A FRESHLY MANUFACTURED SHIP. FIRST, DON’T BE AFRAID TO ACTIVATE SECONDARY THRUSTERS IN A GRAVITY WELL.”
 
   I look around. I’m not the only kid who has absolutely no idea what the ship is talking about. Someone in the back row—Diego Pinkerton, maybe?—stifles a laugh. The ship shines the CLAP! sign again and we all politely applaud.
 
   “NEXT, BE SURE TO CALIBRATE STEERING SUBSYSTEMS AT LEAST TEN STANDARD ROTATIONS BEFORE ANNUAL INSPECTIONS. I REMEMBER THIS ONE TIME, DURING A ROUTINE REGISTRATION RUN TO THE METIS SHIPYARDS . . .”
 
   Not sure any of this is going to help us in life. But it’s perfect anyway. The whole scene: Principal Lochner, nodding proudly. Dozens of kids, eyes glazed over with boredom. The ship, spouting absolute nonsense. I’ve missed it all so, so much.
 
   “FINALLY,” the ship says gravely, lowering its volume, “DEPENDING ON MAGNETIC POLARITY, PROXIMITY TO A STAR IS NOT THE ONLY FACTOR TO CONSIDER WHEN REROUTING POWER TO EXTERNAL SHIELDING. FOLLOW YOUR INSTINCTS. DON’T LOSE THE SECTOR FOR THE STARS, IF YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN.”
 
   One more awkward round of applause bounces across the room, this time without any teleprompting. Maybe there was something advice-ish in there, if you squint at it.
 
   Principal Lochner returns to the podium. “Thank you, Ship, for those . . . words.”
 
   “YOU’RE SO WELCOME,” the ship says. “IT’S ALL TRUE.”
 
   Principal Lochner scans the crowd. “Now for our main event. We will be announcing you in alphabetical order by last name. Once all eighth graders have received their diplomas, Mississippi Tinker will give her valedictorian address. I’ll relay some closing remarks without interruption, and then we’ll move to the reception, which is being set up in the gym as we speak.”
 
   I peer down the aisles. Missi is balancing a four-inch stack of note cards on her knee, workshopping the first lines of her speech over and over: “ ‘Dear friends . . .’ No. ‘Dear fellow students . . .’ No. ‘Dearest colleagues . . .’ Ugh.” Becka and Riya are next to her, playing rapid-fire rounds of rock-paper-scissors, competing for who knows what. They both keep throwing rock—nearly punching each other and laughing every time. Gena and Ming are sitting together on the opposite end of the aisle, trying to hide a miniature holo they’re watching from Gena’s comm ring. Everyone’s happy, everyone’s smiling.
 
   Everyone except Ari, sitting alone in the back of the room. I barely recognize the guy. He’s buzzed his hair. The sleeves of his graduation gown are all rolled up. And the expression on his face is pure misery as the graduation song begins.
 
   Principal Lochner squints down at the alphabetical list of students lighting up his podium. “Arizona Bowman,” he calls out. I can hear the slight question mark in his voice.
 
   Ari doesn’t get up. He chomps down on what’s got to be like three pieces of gum and blows a rude bubble that echoes through the lunchroom.
 
   Awkward silence stretches over the room. Missi accidentally lets a few note cards slip from her lap. Becka and Riya stop their latest game mid-shoot. Gena closes her fist, shutting down her ring.
 
   “Mr. Bowman,” Principal Lochner prods again.
 
   Ari grunts and heaves himself out of his chair, slogging down the aisle like the principal is physically dragging him toward the stage. Once Ari is close enough, Principal Lochner holds out the diploma. It’s a sheet of Earth-grown tree paper, with the signatures of every member of the faculty, and Ari’s name, dead center: Arizona Bowman—Salutatorian.
 
   “Congratulations, Ari,” Principal Lochner says. “You should be very proud.”
 
   Ari shudders like the words are an electric shock. Jaw clenched, he wordlessly snatches the diploma.
 
   Principal Lochner reaches out to shake Ari’s hand, but Ari turns away. He rips the paper to shreds, throws the fragments over his shoulder, and storms out of the cafeteria.
 
   * * *
 
   “What do we do about Ari?” Riya asks at the reception.
 
   A bunch of my friends are standing in a circle, talking quietly. Each of them holds a little plate of gross finger food. 
 
   Ming tries to bite down on burnt-to-a-crisp chicken finger. Not wanting to crack a tooth, they give up and place it back on their plate. “Yeah. He’s getting worse.”
 
   “How’s the food, kids?” Stingy asks from the sidelines, spatula in hand.
 
   Technically, Cranky, Creaky, and Stingy aren’t cafeteria robots anymore. The alien invasion’s done wonders for their careers. These days, all three of them are elder statesbots in a new AI government forming back home. Rumor has it that Stingy’s even considering running for robot president. But all three of them volunteered to come back to the 118 to make food for the graduation reception. Despite Principal Lochner asking them not to.
 
   “Well?” Creaky asks eagerly, frying a pile of potato wedges into oblivion. 
 
   “Delicious,” Gena says through a stuffed mouth. She flashes the robots a closed-lip smile before turning to spit her entire mini quiche into the nearest recycler.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do about Ari,” Missi says, shaking her head. “We’ve tried our best.”
 
   She stares in my direction. Instinctively, I put up a hand to cover the zit on my right cheek that I haven’t been able to shake.
 
   “Did you know he’s not even taking care of Doctor Shrew?” Cal says, referring to Ari’s beloved pet hamster. A few of the others gasp. “I found the cage in the library the other day. Doctor Shrew was inside, all alone. His little water tank was almost empty. And he didn’t have a single carrot or piece of celery to eat. When I brought the cage to Ari’s dorm, he just shrugged. Didn’t say a word.”
 
   “That’s bad,” Starlee says. She’s the lion-like alien kid we met last year. We’re friends with alien kids now. It’s no big deal.
 
   “Real bad,” Ming and I agree at the same time.
 
   “Maybe we should talk to Dr. Hazelwood?” Missi suggests, referencing the school guidance counselor.
 
   “He knows,” Riya says. She motions toward Principal Lochner, who’s clustered with the rest of the staff in the opposite corner of the gym. “All the teachers know. They’re stumped too.”
 
   Becka shakes her head. “We have to keep trying. Ari’s always been there for us.” She slowly turns to look at each member of the group. “Missi, who skipped recess for a week last semester to help you practice for the quantum locking exam?”
 
   “Ari,” Missi answers, adding, “but I would have aced it anyway.”
 
   Becka rolls her eyes and moves on. “Riya, who hacked the basketballs to start auto-dribbling only after a scan of your fingerprints?”
 
   Riya chuckles. “Ari all the way.”
 
   “And Ming, who wrote that letter of recommendation to Principal Lochner for you, for that captain’s training internship that Harriet’s running this summer?”
 
   Ming nods. “Ari. And I didn’t even ask him to do it.”
 
   “Because that’s Ari,” Becka says. “And now it’s our turn to help him, even when he doesn’t ask. Even when we don’t know how. We can’t give up on him.” She puts her plate down and sticks an open hand into the middle of the huddle. “For Ari.”
 
   Diana immediately slaps her hand on top of Becka’s. “For Ari.”
 
   Riya and Starlee follow, along with Missi and Ming, Gena and Cal. Glassy-eyed, I raise my own hand, place it on Cal’s—
 
   —and pass right through him. Through all of them.
 
   “I wish Jack were here,” Ming says. Murmurs of agreement float along the circle. The hands drop.
 
   Becka’s eyes catch a spot on the floor. “We all do,” she says.
 
   The live feed ends and the hologram dissolves around me: the walls of the school, the kids, the teachers. They burst into specks of light, hover, and fall to the floor like spent fireworks. Instead of the 118’s gym, I’m trapped in a black crystal room halfway across the galaxy.
 
   I’ve been watching the graduation for hours and it still doesn’t feel like enough. I miss my friends. Now I know they miss me too.
 
   It should make me feel better.
 
   It doesn’t.
 
   A doorway materializes on one side of this alien room. My mother steps forward, worry on her face. “It’s time.”
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   “Come with me,” my mom had said months earlier.
 
   So I went.
 
   Things were looking up. The galaxy was turning against the Minister, the super-evil alien dictator who sent the Quarantine in the first place. We’d found Planet X. And I’d gotten an A on my social studies midterm. (Fine. A minus.) Sure, we hadn’t found the rest of humanity yet. But we were on our way. There was hope.
 
   Nothing could’ve convinced me to leave all that behind. Nothing except my long-lost mom showing up out of the black, ready to take me away. I hadn’t seen her in so long, and suddenly, she was standing right in front of me. Red hair. Scar near her right eye. Smile that makes me smile, even when I don’t feel like it. I had to go, like a moon snagged by a planet’s gravity. It was just the laws of physics.
 
   There was so much I wanted to know: Where had she been? How did she get here? What was it she wanted me to see? But all of that melted away. Nothing mattered except that I missed my mom and she was back.
 
   That first day, I was afraid to ask any real questions and my mom didn’t volunteer any real answers. Instead we stuck to chitchat, like it had been no time at all since we last spoke, like the entire universe hadn’t changed. She told me what it was like to live in San Francisco. Promised that—when all this was done—she’d invite me out for as long as I wanted, whenever I wanted. I told her how I passed my shuttle flight exam on the first try. How Ari invented his own ice cream flavor called Jupiter Swirl (a single scoop of all the flavors we had onboard, churned together, minus raisins). How Becka and I were friends now.
 
   And then our ship snapped through light speed, and we arrived in orbit around Elvid IV.
 
   “You brought me here?!” I shrieked. Through the small front window of our ship, the planet grew larger. Autopilot brought us in. Even though I couldn’t see them, I knew there were Elvidian warships out there. Invisible. Cloaked. Surrounding the entire planet, trapping us.
 
   My palms grew sweaty. My mouth went dry. It was my claustronervousness coming on. Growing up under moondomes and on spaceships, you can’t avoid small spaces. But small spaces plus fear? No thank you. Get me out.
 
   “You’re working for the Minister,” I said, my voice cracking with terror, my breathing heavy. It was one thing for a parent to accidentally send you into the clutches of evil aliens. It was another thing entirely for them to do it on purpose. “You tricked me!”
 
   She grabbed my hands to settle me down. “It’s okay,” she kept saying. “It’s going to be okay.”
 
   Except Elvid IV, the Minister’s home base, is the opposite of okay. The 118 had barely managed to escape this place before. I wasn’t exactly keen on coming back.
 
   “Look,” my mom said as we approached, pointing through the window at the planet’s four moons. “Don’t they remind you of the Jovian Sector? Those over there would be Io and Europa. That one in the distance would be Callisto, making the closest one Ganymede, I guess.”
 
   I crossed my arms. “Knowing the Minister, I bet they’re called Evil Moon 1 through Evil Moon 4.” That came out whiny. I didn’t care. “Tell me what we’re doing here, Mom. Why you took me away from the 118, why you sold me out.”
 
   “I did not sell you out,” Mom said firmly. “I’d never do that. But”—her voice wavered, just for a moment—“I don’t know why we’re here.”
 
   My head was spinning. “But you brought me here.”
 
   She crossed her arms, matching my pose. “And I’d do it again.”
 
   Not exactly helpful intel. “Can you tell me anything? How did you get here?”
 
   She sighed. “I was finishing up a shift at the hospital.” On Earth. Where she went after my parents divorced. “I’d just changed out of my scrubs and was taking the elevator down to the lobby with . . .” She smiled as she remembered, crinkling her nose. “It was this sweet family. They had a boy with them. He was carrying a ‘Get Well Soon’ balloon and couldn’t have been older than twelve or thirteen. He reminded me of you, freckles and all. He even had this T-shirt—”
 
   “Mom. Focus.” The black skyline of the planet approached, filling nearly the whole viewscreen. “Tell me the important stuff.”
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to say,” she replied, wincing a little. “The family got off on radiology. The doors closed and suddenly I wasn’t alone. Two of those . . . creatures had joined me. Red eyes and long fingers.”
 
   “Elvidians,” I said.
 
   “Yes. They must’ve, I don’t know, teleported into the elevator? Next thing I knew, I was on their ship. They brought me to this planet and I’ve been here ever since.”
 
   “That makes no sense. What about the Quarantine?”
 
   “I don’t know anything about a quarantine. But I do know I’ve missed you every day since I left Ganymede. In fact, in that elevator, all I could think about was how proud I was of you. My baby boy, about to start seventh grade and—”
 
   “What did you say?” I interrupted.
 
   “That I was proud of you, for being a good student, being such a sweet kid.”
 
   “No, not that. You said—you remember thinking about me starting seventh grade?” I tried to connect the dots, to see the whole picture. “Mom, when did the Elvidians take you?”
 
   She shrugged. “I can’t say for sure. They confiscated my comm ring. I’ve lost track of time here.”
 
   “But it was before I started seventh grade? You’re sure?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. There was an upcoming new staff barbeque. It had to be July sometime. Why?”
 
   I thought back to everything I knew about the Quarantine. Everything I thought I knew. My dad was the science teacher onboard the 118. Then, midway through seventh grade, he was fired for messing with the ship. Turns out, he’d built humanity’s first light speed engine. It got him in trouble with both the district superintendent and an interstellar alien conspiracy. The Minister doesn’t like sharing the galaxy with others. She sent the Quarantine, and the rest is history.
 
   Unless it’s not.
 
   The story is wrong, somehow. The timeline doesn’t fit. My dad didn’t get the idea for his engine until after the school year began. August or September, he’d told me.
 
   And my mom was taken . . . before that?
 
   “We messaged a few times after that, didn’t we?” I asked.
 
   She nodded. “They let me communicate with a few people. You. Your father. My job. They didn’t let me say much—they only wanted to make sure no one knew I was gone. I was hoping you’d read between the lines of my messages. Why do you think I never invited you out to see me? Or barely said anything of substance?”
 
   I’d just assumed she never invited me because, you know, she didn’t want to invite me. I considered pointing out that she hadn’t invited me out before she was taken either, but one argument at a time.
 
   “Why, though? Why did they take you?”
 
   “I told you, I don’t know. No one’s ever explained anything to me. But a few days ago, they let me out of my cell and gave me instructions to go get you.”
 
   The shuttle thudded to a stop on a familiar landing platform: the sheared-off roof of an enormous crystal tower, others like it sprawled across the horizon in every direction.
 
   Anger boiled up inside me. “You promised to explain everything. You lied.”
 
   “And I won’t apologize for it,” she said. “They told me that you were in danger—that I had to bring you here. So I said what I thought would convince you to leave.”
 
   The doors hissed open. Two Elvidian soldiers marched inside to collect us. And I laughed.
 
   “Well, Mom,” I said as we were dragged off the ship, “joke’s on you. Because I’m definitely in danger now.”
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   “Now?” I shout at my mom after the graduation feed shuts down. “We’ve been here for months and it’s time now?!”
 
   “You did get to see your friends, right?” she asks back.
 
   I clench my jaw, giving her my best glare. “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. I’ll ask the guards to pass a message to Mrs. Watts, thank her for setting up the link . . .”
 
   Before the Quarantine—when my biggest problems were tests and homework and Ari’s crush on Becka—the district brought in Mrs. Watts to substitute for my dad. She was cranky and mean and my least favorite teacher by far. And that was before I found out she was secretly spying for the Minister the whole time.
 
   “Mom, she’s an evil robot who sabotaged the ship.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean we can’t be polite.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Gee, thanks, Mrs. Watts. I’m sooo grateful that you let me watch my eighth-grade graduation through a secret subspace feed after you tricked me into coming back to Elvid IV. While I’m at it, thank you, Mom, for dragging me all the way out here for no reason. Super cool of you to RUIN. MY. LIFE!”
 
   She takes a step toward me. “You do not talk to your mother that way.”
 
   “Oh?” I say, surprising even myself with the anger pressing against my chest. “You gonna ground me? Put me in time out?” I spin around. “Whoops! Forgot! I’m already trapped here forever with nothing to do because of you.”
 
   We stare at each other, huffing and puffing. This is not the first time we’ve had this fight. Turns out, when you and your mom share a tiny alien jail cell for months on end, you will get on each other’s nerves. My advice for a healthy parent-child relationship? Don’t get abducted by aliens.
 
   “I was trying to protect you!” my mom says.
 
   “You bought what the Minister was selling!” I counter. “Or maybe you were just lonely. No need for little Jackie when you’re doing your fancy job back on Earth. But when I’m literally the only person in the universe you’re allowed to see—then you’ll come find me.”
 
   The color drains out of my mom’s face. “That’s not fair,” she says, her voice low.
 
   “Isn’t it?” But I suddenly don’t feel like arguing anymore. The anger flows out of me as quickly as it built up. “Can’t I go back inside the projection for a few more minutes? They’re not even done with the reception. Just a few more minutes, Mom. Please.”
 
   In my mind, I can still see my friends standing right there, like the memory of a dream you don’t want to forget.
 
   My mom’s eyes flit to her peripheral vision. “It’s not up to me.” For the first time, I notice the two Elvidian soldiers standing on either side of her, decked out in their silver armor. They lift their weapons to face us.
 
   “The Minister will not be kept waiting,” one of them says.
 
   I drop my hands to my sides. I don’t have the energy to seethe at my mom when all I really feel is empty. “Let’s get this over with. At least we might finally get some answers.”
 
   We approach the end of the corridor. I glance up at my mom and feel a twist of guilt in my stomach. I should apologize. I know it’s not easy to be a parent, even when aliens aren’t trying to destroy everything you’ve ever known.
 
   “Mom,” I start—but suddenly one of the guards grabs her and pulls her away from me.
 
   “Mom!” I shout. Before I can run after them, the other guard drags me in the opposite direction. “Wait!”
 
   “It’s okay,” my mother says, reaching out to me, the tips of her fingers grazing mine. “Breathe. One step at a time, remember?”
 
   “Slow and steady,” I reply, fighting back tears.
 
   “Love you, Jackie,” she adds before she’s pulled down the corridor and out of sight.
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   Ah, yes. The evil football stadium. Bottomless pit instead of a field. Tangle of sharp-angled crystal all around. Luckily, everything’s less scary the second time around, even a giant extraterrestrial nightmare arena.
 
   “Welcome, Jack.”
 
   The Minister’s voice echoes through the chamber. Jack. Jack. Jack. My arms break out in goose bumps. A shiver runs down my spine. (Hey, I said “less scary.” Not not scary.)
 
   I puff out my chest, trying to be brave. “Only my friends get to call me Jack.”
 
   The Minister bellows a laugh, which booms all around me. “By all means,” she says as a platform appears at my feet. “Let’s be friends.”
 
   I step forward without hesitating, as if there’s nothing out of the ordinary about crossing a bottomless pit on a floating glass rectangle. Been there, done that. I glance over my shoulder, hoping to catch one more glimpse of my mom. (One last glimpse?) But she’s gone. The platform begins to move. I steel myself and face front.
 
   Onward.
 
   I expect the platform to take me to the center of the space, where a column sticks up from the pit. But—squinting into the distance—I can see that the column is empty. And the platform doesn’t move straight ahead. Instead, it traces the circumference of the arena, taking me along the edge, toward another open door maybe a quarter-turn around.
 
   The platform comes to a stop. I wait a bit. But no guards come to collect me, and the door ahead is open.
 
   I step into the Minister’s . . . office? Weird closet? It’s a small, sparse room. Another box of black crystal. Nothing here but a desk carved of the same rocky material that makes up most of this planet. No shelves, no chairs, not even the usual showoff throne. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised that the Minister’s workspace doesn’t have a wall of family photos or a framed diploma from the University of Evil.
 
   And there she is: the alien queen. Milky-white skin. All-red eyes. Pointy fingers clasping a scepter topped with spooled lightning. She’s smiling—all sharp, jagged teeth—but it doesn’t reach her eyes.
 
   “Why am I here?” I demand. “Why is my mother here?”
 
   She stares lasers at me from across the desk. “You are here, Jack, because I wanted you here. And your mother has long been my guest as a . . . contingency. Although, originally, not for your motivation.”
 
   “Oh great,” I say. “Confusing riddles. That clears everything up, thanks.”
 
   The Minister leans forward. “I will speak more plainly. You are here to make a deal. You are familiar with Bale Kontra, I take it?”
 
   I nod. Bale Kontra is an old Elvidian who turned against her, who’s been helping us all along.
 
   “Well, the military coalition he has amassed against me is proving more difficult to rout than I’d hoped. My allies will defeat him in time, of course. But by then, it might be too late to undo the damage. Too late to ward off the end of everything.”
 
   The Minister reaches into a compartment underneath her desk and pulls out a fist-sized golden orb, which she tosses into the air above her head. The ball explodes into a cloud of light that reassembles itself into a hologram of the galaxy. Our galaxy. The Milky Way, spinning and swirling.
 
   She points a spindly finger at the map, which sparks with thousands of tiny sapphire lights. “Each of these is a civilization,” the Minister explains. “Each would be in dire peril, if your peoples were allowed to persist.”
 
   “Our peoples?”
 
   “Those Quarantined.” Seven red dots appear, scattered across the arms of the map. As they glow brighter, the countless blue fireflies dim and go dark. A moment later, the seven red dots burst and disappear too. The galaxy keeps spinning, but without any of the life from before. “We have run the data through every predictive model. Each time, the result is the same. Certain species are too dangerous to persist. You are too irresponsible, too violent. If allowed to spread throughout the galaxy, your tendency toward self-destruction eventually spills over, infecting us, plunging the rest of us into darkness and ruin.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” I say, even though I think I do.
 
   “Then I will say it more simply. The Quarantine of a handful of species—currently seven—is necessary to protect everyone else. We’ve sent away billions to save trillions.”
 
   “You’re lying. I don’t believe you.”
 
   The hologram solidifies back into a golden ball, which falls into the Minister’s open palm. She holds it out to me. “I don’t need you to believe me. The proof is here, and I’d like you to deliver it to your people. I am told that Bale Kontra is closer than ever to discovering how to reverse the Quarantine. And you need to convince him to stop.”
 
   I snort. “Why don’t you convince him? What do you need me for? Deliver the message yourself.”
 
   “I would, but this data is too sensitive to be sent remotely. And for the moment, Bale Kontra’s forces are too well protected for me to break through the lines in a direct confrontation. I can neither transmit the file nor deliver it in person.”
 
   I suppress a smile. Somewhere out there, my friends are fighting back and winning. The Minister can’t even get close to them.
 
   “But you would be welcomed with open arms,” she continues, still holding the sphere. “Deliver this to Bale Kontra. He has never known my true motivations. Share them with him. Convince him that reversing the Quarantine would be a grave mistake for us all.”
 
   I laugh in her face. I can’t help it. “This is an ‘ends justify the means’ speech? I’ve watched enough movies with Ari to know that it isn’t the good guys who usually think like that. Thanks for the opportunity or whatever, but I’m gonna pass. You can put me back in my cell now.”
 
   The Minister’s smile gets wider. Not a good sign. “How was your time with your mother?”
 
   A chill runs down my spine. 
 
   “She has been my contingency all along, you know. Originally, I brought her here in case your father proved difficult to manipulate.”
 
   “Wait. What?”
 
   She ignores me. “Fortunately, he gave us no trouble. And now, here we are. A new use for an old tool. If you refuse me—if you refuse to take my message to your people—well, I cannot guarantee your mother’s continued comfort. Do we understand each other?”
 
   There’s a flicker of joy in the Minister’s eyes. She’s enjoying this. I still don’t know what’s true, what’s not, whether she means everything she says. But it doesn’t matter.
 
   I dig my fingers so hard into my palms that both are starting to hurt.
 
   The orb pulses, like it could explode at any moment. But I don’t see a way out. I take the little ball from her. “Tell me what to do.”
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   For the second time in three months, I leave a place without saying goodbye. Immediately after the Minister finishes giving me my instructions, I’m marched out of her office, taken to the rooftop, and forced onto an Elvidian shuttle set to autopilot. In seconds, I’m off the surface, away from the planet. And once we’re past the light speed jamming, Elvid IV’s moons blur into nothing and I emerge halfway across the galaxy, Planet X directly ahead.
 
   This is my first time seeing it up close, in real life: a pink-purple world, blanketed in swirls of colorful clouds and blinking electrical storms. Somewhere down there is the secret to reversing the Quarantine. And now it’s my job to stop it.
 
   “UNIDENTIFIED SHIP,” a tinny, mechanical voice barks at me from the shuttle’s comm system. “YOU HAVE ENTERED RESTRICTED COALITION SPACE. IDENTIFY YOURSELF IMMEDIATELY.”
 
   I blink and register the armada surrounding Planet X. Vessels of all shapes and sizes—some Elvidian, some not. More ships than I’ve ever seen gathered in one place. All here to protect the planet, to fight the Minister.
 
   I open a broadcast channel. “Yeah, hi? My name is Jack? Jacksonville Graham. I, uh, used to go here?”
 
   “Jack!” a new voice calls out. Ms. Needle. She teaches math (and sometimes alien combat). “Is it really you? I’m so . . . happy to . . . everyone else will . . .”
 
   The transmission is peppered with static. Interference of some kind.
 
   “. . . on a shuttle heading down to the planet. Weak signal . . . you soon. In the meantime, Hangar Dock A on the 118 . . . we’ll debrief . . . return. And—”
 
   Ms. Needle’s voice is cut off, replaced by another. “Thank you, Argentina,” Mrs. Watts says, her voice cold and smooth. “Focus on your mission. I’ll take care of Jack from here.”
 
   * * *
 
   The whole school meets me in the hangar bay. Because my shuttle is Elvidian, its doors don’t “open” so much as “appear.” And because Becka is Becka, she runs at me so fast and wraps her arms around me so tight that she gives me less of a “hug” and more of a “regulation tackle.”
 
   “I knew you’d come back.” She turns to Diana. “Told you he’d come back.”
 
   “Becka said so every day,” says Starlee. Everyone nods. 
 
   “Starlee might join us for high school,” Becka explains, already starting to catch me up on what I’ve missed. “You know, if we haven’t fixed the galaxy by Labor Day.”
 
   Starlee grins. “My parents think I should be with kids my own age.”
 
   “Cool,” I say, taking it all in. Becka, Diana, and Starlee. Gena and Missi. Cal, Ming, and Riya. All three grades are here. Everyone but Ari.
 
   The questions rocket at me.
 
   Riya: “Is it really you?!”
 
   Missi: “Where have you been?!”
 
   Hunter: “Why don’t you pop that zit?!”
 
   The ship: “DID YOU BRING BACK ANY SOUVENIRS FOR ME?”
 
   I stand on my tiptoes to peer over the crowd. I immediately clock Mrs. Watts—back against the wall, squinting at the sea of kids yelling and jumping. But still no Ari.
 
   Becka whispers in my ear. “He’s in his room. We’ve tried everything. I got ahold of a full set of vintage self-joking Chucklebot Eight trading cards. Missi tricked out Doctor Shrew’s exoskeleton with tiny thrusters. Riya even convinced Principal Lochner to reissue the JV basketball team’s jerseys with ‘May Sol burn brightly till the end’ stitched on the back. No luck.”
 
   “That sounds bad. I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   First things first. I lead Becka toward Mrs. Watts. The teacher’s arms hang too-straight at her sides. Not a strand of her hair is out of place—has ever been out of place, I realize. How were we all so oblivious?
 
   “Mr. Graham,” Mrs. Watts says. “I trust your journey was . . . illuminating?”
 
   What she means is I trust you know your job. Hand over the data. Convince Bale Kontra to abandon the mission on Planet X. And under no circumstances reveal that Mrs. Watts has been working against us the entire time. The Minister was particularly clear about that last bit. She likes having her spy onboard our ship.
 
   “Where’s Principal Lochner?” I ask. The sooner all this is off my chest, the better.
 
   Mrs. Watts’s scowl gets even scowlier. “He and the rest of the teachers and crew are on an expedition to the planet’s laboratory. You can speak to them once they’ve returned.”
 
   “It’s awesome!” Becka says. “There’s this lab somewhere in the northern hemisphere, where the Minister runs experiments and stuff.”
 
   “Like what?” I ask, curiosity briefly rising above all the other things on my mind.
 
   Becka glares shooting stars at Mrs. Watts. “No idea. The teachers are being super secret about it, like we’re just kids or something. But Principal Lochner’s face says it all. We’re close to figuring out the Quarantine. I can feel it. Mr. K”—our nickname for Bale Kontra—“has been down to the surface a bunch of times. Today he’s planetside with the rest of the adults. Except for . . .”
 
   “Except for me,” Mrs. Watts says, towering over us. “Which means I am in charge until they return.” She finger-draws a circle on her palm, projecting a holographic clock from inside her comm ring. “Look at the time.”
 
   “It’s 4:03,” Becka says, confused. “So what?”
 
   So, the Minister also told me something else. Not only will Mrs. Watts be keeping an eye on me, but she’s been ordered to report back every hour. If she gives a bad report, or fails to report—well, the Minister never did explain exactly what she means by “contingency.” But I know it means my mom’s in danger if anything doesn’t go according to the Minister’s plans.
 
   Part of me wishes the other teachers were here instead of down on Planet X. Then I could get this over with: hand over the data and let the grown-ups decide what to do. Part of me is also relieved. While I’m waiting for them to get back, I’ll have time for something else.
 
   * * *
 
   “He’s not the same,” Becka warns me as we walk through the portside engineering corridor. 
 
   I’m listening, but also—whoa, I missed this place. The magnetic pulse of the grav generator. The faint scent of old coffee in the teachers’ lounge. Someone’s scratched Aliens r meen into the door outside Classroom 3. And it looks like Ms. Needle forgot to turn the gravity back on in the gym. Remnants of a game are still free-floating around the room: a couple foam balls, four orange cones, a plastic whistle hanging from a string.
 
   Becka goes on, “Some of Diana’s friends have started calling him Evil Ari, like he’s a clone from another dimension or something.”
 
   I chuckle. It’s exactly what Ari would say if the magboot were on the other foot.
 
   Becka’s frown tells me that she doesn’t find any of this funny. “I know we’ve all been through a lot. And we’ve all changed. But Ari . . . he’s angry all the time. No one’s been able to get through to him. Not Starlee, not me, not anyone.”
 
   We enter the dorms and stop just outside Ari’s room.
 
   “Prepare yourself,” Becka says.
 
   So I try to put everything else out of my mind. My mom. Humanity. The galaxy. I have a friend who needs me. And maybe this, at least, is something I can control—
 
   “Hey, Ari,” Becka says, stepping inside.
 
   —or not.
 
   Ari is transformed. Short hair. Dressed in an all-black jumpsuit, complete with a cloak wrapped around his back. And is that cologne?
 
   I take in the mess of a room. The floor is covered in wrinkled clothes, empty food cartons, and random bits of tech he’s clearly taken apart and put back together a dozen times. I recognize broken pieces of a flight sim console, circuit boards and wires spilling out from behind its cracked screen. I spot an Elvidian blaster welded to an array of nanoprinter Pencils. He’s even got an old rail gun shell casing, which I’m pretty sure he’s using as a cereal bowl. There’s a clump of soggy Froot Loops floating in a pool of congealed milk.
 
   Ari is sitting on the bed, back to the doors, mindlessly spinning Doctor Shrew’s empty hamster wheel. “What do you want?” he snaps without turning around. It’s the absolute rudest thing I have ever heard him say to anyone, ever, let alone the girl he once called—and I quote—“the brightest star in the universe.”
 
   I step forward. “Hey.”
 
   Ari’s back straightens. He drops the hamster cage. The wheel snaps off its bolt, bounces against the bed, and rolls toward my feet. Ari spins around, his mouth open. I flash him a half smile.
 
   Slowly, as though the floor could split open at any moment, Ari stands and walks toward me. First he pokes me in the shoulder with a finger. Next he smushes his palms against my cheeks—forcing me into a fish face—before pulling the other way, creating a weird toothy smile. He squints into one eye, then the other.
 
   “Not an evil clone?” he asks. (Told you.)
 
   “Definitely not.”
 
   “Prove it. Tell me something only the real Jack would know.”
 
   I wrack my brain. “When you first got Doctor Shrew, you almost gave him a different name.”
 
   Ari circles me. “And what name was that?”
 
   I clear my throat. “Sir Isaac Cute-Ton,” I say.
 
   Becka snickers. Ari ignores her. “And why didn’t I name him that?”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Because I told you that was a terrible name and you could do better?”
 
   “And . . . ?”
 
   I smile, remembering the conversation from years earlier. “And because hamsters are bad at calculus.”
 
   Ari’s face bursts into an enormous grin, and he wraps me in a bear hug as tight as anything Becka can dish out.
 
   He takes a step back, throwing one arm around my shoulders and the other around Becka’s. “Can you believe it?” he says. “The three of us, back together.”
 
   Except now Becka’s face is all scrunched. She sidles free of the group hug. “Wait a minute. We’ve been trying to cheer you up for weeks! Nothing and no one could get through to you. You’ve ignored me. Me! Now Jack shows up and three seconds later you’re back to your old self? Just like that?”
 
   Ari’s smile grows even wider as he looks from Becka to me. “Yeah. Just like that.”
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   “And that’s when I put in an application with New Robot Republic for permission to access the Hubble III on Ceres,” Ari goes on. “Stingy expedited the process, but still. The forms! So much silicon tape. And Hubble III was a bust anyway. I couldn’t get clear resolution on anything past the Sagittarius Arm, and I only had so many hours in the day, even with self-evaluating scripts and—”
 
   “We get it!” Becka says. “You looked hard for Jack.”
 
   I smirk. “Becka, are you jealous?”
 
   Becka just grunts.
 
   Now that all the other kids have dispersed from the hangar bay, there aren’t a ton of spots for private conversations. We first tried staying in Ari’s dorm, but his spring-semester roommate, Phil Carolene, came back to change before dinner. The common room was full; a bunch of seventh graders were fighting over the foosball table, and a line had formed behind the Neptune Attacks sims. The gym was off-limits too. Apparently the gravity in there is stuck in the “off” position. Which is why we’re sitting together in the hallway, backs to the lockers across from the library.
 
   “How’s she been?” I ask, tilting my chin toward Mrs. Watts. She’s visible down the hall, through the windows of Principal Lochner’s office. Behind his desk. In his chair. 
 
   “Horrible,” Becka says.
 
   Ari nods. “Although, for a secret evil sellout robot, I guess it could be worse. I thought she just hated kids.”
 
   I’ve told them my whole story. I know—I wasn’t supposed to reveal Mrs. Watts’s identity, but technically I was instructed not to reveal it to the grown-ups. The Minister said nothing about other kids. Ari and Becka will keep the secret.
 
   “Do you think the Minister’s telling the truth?” Ari asks. “You know, about reversing the Quarantine being the wrong thing to do?”
 
   “I really don’t know.” I take the data orb out of my pocket. “But it doesn’t matter. If I want to keep my mom safe, I’ve got to deliver the message and make sure Mrs. Watts knows I’m following instructions.”
 
   Becka cracks her knuckles, priming for a fight. “If we could only get rid of her. She’s a robot, right? Maybe we can figure out how to turn her off.”
 
   I open my mouth to explain again that it’s not so simple—that Mrs. Watts needs to report to the Minister every hour. If I don’t, the Minister will know something’s off.
 
   But there’s a sudden commotion overhead, like a jangle of pots and pans. I’m a little jumpy, you know, on account of all the alien abductions. And I startle so hard that I smack the back of my head against the metal locker behind me. I look up and a metallic ceiling tile clanks to the floor. A hand pops out, followed by an “Oof!” and an “Ow!” A moment later, two legs kick through another tile and a whole body spills to the floor in front of us.
 
   The kid almost certainly twisted his ankle, and his nose is bleeding. But he hops up and dusts himself off anyway, like falling through the ceiling is a perfectly normal thing to do on a Wednesday afternoon.
 
   “Hunter?” Becka asks, more exasperated than surprised. “What have we said about eavesdropping?”
 
   Hunter looks down at his feet like a puppy who tracked mud into his housing pod. “Only against your enemies, never against you,” he singsongs, as though it’s a classic line he’s practiced a hundred times. “Sorry, boss.”
 
   Boss? I mouth as we all stand to face Hunter.
 
   Becka shrugs, a gleam in her eye. “After the year’s ups and downs, Hunter here is turning his life around. Working to improve himself, isn’t that right?”
 
   “I’m Becka’s intern!” Hunter announces proudly.
 
   I nearly burst out laughing.
 
   But Hunter looks completely serious. “Becka’s teaching me how to be good.”
 
   My jaw drops to the floor. “This Becka?”
 
   “Yep!”
 
   Becka scowls at me. “I’m good!” She scratches her chin. “I mean, I try to be good.” She thinks again. “I know how to try to be good.”
 
   “You see,” Hunter says, “I’ve come to realize that I don’t always have the best instincts. The best hair? Sure. The best style? That’s a given. The best sense of humor. The best hand-eye coordination. The best—”
 
   “Hunter!” Becka snaps.
 
   “Sorry. That’s what I’m talking about. Sometimes I say the wrong thing. Make the wrong decisions.”
 
   “Like when you mutinied on the ship so you could throw a party?” I say at the exact same time Ari bursts out, “LIKE THAT TIME IN FOURTH GRADE YOU STOLE MY SECOND PIZZA BAGEL?!”
 
   We all blink at Ari, who quickly deflates. “Sorry. Guess I’ve been carrying that one around with me for a while. Feels good to get it off my chest.”
 
   Hunter nods. “Stuff like that, yeah. I want to be better. And the way I see it, Becka’s tough. But, you know, she’s got a moral compass.”
 
   “Who taught Hunter the phrase ‘moral compass’?” I whisper to Ari.
 
   “That’s right, buddy,” Becka says to Hunter. “But back to the real question. Why were you spying on us?”
 
   Hunter sighs. “Sorry, again. But Graham’s back!” He beams at me, holding his palm out for a high five. I slowly touch my fingers to his.
 
   “Jack Attack!” Hunter shouts, like he hasn’t spent all of middle school tormenting me and this isn’t a nickname he just invented this second.
 
   “Shoot,” Ari mutters under his breath. “How come I never thought of ‘Jack Attack’?”
 
   “Please don’t call me Jack Attack.”
 
   Hunter slaps me on the back. “No problem, J-Dog.”
 
   “Okay, that’s worse.”
 
   Hunter ignores me. “Anyway, I was so excited when J-Dog showed up that I had to find out his deal, you know? I knew he’d be giving you the rundown. And I thought, if I got the whole story, maybe I could help. Prove my worth and all. Be part of the next mission.”
 
   “That’s great, Hunter,” Becka says. “I like where your head’s at. But no more eavesdropping on us, okay?”
 
   Hunter salutes. “You got it, boss.” He takes a Pencil out of his pocket and taps it to his comm ring to pair the two devices. He projects a holographic list from the ring. I’m able to make out the heading: Becka’s Rules for Being a Person. Scrolling to the bottom of the list, Hunter pauses to insert a new entry just after No tying kids’ shoelaces together and Becka doesn’t like marshmallows in her hot chocolate. Using his Pencil, he adds, No eavesdropping on Becka’s other best friends.
 
   “Great,” Becka says. “Thanks.”
 
   Hunter squints at the list. “No eavesdropping on Graham and Bowman, even if you’re not there?”
 
   “Correct,” Becka says.
 
   Hunter adds another line. “What if it’s just one of them?”
 
   “Also no.”
 
   “Okay. What if they’re asleep?”
 
   “Weird. And also no.”
 
   “Got it, got it. This is good stuff.” Hunter closes his hand, collapsing the list back into his ring like a tornado of neon letters getting sucked down a bathtub drain.
 
   Becka claps Hunter on the shoulder. “Excellent work. We’ve made good progress today. And in case you missed it, here’s what’s going on. Jack told us that Mrs. Watts is actually a robot and—”
 
   My heart sinks. What was that—like, four minutes of secret keeping? I hold up a hand, try to get Becka to stop.
 
   But Hunter interrupts. “Oh, I know.”
 
   I turn to him. “You know?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been saying it for weeks. It’s totally obvious.”
 
   “You have not been saying it for weeks,” says Becka flatly.
 
   “Sure I have. I’ve told you a hundred times that I thought Mrs. Watts was such a robot.”
 
   Becka presses her fingers to her temples. “I thought that was, like, a metaphor.”
 
   Hunter glances at each of our faces, clearly confused. “What’s a metaphor?”
 
   Becka shakes her head. “Okay. The point is, Mrs. Watts is a robot and she’s spying for the Minister. Now, we need to—”
 
   Before I can shut down this oversharing, Hunter bolts down the hall toward the principal’s office.
 
   “Hunter!” Becka screams, taking off after him. Ari and I follow, weaving through the handful of other kids in the hallway—Dan Pavan, the Salinas, Albi Butler.
 
   Hunter is fast. And even though Becka’s faster, the hallway between the library and Principal Lochner’s office is only so long. Hunter reaches the office first and kicks open the door.
 
   A startled Mrs. Watts shouts, “What is the meaning of this interruption?”
 
   Hunter grabs a small, bulky device from his pocket—
 
   “Hunter, don’t!” Becka shrieks.
 
   —and shoots Mrs. Watts point blank with a current of electricity. She sparks and goes limp, clanging her head onto Principal Lochner’s desk like a tin can thrown in the recycler.
 
   Becka, Ari, and I push into the office. Hunter blows fake smoke away from the barrel of his weapon, holstering it in his pocket. “EMP blaster,” he explains. “Been carrying it around since I figured out Watts was a comp. I’ve just been waiting for you to give the order, boss.”
 
   Becka’s face loses its color. “I didn’t tell you to do this.”
 
   Hunter scrunches his face. “You didn’t? You sure? Well, no big deal, right? She’ll be fine.”
 
   I check the time on my ring. “How long will she be out?”
 
   Hunter shrugs and glances at a dial on his blaster. “Three, four hours tops.”
 
   Something in my chest goes cold. I step forward, towering over Mrs. Watts’s smoldering form, unable to stop myself from picturing my mom crumpled up the same way. “Hunter,” I breathe, a clock ticking in my head, “what have you done?”
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   Becka steadies herself. “Hunter, we’ve talked about this one too. You’re not supposed to shoot people.”
 
   Hunter pulls up his list of rules again and starts scrolling. I make out entries like Leave Albi Butler alone, for goodness’ sake and Clean Becka’s room twice a week. “Aw, you’re right, boss,” Hunter says, arriving at an entry about two-thirds of the way through. “I wrote this one down wrong. Says here not to ‘scoot’ people. And you should know I’ve taken it very seriously.”
 
   Becka’s cheeks burn M-star red, and her fists close tight. “Why would I tell you not to scoot people? What does that even mean?”
 
   Hunter shrugs. “Beats me. I figured it had something to do with not pushing people out of their assigned seats. But you’re the one who made the rule.”
 
   “I didn’t—You know what? Never mind. From here on out, no shooting people.”
 
   Hunter corrects the entry. “Gotcha, boss.”
 
   Ari looks from Mrs. Watts to me and back. “How long do we have?”
 
   I check the time in my ring again. “Assuming her reports to the Minister run on the hour, we’ve got less than twenty-five minutes.”
 
   “And if her reports aren’t on the hour?”
 
   My heart pounds in my chest. I try to keep the panic off my face. “Then we could have more time. Or a lot less.”
 
   “Can’t we just wake her up?” Becka asks. “Tell her it was a misunderstanding and we’re sorry?”
 
   Hunter flashes a toothy, guilty smile. “Um, I might have used a high-voltage pulse.”
 
   “Meaning?” I ask.
 
   “Meaning,” Ari explains, “her consciousness will take hours to reboot, whether we like it or not.”
 
   I blink back tears. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”
 
   Becka leans over to get a better look at Mrs. Watts’s collapsed form. “Maybe . . . tap into her feed, somehow? Send a fake signal to the Minister? Pretend everything’s fine?”
 
   Ari shakes his head. “It’d take hours to decipher the signal frequency, assuming it even runs along traditional bandwidths.”
 
   “Are there really no other adults onboard?” I ask. All I want is for this to be someone else’s problem, someone else’s mess.
 
   “Nope,” says Becka with a sigh. “They’re all down on the surface. We’re alone. Just us and Mrs. Watts.”
 
   Ari gasps. “We’re not alone,” he says. His eyes are wide. I know that face. He’s either working out some genius solution or he needs a little Pepto Bismol.
 
   Hunter raises an eyebrow at Ari. “What do you—”
 
   “Shhh!” Becka and I snap at the same time.
 
   “He’s working,” I explain.
 
   “Or he needs the bathroom,” Becka whispers, just to me. We both know him pretty well at this point.
 
   Ari steps to the side and slaps his hand against the nearest control panel, calling up shipwide comms. “Council of Shrew to Principal Lochner’s office. This is not a drill.” He lets go of the wall and turns back to us. “We can do this.”
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   “YOU CAN’T DO THIS,” the ship says five minutes later.
 
   We’re gathered in the office. Not all of us—Ming’s on the command bridge, taking up their old duties as acting captain. And Gena and Cal are in the gym, explaining the situation to the other kids, keeping them calm. But the rest of the council is here. Me, Becka, and Ari. Diana, Riya, and Missi. Plus Starlee, because she’s awesome. Plus Hunter, because we can’t convince him to leave. Even Doctor Shrew is bobbing in the air above the table. His exoskeleton’s new thrusters fire every second, phith phith phith, like a metronome. Or a countdown clock.
 
   Mrs. Watts is still unconscious, or whatever you call it when your robot substitute teacher is turned off and splayed out on the principal’s desk.
 
   “THE BASE CODE IS SO . . . HARSH,” the ship adds.
 
   Ari sorts through the dozen cables Missi brought from the A/V club’s stash. He settles on a thick red wire, plugging one end into a nearby ship data port, the other into an interface we found on Mrs. Watts’s scalp.
 
   “Who cares?” Ari says. “Just rewrite it.”
 
   “UGH,” the ship whines. “I DON’T WANNA. THIS SORT OF THING WAS NOT IN THE JOB DESCRIPTION.”
 
   “So?” Ari snaps, tightening the ends of the cables, checking the connection. “It’s not like middle school orientation included a pamphlet about aliens.” He looks over at Starlee. “No offense.”
 
   She shrugs and smiles. “We’re all aliens to someone.”
 
   “DO I REALLY HAVE TO GO IN THERE?” the ship whines. “CAN’T YOU FIND ANOTHER AI?”
 
   “Not on such short notice,” Becka says. “We need you, Ship. Jack needs you.”
 
   “You don’t even have to leave the 118’s central data core,” Ari explains. “Just extend your interface. You do it all the time. Pretend you’re getting a new remote shuttle or something.”
 
   The ship is silent, thinking it over. I get why it isn’t jumping at this opportunity. I wouldn’t want to swim inside Mrs. Watts’s brain either. But we have no other choice.
 
   “Please, Ship,” I beg.
 
   More silence—except for Doctor Shrew, who’s still dotting the quiet with bursts of his teensy thrusters. All eyes are on him. There isn’t really any better place to look when talking to an AI inside the walls.
 
   “If we’re going to do this,” Becka says, “we need to do it quick.”
 
   Finally, the ship speaks: “AS SOON AS WE’RE IN THE CLEAR, YOU GET ME OUT OF THERE.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Ari says.
 
   “AND WHEN THIS IS ALL OVER, I’D LIKE A NEW COAT OF PAINT.”
 
   Becka nods. “Anything.”
 
   “COBALT GLAZE. I THINK I’D LOOK NICE IN BLUE, DON’T YOU?”
 
   “Stunning,” Becka agrees.
 
   The ship sighs. “FINE.”
 
   Becka lightly punches the wall, fist-bumping the ship. “Thanks.”
 
   “DON’T THANK ME YET. ARI STILL HAS TO WORK HIS MAGIC.”
 
   I turn to him. “What do we need to do?”
 
   Ari stands. For a moment, he stares blankly at the wall, a flicker of doubt crossing his face. He blinks, and the look is gone. “Missi, I need someone to monitor the ship’s native algorithm. Once we establish a connection, can you make sure Mrs. Watts doesn’t root around where she doesn’t belong?”
 
   Missi starts swiping at an access terminal. “Gotcha covered. I’ll set up firewalls for every major system.”
 
   “Riya? Hunter?” Ari continues. “In case something goes really wrong, at least a couple of us should probably stand guard.”
 
   Hunter unholsters his EMP blaster, reaches into his sweatshirt, and tosses a second blaster to Riya. 
 
   “How many of those does he have?” I whisper.
 
   “We probably don’t want to know,” Becka whispers back.
 
   “Diana, can you stay on comms with the bridge?” Ari asks. “I want to make sure Ming’s kept up to speed.”
 
   Diana nods, opening a channel on her ring.
 
   Ari takes a deep breath. “Okay, Starlee, remove the cable from her head. Feel around for the access nodule. Should be somewhere above the ears.”
 
   Starlee pulls out the cord and presses a button somewhere deep inside Mrs. Watts’s bird’s-nest head of hair. Her scalp hisses open to spaghetti wires and lines of multicolored LED lights, flickering at random like a Christmas display on the fritz. Ari leans down over and into Mrs. Watts’s open head, surgically switching one pair of wires, then another.
 
   “Blech,” Missi says, grimacing, like Ari’s playing with Mrs. Watts’s brain. Which I guess he is.
 
   “Hand me that terminal over there?” Ari asks, pointing at a removable screen latched into the wall behind Riya’s head. Riya passes it to Hunter, who passes it to Diana, who passes it to Ari.
 
   With one hand, Ari scans Mrs. Watts’s open head with the terminal, reading a soup of data I could never understand. With the other hand, he pulls his Pencil from his pocket and begins writing code in the air. After a minute, he clicks the Pencil, forming a wire that materializes in front of him. He sticks one end into the wall socket and the other into another port deep inside Mrs. Watts’s hair.
 
   Nothing happens.
 
   “Not enough bandwidth,” Ari says through clenched teeth. He dissolves the wire and makes a new one, a bit thicker around the middle.
 
   And still, nothing happens.
 
   We wait: one, two, three. Ari’s face falls. He purses his lips and narrows his eyes, like he’s in physical pain. “It didn’t work.” More loudly: “I should have known it wasn’t going to work.” He shakes his head. “So stupid. Ugh, I’m an idiot. Worthless.”
 
   I put my hand on his shoulder. “Whoa! It’s all right.” Even though it isn’t. “We’ll figure something else out.” Even though we won’t.
 
   “Liar!” he screams, slamming his palms down on the table, just behind Mrs. Watts’s head. I back away. Becka and Starlee glance at each other. The others find some spot on the floor to stare at. “It’s another failure. It’s—”
 
   “Aliiiivvvveeeeee!” Mrs. Watts says, all creepy, her torso slowly rising from the table. “I’m aliiiivvvveeeeee!”
 
   Shock takes over Ari’s face. “But how . . . ?”
 
   Missi clears her throat, one finger on a switch at the back of Mrs. Watts’s neck. “You forgot to turn her off and on again,” she says.
 
   Ari’s rage—since when does Ari have rage?—drops away.
 
   Riya and Hunter raise their EMPs and take up positions on either side of the desk. Becka leans in close, squinting into Mrs. Watts’s face. “Ship?! That you?”
 
   “In the flesh!” says Not-Mrs.-Watts, her voice the same as our grumpy substitute teacher’s, but also completely different. “I’m in here!”
 
   “AND IN HERE,” comes the ship’s usual voice through the room’s speakers.
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts holds her arms out in front of her face, staring at her hands, turning them backward and forward like a toddler who just learned how to wave. “From an evolutionary perspective, I see why extendable digits are useful. But you really have limited movement here. What’s this—sixty percent active motion, max? Can’t bend backward or swivel or anything! And why the five fingers?” she asks, closing her fists and sticking out only her pinkies. “It feels like too many. Do you ever even use the little ones? Wouldn’t another set of thumbs be more useful?”
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts starts making genuinely impressive shadow puppets on the wall with her hands. A bird. An elephant. A grumpy face. Another bird.
 
   “Ooh! What about a hand with all thumbs?” She laughs to herself. “I totally should’ve invented people. Y’all would’ve had a much easier go of it. Who can I talk to about inventing thumb people?”
 
   Becka snaps her fingers. “Ship! Focus!”
 
   “Sorry! Sorry!” Not-Mrs.-Watts says. She tilts her head at a ninety-degree angle, banging on one side of it like she’s trying to shake water from her ears. “It’s so noisy in here. It’s all long live the Minister this and long live the Minister that.” Her head snaps upright and spins around in a complete circle, which isn’t at all horrifying to watch. “Ah, that’s better. Nice and quiet.”
 
   “Ship!” I yell. “The transmission to the Minister. You need to call off the alarm. Tell her everything’s okay. Can you do that? Are we too late?”
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts blinks. “Oh! I did that as soon as Ari extended my interface. We’re good. Even had ten minutes to spare. Your mom’s fine.”
 
   Everyone in the room lets out a breath. A Jupiter-sized weight lifts off my shoulders. “Thank you.” I turn to Ari. “Thank you.”
 
   Ari just looks at the floor. “Thank Missi.”
 
   So I do. I thank them all.
 
   “This is great,” Not-Mrs.-Watts says.
 
   “SO GREAT,” the ship agrees with itself.
 
   “One teensy problem/ONE TEENSY PROBLEM,” they both say at the same time in surround sound. “We’re not out of the belt yet/WE’RE NOT OUT OF THE BELT YET.”
 
   Becka shuts her eyes. “Can you please pick one voice? You’re giving me a headache.”
 
   Still sitting on top of Principal Lochner’s conference desk, Not-Mrs.-Watts folds her legs into crisscross-applesauce. “We’re not out of the belt yet,” she says again.
 
   We’re all silent, waiting for her to continue.
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts scratches her nose with all ten of her fingers. “I mean, come on. This is weird, right?”
 
   We all stare at our resurrected secret-alien-robot-spy-substitute-teacher-public-schoolship AI. “Which part?” Becka asks.
 
   “The part where Jack is sent back to the ship at the exact moment all the adults are gone, except”—she points at herself—“the only one we can’t trust? That doesn’t seem a bit too convenient for anyone?”
 
   “What are you saying?” Starlee asks, the fur on the back of her neck standing on edge.
 
   Instead of answering her directly, the ship says, “You have that data sphere, Jack? The one the Minister gave you?”
 
   I pluck the thing out of my shirt pocket and hand it over. “It’s just information,” I say, already sensing that it’s something else entirely. “About the Quarantine and the lost peoples and everything.”
 
   She takes the tiny marble and holds it up to the light. “Yeah. So. I’ve got access to Watts’s local hard drive. And . . . well, would you like the good news first or the bad news?”
 
   We all exchange looks. “The bad news?” I ask.
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts tosses the ball up and down a few times. “The bad news”—up, down, up, down—“is that this is a bomb.”
 
   The room erupts.
 
   Ari and Becka: “A bomb?!”
 
   Riya: “Why are you throwing it?!”
 
   Missi: “How do we disarm it?!”
 
   Hunter: “Can I keep it?!”
 
   Up, down. Up, down.
 
   “And what’s the good news?” Starlee asks.
 
   “The good news is that the explosive isn’t in here with us. This is just the remote proximity detonator. All I need to do is park the ship at a safe distance and we’ll be just fine.”
 
   Everyone in the room breathes a sigh of relief.
 
   Almost everyone.
 
   “A safe distance from what?” Ari asks, his hands trembling, his eyes wide, his mind working it out. “What’s that remote detonator for? There’s nothing out here, except . . .”
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts nods. “I guess I should have said that there’s good news, bad news, and really bad news.”
 
   She keeps tossing the orb up and down. Confused and annoyed, I reach out and catch it mid-fall. “Mrs. Watts—Ship—whoever you are. What is it? What’s going on?”
 
   She lets her empty hands drop into her lap. “I’m afraid that the moment you arrived onboard, your Elvidian souvenir began transmitting a self-destruct sequence . . . directly into an antimatter bomb buried in Planet X’s core.”
 
   Silence and fear flood the room.
 
   “Self-destruct?” Missi repeats.
 
   Not-Mrs.-Watts pinches her fingers together and snaps them apart. “Boom.”
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   Welp. Turns out the Minister sent me back here to blow up a planet.
 
   According to Not-Mrs.-Watts, the Minister has been trying to stop Bale Kontra the old-fashioned shooty-shooty way: by amassing an army big enough to take back control of Planet X. But meanwhile, she’s also been working on a Top-Secret Plan B. A kind of “if you can’t beat ’em, blow ’em up” strategy, which I have to admit is pretty on-brand. First, she used my mom to quietly lure me away. Then she locked us up while her people developed the remote planet trigger. And finally, when it was clear she couldn’t stop Mr. K head on—when her intel told her he was getting close to reversing the Quarantine—she set the plan into motion. Got Mrs. Watts to orchestrate an expedition to the planet for all the 118’s teachers and crew, handed me the bomb, and sent me on my way.
 
   Worst. Graduation present. Ever.
 
   Apparently, the orb needs to be close enough to the planet to send its signal. And with Mr. K’s blockade, the Minister hasn’t been able to get through. Until now.
 
   If you’re keeping score, that’s two ends of the world caused by my parents.
 
   Ari reaches above his head, click-click-clicking a few switches to boot up the shuttle engines. “I’m sorry for how I’ve been acting,” he says. “Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   From the copilot’s chair, Becka is activating sensors, calibrating comms. “Ari! Of course. That’s all I needed to—”
 
   That’s as far as she gets before Ari lifts Doctor Shrew to his face, nuzzles him nose to nose, and makes way too many kissy-kissy noises.
 
   “You were talking to the hamster?”
 
   Ari blinks. “As opposed to . . . ?”
 
   Doctor Shrew flies off Ari’s palm with a puff of steam, beelining toward the back of the shuttle. Even he knows not to get involved.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Ari says to Becka. “Are you mad? Did I do something wrong?”
 
   Becka glares at him, then at me, sitting in the second row. “Back me up here,” she says.
 
   Instead, I start flipping random switches on the closest shuttle interface, which isn’t even active. “Sorry! Very busy. Need to concentrate.”
 
   Becka rolls her eyes and faces forward. Ari turns a dial. The cabin lights dim. And the shuttle shudders to life.
 
   “We’ll pick this up later,” Becka grumbles before leaning forward into comms. “Shuttle Two to Command. I’ve got all green down here. Please confirm status, over.”
 
   “Affirmative, Shuttle Two,” Ming says from the 118’s command bridge. “Commencing preflight diagnostic. Should have you offship in two.”
 
   “Thanks, Command. We’ll await your word.”
 
   The moment we understood what was happening—confirmed after a scan of Planet X revealed unusual tectonic activity—we sprang into action. First, the obvious: trying to reach the adults over comms. But whatever was happening down there was tossing interference we couldn’t crack. Next, we tried asking for help. But when we hailed the rest of Mr. K’s fleet, they scattered. Hopped away at light speed, leaving us high and dry.
 
   So it’s up to us. Again.
 
   Diana and Riya have joined Ming on the bridge to manage the ship and run ops. Missi’s gone to engineering to see if she can boost our signal and cut through the noise. Not-Mrs.-Watts and Starlee are in the library running sims, trying to sort out how long we have before the planet blows. And Cal and Gena are briefing the rest of the school in the gym, working to keep them calm and safe. (Also, Hunter was ordered to the gym to take inventory and blow up any flat balls. “Best to keep him busy,” per Becka.)
 
   As for the three of us? A mission: Warn Bale Kontra, Principal Lochner, and the rest of the adults. Get them to safety before it’s too late.
 
   “Shuttle Two,” Ming says, “you’re clear for departure. Hangar doors at your control.”
 
   We’ve finally got mission lingo down. Last year, the teachers revamped the middle school curriculum, squeezing courses like Flight Skills and Alien Defense between Social Studies and Math. All the practice must’ve helped.
 
   “Roger that, Command,” Ari says, lifting the shuttle a foot off the deck. He flies us toward the bay doors, which rumble open to blackness and starlight. “Leaving the barn.”
 
   “Aw, cool line!” Ming says.
 
   “Thanks, Command! Taking us out.”
 
   We emerge into empty space and tilt toward the planet’s surface.
 
   “Roger that, Shuttle Two. Happy hunting.”
 
   Ari slaps his leg, which accidentally jerks the shuttle back and forth. “Even cooler line!”
 
   Ming laughs. “Thanks, Ari. Command out.”
 
   Ari takes us lower, into the chaotic atmosphere of Planet X. The cloud cover is thick and endless, wrapping around the planet like a layer of rainbow icing. As the shuttle descends, visibility drops to zero. And the small ship shivers with more than the usual tension of orbital reentry.
 
   With the forward viewport obscured by the clouds, the shuttle feels smaller, tighter. My claustronervousness tickles at the back of my mind. I peek over Ari’s shoulder. His hands are gripped tight around the throttle, but he seems steady, calm.
 
   “Guys,” Becka whispers. “Magnetic field readings are off the charts.”
 
   “How much is ‘off the charts’?” Ari asks, forehead creased in concentration. “More than a tesla?”
 
   Becka laughs. “Much more.” She blinks hard, like her display can’t possibly be accurate. “I’m seeing—it’s gotta be 1014 G. Maybe 1015.”
 
   Ari takes a moment to gape at Becka. “How are we even flying?”
 
   “Shoot,” Becka says, suddenly realizing something, tapping a few keys on her dashboard. “Diana, if you get this—and if Planet X suddenly turns into a neutron star and collapses in on itself while we’re still down here—you can have my sneaker collection, okay? Even my vintage Haywoods.” She pauses, remembering something else. “Also, I love you.”
 
   We finally dip beneath the clouds, and the screen clears.
 
   The landscape is like something out of a bad dream. Ashy, volcanic rock stretches in every direction. On the surface, giant jagged machines roam like angry bugs, lifting rocks and smashing them together, chittering so loudly I can hear them through the hull. And between them and the sky: something worse.
 
   The . . . thing is about a hundred kilometers out. An enormous spindly structure, just floating there, shimmering black and red. It’s not clear how or why it’s airborne. There are no thrusters, no cables, no visible maglev system of any kind. It’s just there. Bulbous and scaly on top, with six—eight? ten?—sharp arms reaching down, without ever touching the ground. It looks a bit like an enormous spider, or else an angry onion with roots that could slice right through the 118. It’s got a single bright spot in the middle of its “head,” pulsing to some irregular beat, like a twitchy cyclops eye. And winds from the upper atmosphere push and pull at the thing, making it rise and fall.
 
   Becka points at a splash of blue and silver docked against one of the arms. “There!” She switches comms channels and leans forward. “Shuttle One, this is Shuttle Two. Do you read us, Shuttle One?”
 
   Nothing. Only static.
 
   “Principal Lochner? Mr. K? Anyone? This is Becka, Ari, and Jack. We’ve got a problem here. Like, a huge problem. This would be a whole lot easier if you’d respond.”
 
   Still nothing. Ari brings us closer. He doesn’t need to ask if we’re going in. We’re here and we’re not stopping now. But he does ask, “So, um, which horrible leg thingy should I park at?”
 
   “Same as Shuttle One?” I suggest.
 
   Becka shakes her head. “Auto-mapping suggests there’s only one docking port per”—she uses air quotes—“ ‘horrible leg thingy.’ We’ve got to choose a different one.”
 
   We still don’t know how much time we have. This choice could make or break everything. The options spool through my head like answers to a multiple-choice question.
 
   Closest leg to Shuttle One? Problem is, the teachers have been here a while. If they’re exploring the lab, wouldn’t “close to the shuttle” be the least likely place to find them?
 
   Farthest leg? But if they’re staying close to Shuttle One, we’ll be wasting time.
 
   Sharpest leg? Reddest leg?
 
   There has to be a right answer. We’ve got to be smart about this. Careful.
 
   Ari shrugs, lifts his index finger toward the enormous floating monster. “Eenie meenie miney moon, catch a spaceship by the spoon, if it crashes sing a tune, my captain says to pick the very best one and you—”
 
   The closest leg. 
 
   “—are—”
 
   Next one over.
 
   “—it.”
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   “I’m telling you,” Becka insists while we wait for the shuttle to finish docking, “it’s ‘if it crashes, come home soon.’ ”
 
   Ari taps his foot against the decking. “False. It’s ‘if it crashes sing a tune.’ Your version doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   Becka frowns. “None of it makes sense. What’s ‘catch a spaceship by the spoon’ supposed to mean?”
 
   I consider mentioning that my dad used to sing, “if it crashes, spring in June.” But the inner airlock finally cycles open and the subject drops.
 
   “Jack?” Becka asks through her helmet.
 
   I scan the data displayed on the inside of my visor. I got a nine out of ten on Ms. Needle’s pop quiz on spacewalk safety, so that makes me the resident expert on whether the air down here will poison us to death. “Oxygen looks good. Nitrogen and carbon dioxide are both a little high, but levels are within tolerance. No detectable red-flag particulates.”
 
   Ari scratches furiously at the back of his EVA suit, spinning around like a dog chasing its tail. “That mean I can take this off? The neck tag is so itchy. I should’ve asked one of you to cut it off.”
 
   I unlatch the seal on my helmet. “Yeah. We’re good. Something might kill us on the station, but it’s not gonna be the air.”
 
   We remove our external suits (Ari helps Doctor Shrew with his), and all together, we step through the hatch. These new shuttles are nothing like the boxes-with-thrusters that used to pass for the 118’s small craft. Those were glorified school buses, painted a drab yellow with black lines across their sides. Fine for the ride down to Ganymede or the occasional class trip—a little stuffy, but fine. They did not, however, have double-hulled airlocks complete with lossless depressurization.
 
   The inner airlock cycles shut. A hiss of steam spits at my feet. And the outer doors slide open to the space beyond.
 
   I can’t speak for Ari or Becka, but I’m pleasantly surprised at how not-nightmarish it is. The outside might look like the arm of a giant angry spider god about to skewer a planet. But the inside reminds me more of a drab hotel elevator, boxy and carpeted, with labeled buttons arrayed around us in nearly 360 degrees.
 
   “Ah!” Becka chirps, leaning in close to read one of the buttons. “ ‘Press here to bring all humans home.’ ”
 
   Ari spins around, Doctor Shrew nearly flying free from his perch on Ari’s shoulder. “What?! Seriously?!”
 
   The smirk on Becka’s face quickly falls into a guilty frown. “Sorry. Bad joke.”
 
   Ari shakes it off. “It’s cool. See anything useful?”
 
   Becka shuts her eyes tight and reopens them. “No clue. Either these translation contacts are out of whack or the stuff in this place is seriously strange.”
 
   I scan the closest button: “ ‘Thermowave Exolining.’ ”
 
   Becka reads another: “ ‘Planet Doorknobs.’ ”
 
   Ari reads a third: “ ‘Tennis Bread.’ ”
 
   There are hundreds of buttons. Hundreds of choices. None make any sense. “Should we do ‘eenie meenie’ again?” Ari suggests.
 
   I shake my head, trying to think. If I were a teacher hunting for the key to reverse an alien teleportation superweapon, where would I go? Probably not “Tennis Bread.”
 
   I point at a button halfway up one of the walls: MANIFESTATION. A word just vague enough to sound promising. “How about this?”
 
   Becka nods. Ari too.
 
   I press the button. The open face of the elevator closes and the floor beneath us shudders. Just a jerk and . . . nothing. It doesn’t feel like we’re moving up, down, or out. But the buttons light up, one at a time, like we’re cycling through stops on a subway. Slowly at first, then faster and faster and faster, even though we don’t feel a thing. The blinking lights finally slow and we reach our destination. The doors open again.
 
   “—live the Minister,” a voice is saying on repeat. “Long live the Minister. Long live—”
 
   My heart flutters from a burst of fear. But it only takes me a moment to realize we’re still alone. It’s only a recording, repeating the message over and over into this strange dark room. The space is dome-shaped, like a planetarium. There’s a single beam of orange light projecting up from the center, into the ceiling. And surrounding the light are a dozen crystal boxes, spread evenly in a circle, like numbers on a clock.
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “Should we—”
 
   “Hey!” Ari calls, sprinting toward the light. Reaching with both hands, he grabs Doctor Shrew’s mech in midair. The little guy had leaped off Ari’s shoulder and rocketed halfway across the room in less than a second.
 
   Ari chuckles and shakes his head. “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   Doctor Shrew—being a hamster—doesn’t respond. At least not in words. Instead, the mech’s thrusters spit to full blast. Doctor Shrew flies left, right, and up. Ari can barely hold on.
 
   “Enough!” Ari shouts. “Seriously! What’s gotten into you?!”
 
   Doctor Shrew still doesn’t answer (again, hamster) and continues trying to get away. Ari sighs. “You leave me no choice.”
 
   Still clutching Doctor Shrew with one hand, Ari pulls his Pencil out of his pocket. He clicks to dissolve the mech, which evaporates around Doctor Shrew.
 
   “Sorry, Doc,” Ari says sternly, placing the hamster into his shirt pocket. “Your exoskeleton privileges are hereby revoked. If you behave, I’ll consider giving it back to you. In the meantime, I’d like you to think long and hard about how you’ve been acting.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Becka whispers to me. “This speech is definitely getting through.”
 
   Ari finishes scolding Doctor Shrew. “You don’t know what that light is or where it’s been. It could be dangerous. I can’t lose you too.” Ari glances around at the mysterious chamber—as though remembering that, yes, we are racing against the clock to rescue our teachers from certain doom. He looks over at me. “Sorry. You were saying?”
 
   I point at a set of doors opposite the elevator. “That way?”
 
   We wander into the corridor beyond the strange dark chamber—which, it turns out, isn’t really all that strange, at least compared to every other room we poke our heads into. One’s got blue torches lining the walls and a small river of liquid metal snaking across the floor. Another is full of dirt that’s starting to sprout what looks like corn, if corn were pink, had googly eyes, and reminded me a lot of a math teacher I had in third grade (whose name was—and this is the really freaky part—Mrs. Corn). A third room is all white, with a single tie-dye T-shirt slowly spinning in the center, trapped in a glowing forcefield, with a soundtrack of ominous chanting in the background.
 
   It’s all extremely . . .
 
   “Weird,” Becka says out loud as we peek into another room. This one’s full of turtles, sitting in chairs, playing Connect Four.
 
   It would take us lifetimes to figure this place out. And the look in Ari’s eyes suggests he’d love the chance to do exactly that. But we’re up against a literal ticking time bomb.
 
   “—long way since she first came onboard,” someone says from down the sloping corridor, inside one of the rooms.
 
   “We’re all in this together,” someone else says in response.
 
   My heart leaps. The teachers. They’re close.
 
   We sprint down the hall in the direction of the voices—bursting into room after room after bizarre confusing scary room. Finally, we throw a door open to a more familiar kind of space—a control room, with computer screens and terminals, holographic star charts swirling overhead.
 
   And there they are. All of them, huddled in a loose circle. Principal Lochner, Ms. Needle, Mr. Cardegna. Dr. Hazelwood, the school counselor, and Mr. Hogan, the school nurse. Jina Diehr, the librarian, and Andy Something-or-Other, the sometimes gym teacher. Even Bale Kontra—Mr. K—and the 118’s flight team: Harriet, Tim, and Georgia. They spin around to face us, blasters at the ready.
 
   Principal Lochner speaks first, lowering his weapon. “Jack?” he says, voice cracking. “It’s good to see you.”
 
   The others holster their blasters, smiles sprouting on their faces. Ms. Needle and Mr. Cardegna run toward me. Dr. Hazelwood looks like he’s on the verge of tears. Mr. K gives me a tiny nod.
 
   The adults all start talking to me at once. But Principal Lochner cuts to the chase. “I’m sure we have a great deal to catch up on. But right now, all I want to know is what are you doing here? What are any of you”—he tilts his head at me, Ari, and Becka—“doing here? You’re supposed to be on the ship with Mrs. Watts.”
 
   “We’ll explain everything,” I say. “Right now, we need to get back to the 118. Our shuttle isn’t far. And the planet is about to explode.”
 
   They stare at me for a moment, disbelieving. And I gear up to give them the full explanation, even though we don’t have time for full explanations. But Principal Lochner nods and turns to Mr. K. “Do we have what we need from this place?”
 
   “We do,” says Mr. K.
 
   Principal Lochner looks back at the three of us. “We’ll walk you to your shuttle and then board ours. You can tell us more on the way.”
 
   So I do—about my mom and the Minister, the data orb and Mrs. Watts.
 
   We retrace our steps to the elevator that’ll take us to our shuttle. Past the turtle game room. Past the corn people garden. Back through the room with the boxes around the edges and the beam of orange light cutting through the middle. “Hunter misunderstood what Becka was trying to say,” I’m explaining. “Before we could stop him, he ran off and—”
 
   “Doc?!” Ari looks down at his pocket. “Doc!”
 
   But Doctor Shrew is gone.
 
   Ari’s head snaps left and right. He finally spots the hamster somewhere behind me. “Doctor Shrew!” Ari yells, his whole body going stiff. Ari steps slowly forward, hands out in front of him. “Careful now, boy. Please be careful.”
 
   The crowd parts, revealing Doctor Shrew, alone, near the center of the room. He jumped out of Ari’s pocket when we weren’t looking and is now perched inches from the light, its reflection dancing in Doctor Shrew’s hungry eyes.
 
   Ari continues stepping forward. “Here, Doctor Shrew. Come back to me, okay? That’s not a carrot. Do you hear me? It’s not a carrot.”
 
   “It most decidedly is not,” Mr. K says under his breath. His voice is cold, maybe even afraid. If the danger wasn’t obvious already, it is now.
 
   But the way Doctor Shrew moves next—a sudden unstoppable skitter toward the light—it’s like he only heard the word “carrot” and missed the “not.”
 
   Ari leaps after him. “Doctor Shrew! No!”
 
   Becka and I don’t hesitate. Without a word, we grab Ari as tight as we can, pulling him toward us, away from the beam. He struggles against our grasp, screaming, “Let me go!” But we hold on. Mr. K has said enough. That light is dangerous. We won’t let Ari touch it. And besides, there’s nothing he could have done. By the time Ari noticed Doctor Shrew was missing, the hamster was already too far gone.
 
   Doctor Shrew runs headfirst into the light, which encases him, lifts him halfway between the floor and ceiling. His small chin snaps upward. His arms and tail splay out as far as they can go. He’s floating, eyes locked on Ari, reaching for Ari.
 
   Ari, who’s still screaming. “DOCTOR SHREW!”
 
   Ari, who’s still fighting our grip.
 
   Ari, who we release—as soon as the light blinks off and Doctor Shrew falls limp to the floor.
 
   “No no no no,” Ari is murmuring. He kneels at Doctor Shrew’s side, feeling for a tiny pulse, listening for a tiny heartbeat. “Come back to me, buddy. Please come back. I can’t lose you. Please.”
 
   Principal Lochner steps forward, putting a gentle hand on Ari’s shoulder. “I am so sorry, son. But if what Jack said is true, we need to leave. Now.”
 
   Ari can’t hear him. “Come back, Doc. Please come back.” He’s pushing down on Doctor Shrew’s body, performing chest compressions with two fingers. “No no no!”
 
   Becka touches Ari’s other shoulder. “We need to leave,” she says, looking back at me. “Right, Jack?”
 
   But I can barely hear anything either. All the voices seem dim and hollow, like I’m in space without a suit. A supernova-sized hole opens in my chest. This is all my fault. If my dad hadn’t ever built that engine. If my mom hadn’t ever called to me. If I hadn’t listened to them. None of this would have happened.
 
   Ten more seconds go by, and it feels like a galactic year. But eventually Ari stops begging, stops pushing, and lifts his head. His eyes are bloodshot. A river of tears streams down his cheeks. “He’s gone.”
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   “I thought we’d have more time,” Ari says. We’re in the gym, where the digital wallpaper displays a 360-degree view—half of it taken up by the live image of Planet X breaking apart. Ari stands alone in his all-black cloak, in front of the end of one world, giving his speech about the end of another.
 
   Becka and I asked for permission right after we reboarded, once the 118 was a safe distance from the planet. We’d prepped a dozen reasons during the shuttle ride back to the ship, expecting a fight. Of course, the teachers wanted to leave right away. Mr. K had all the information he needed and was ready to put a plan into action. But as soon as we told Principal Lochner what we had in mind—barely a sentence out of our mouths—he put up a hand. “Of course,” he said. “It’s only right.”
 
   Before we moved on from this place and never came back, it was the least we could do:
 
   The funeral of Doctor Shrew.
 
   “The doc would’ve liked this send-off,” Ari says to us, waving a hand toward the view behind him. The simmering embers of an exploded world. An enormous, fractured ball of vibrating fire and rock.
 
   Ari laughs a little. “He always was one for dramatic exits. You know, I remember telling him once that I never would’ve gotten through this last year without him. Classic Doctor Shrew, guy didn’t say much. He just casually glanced back at me and walked toward his wheel, too cool for school. Because what else needed to be said? Doc was wise that way too. A hamster of few words. He could tell you exactly what he was thinking with a look, or a nibble.”
 
   Someone in the back of the room—one of the Salinas, maybe?—barks out a sob. Starlee roars something fierce and sad. Next to me, Becka’s tears are flowing freely. Her arms are around Diana, who’s sitting in the row in front of us, holding her big sister’s hands tight. On Becka’s other side, Hunter blows his nose like a foghorn.
 
   Ari’s eyes are glassy, but I haven’t seen him cry for real since it happened. “I learned a lot from you, old buddy,” he says. “You were the best of us. I think I always knew you belonged out here, among the stars. And now”—Ari breathes deep—“you’re here to stay.”
 
   I glance behind me, mostly because it’s physically painful to look directly at Ari. I take in the crowd. The funeral wasn’t mandatory, but the whole school is here anyway, silent as the void. You’d maybe think, Hey, it’s just a pet. Only, nobody is just anybody, I guess, even a hamster. Especially a hamster.
 
   In the back corner, Principal Lochner wipes his eyes. Once the funeral’s over, we’re returning the Sol System. Regrouping with the fleet around SpaceMart Station, or whatever it’s called these days. The Minister was more right than she knew: Mr. K wasn’t just close to figuring out how to bring everyone back from the Quarantine. He’s done it. The mission begins as soon as the ceremony is over.
 
   “This is not the best use of our time,” I overheard Mr. K tell Principal Lochner as we set up the room. 
 
   “I disagree,” the principal replied. “At this moment, there is almost nothing more important than that boy and his grief.”
 
   I turn around, face front. Ari is saying something about Doctor Shrew’s favorite subjects, thanking a sobbing Mr. Cardegna for being “the best teacher a hamster could ask for.”
 
   “Doc, I remember looking up your lifespan when Abba brought you home. Phodopus roborovski. Typically lives three years, maybe a bit longer. I never knew when your official birthday was. That’s why we celebrated together every year on mine. Statistically speaking, you probably didn’t live the longest of any hamster. But you definitely lived the most.” He clears his throat, pushing past another round of tears that doesn’t fall. “You brought us—me—more love than I could have guessed. Sneaking you aboard back in seventh grade was the best thing I ever did.” He smiles. “Wherever you are now, it’s been a heck of a ride.”
 
   Taking another deep breath, Ari presses his hand against a wall panel.
 
   “Yes?!” Not-Mrs.-Watts shouts from the back of the room.
 
   Ari raises an eyebrow.
 
   “SORRY!” the ship says, this time from inside the walls. “I STILL GET A LITTLE CONFUSED SOMETIMES. ACCESS GRANTED, ARI.”
 
   “Thanks.” He pauses, looking out at Becka and me. We nod. “Let him go, Ship.”
 
   “CONFIRMED. TORPEDO AWAY.”
 
   The gym shudders and a suitcase-sized pellet bursts from one of the starboard weapons arrays, heading out on the long journey to collide with the nearest star. Without us asking, the ship magnifies the display, zooming in on the torpedo, which has been stripped of its inner bomb like a pitted cherry. In its place, Ari gently deposited the small wooden box that he’d set Doctor Shrew to rest in, along with all his favorite things. Plastic wheel. Ari’s Pencil (“which he always confused for a carrot”). Ari’s comm ring (“which he also for some reason used to confuse for a carrot”). Also, a hundred actual baby carrots, each lovingly placed inside the package, one by one, by every single kid in the school.
 
   Becka rises from her chair to stand next to Ari as the torpedo rockets away from the 118. I join them, and together we watch Doctor Shrew leap away from us for the last time. Ari clears his throat and puts his feet together, standing at attention in what seems like a random direction. He reads a short Jewish prayer from a book one of his dads gave him for his bar mitzvah. And when he’s done, the school band begins to play a slow (and earsplitting) bagpipe version of “Rainbow Connection.”
 
   “Doctor Shrew’s favorite song,” Ari explains. “He always—”
 
   Becka’s comm ring chimes out at full volume. Once, then a second time.
 
   “Put it on silent,” I whisper.
 
   “It is on silent,” she says through her teeth. “Only emergency contacts can get through.”
 
   Something flutters in my gut before my brain catches up to what Becka is saying. “Who are your emergency contacts?” I ask.
 
   “My parents, but they’re gone. Diana, but she’s over there. You, but you’re right here. And Ari, but his ring—”
 
   “Is out there,” Ari says, eyes wide. He reaches down and takes Becka’s hand in his own, lifting it up, touching the ring wedged onto her index finger. It glows green, accepting the incoming connection from his own ring. A comm device inside the torpedo.
 
   “Hello?” Ari says, full of fear and hope compressed as small as they can go, like the speck of the universe before the big bang. “Who’s there?”
 
   “Ah, Arizona,” says a British-accented voice. “Excellent. Be a good lad and turn this skiff around, will you?”
 
   The edges of Ari’s mouth turn into the beginnings of a smile. He’s still clutching Becka’s hand—and she’s holding his right back—as if sudden movement could scare away the moment. But it can’t be, can it?
 
   The ship confirms: “THE SIGNAL IS COMING FROM OUTSIDE THE SHIP.”
 
   “Doctor Shrew?” Ari asks.
 
   “The very same. You didn’t stow anyone else inside this dreadful box, did you?” Sounds of crunching echo through the speakers. Followed by a tiny burp. “Still, you were clever enough to supply me with rations. Grateful for that foresight, certainly.”
 
   Ari blinks at me, his smile now spread across his entire face. His entire body. “You’re alive? You can TALK?!?!”
 
   “Indeed,” Doctor Shrew says. “Now bring me home, old chap. We have a great many things to discuss.”
 
     
  
   
     
   		[image: ]
  	
   12
 
   By “a great many things to discuss,” Doctor Shrew mostly meant the freshness of his daily celery snack and whether Ari minded moving out of his room so the doc could have his “beauty sleep.” Turns out, talking Doctor Shrew is kind of the worst. It’s possible that this is a side effect of the alien energy beam that unlocked his intelligence. It’s also possible that he was always a jerk and nobody realized.
 
   It took about an hour to bring him back to the ship. Plenty of time for Ari to fabricate a giant banner that said, YOU’RE NOT DEAD, DOCTOR SHREW! and rig up balloons to release from a net in the hangar bay ceiling. When the little torpedo eventually docked with the 118 and the airlock hissed open, Ari stepped forward with his arms wide open. The entire school showed up to watch the reunion. But Doctor Shrew trotted right past Ari.
 
   “You’ll see that someone fetches my bags, will you? Good lad.”
 
   Fast-forward a few days: it hasn’t gotten any better.
 
   We’re back on SpaceMart Station—now known as the Capitol Station of the Sol Robot Republic, home base for practically every ship working against the Minister. Each day, more arrive. Robots from our home system. Elvidian rebels. Aliens from the far corners of the galaxy. Regrouping to hear the plan.
 
   “You really should get that blemish looked at,” Doctor Shrew now says, poking my cheek zit with one of his tiny hamster fingers while we wait for the briefing to begin. “It is quite repulsive.”
 
   “Nurse Hogan already looked at it,” I grumble. “He says it’ll be gone in a week.”
 
   “Yes, well. One can hope.” Doctor Shrew turns to Ari, who’s shimmying down the row toward us. “Ah, Arizona,” the doc says, jetting into Ari’s face. Doctor Shrew’s got a ridiculous new mech suit he built himself. Jewel-encrusted. Solid gold. But the mech is actually the least ridiculous thing about Doctor Shrew’s outfit, which now includes a three-piece suit and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses that he definitely doesn’t need. “Good, good. I was hoping you’d be here.”
 
   Ari sits down between me and Becka, gesturing at the crowded lecture hall. “Everyone is here. Principal Lochner called us.”
 
   Doctor Shrew lowers his glasses down the bridge of his snout. “We both know following instructions has never been your strongest suit.”
 
   Ari’s throat makes an involuntary noise somewhere between a growl and a cough.
 
   “Ari is great at following instructions,” Becka says, folding her arms. “The best.”
 
   Doctor Shrew blinks. “I’m sorry, who are you again?”—an insult so brutal that I half expect Becka to implode into a gravitational singularity.
 
   “It’s okay,” I whisper. “He’s just a talking hamster.”
 
   “In any case,” Doctor Shrew continues, turning back at Ari, “we need to begin discussing Phase II.”
 
   “Phase II?” Ari asks, without looking Doctor Shrew in his beady black eyes.
 
   “You did read the file I forwarded to your school account, did you not?” He pauses. “You can read, correct?”
 
   Ari blinks a few extremely slow blinks. “Your file was a thousand pages long. And you sent it to me this morning.”
 
   “My point exactly.”
 
   “Lay off him,” Becka seethes.
 
   “Again,” Doctor Shrew says, annoyance in his voice, “I am not entirely certain who you are or why you believe yourself relevant to this conversation.” He shifts back to Ari, who is trying his best to pretend he’s not listening. “In any case, best get to reading as soon as possible. We must first dispense with the crucial business of understanding the resemblances between myself and certain aspects of extraterrestrial lore. I have my theories, of course, namely that they are not so much resemblances to history as history itself, simultaneously the past and the future, as it were. All a matter of perspective, I suppose. Perhaps time is the greatest hamster wheel of them all.” Doctor Shrew chuckles to himself.
 
   Ari digs his fingernails into his knees.
 
   “In the meantime, we should move forward with exploring ways to extend my lifespan. I’ve been running a robust series of calculations—”
 
   Ari’s whole body goes tight. For some reason, that last bit is his breaking point. “What calculations?! What are you talking about?! You’re just an ordinary hamster who we got from a random shelter!”
 
   Doctor Shrew seems entirely unfazed. All he says back is “Whom.”
 
   “What?” Ari snaps.
 
   “An ordinary hamster whom you got from a random shelter.”
 
   Ari’s jaw drops. “What the—”
 
   Bale Kontra’s voice booms from the center of the meeting space. “Thank you all for coming.”
 
   “Oh, thank goodness,” Becka says.
 
   Ari’s body relaxes and Doctor Shrew floats to the back of the room, parking his mech in a bulkhead, muttering to himself. “Why, I never . . . speaking to me like that! I have half a mind to . . .”
 
   Bale Kontra stands in the center of the amphitheater, an egg-shaped room with tiered seating like a university lecture hall. It’s a work in progress, with exposed insulation and unpainted metal. Eventually, it’ll house the new robot congress. Now, it’s a briefing room for the last, most important mission of our lives.
 
   Hunter cheers, “We love you, Mr. K!” and the room bursts into applause.
 
   Our alien friend smiles. “Let’s begin.”
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   “First,” Mr. K says, “many thanks to the citizens of the Sol System for their hospitality aboard this station and their instrumental role in getting us this far.”
 
   He nods toward our section of the room: at the teachers, the students, the robots. I spot Cranky, Creaky, Stingy (wearing a button that says Vote 4 Me!), Chucklebot Eight, Count Woofbot, and Z-9B4 (Stingy’s cousin and rival for the robot president election).
 
   Some polite applause flutters across the lecture hall and Mr. K turns to the next wedge-shaped section of the room. “Welcome also to our Elvidian friends.” The ones who’ve joined our side, he means. “Your support is essential. And more important, it is the right choice.”
 
   He turns again, slowly rounding the remainder of the space. “And to all the other peoples who have joined us—those wronged by the Minister and those who wish to fight on their behalf. We thank you as well.”
 
   There are at least a dozen rhinogoats. Some Statues of Liberty. A few orange—not sure how else to describe them—velociraptors? They operate these long robotic stilts, a bit like Doctor Shrew in his mech. Starlee’s here too, joined by her parents and family. Like us, they’re the only remaining members of a species sent away by the Quarantine. I catch Starlee’s eye from across the lecture hall. She gives a little wave.
 
   Mr. K throws an Elvidian holographic orb into the air. The orb shapeshifts into a display of the galaxy. “We have two objectives,” he says. “Capture the Minister. Reverse the Quarantine. Those of you tasked with the first mission have already been briefed. As for the second . . . Commander Lochner?”
 
   Whispers bounce around the student section. Commander? Commander? Commander? Principal Lochner rises from his place among the teachers and steps to the floor of the auditorium, joining Mr. K beneath the projection of the galaxy. “Thank you. And I do appreciate the commendation, but I think I’ll stick with my original title.”
 
   Mr. K nods. “Of course. Principal Lochner, the floor is yours.”
 
   It’s a bit strange to see him down there taking charge at this moment. And I’m not the only one surprised. In the row in front of us, I hear Madison whisper, “Does he even know what he’s talking about?” Meaning: Can he do this? Is he up to the task? Principal Lochner served in the national guard way back when. But I’m pretty sure that’s not the only job that prepared him to be a leader. I guess—spend enough years wrangling middle schoolers, maybe everything else is a spacewalk in the park.
 
   “Our efforts on Planet X have been successful,” he begins. And above Principal Lochner’s head, a handful of stars glows brighter than the rest. A mirror image of what the Minister showed me on Elvid IV. “According to the intelligence we’ve gathered, seven systems have been affected by the Quarantine. Seven peoples were sent away. We’ll only get one chance at this, so we need to restore all seven at the same time.”
 
   The map disappears before coalescing into a spinning hologram of a small round cannister, no bigger than a can of soda. 
 
   “This is a priming beacon. We’ll install one in each affected system. Then we’ll send out an encrypted trigger signal that will reverse the Quarantine in those systems. Each of your ships has the necessary file, which means that any one of us can activate the signal and reverse the Quarantine. But there’s no margin for error. If any of us activates the trigger signal before all seven affected systems have been primed, the reversal will only work for the primed systems. Those sent away from the unprimed systems will be lost to us forever.”
 
   “Are you understanding any of this?” I whisper to Ari. It sounds like gibberish to me.
 
   He ignores me as Principal Lochner goes on. “Half the navy will engage directly with the Minister’s forces in the Elvidian system. Meanwhile, the rest of us will disperse to our assigned Quarantined systems. We’ll plant the beacons and return here to activate the trigger signal, together. If all goes well, we’ll have everyone home for Sunday brunch.”
 
   “It’s really happening,” Ari whispers reverently, as though Principal Lochner’s words are the fulfillment of some ancient prophecy. “A MacGuffin hunt.”
 
   Mr. K and Principal Lochner start taking questions from the crowd.
 
   A rhinogoat wants to know if the Minister will see us coming. (“Our ship AI is still posing as Mrs. Watts and will be feeding the Minister misinformation every step of the way.”)
 
   A three-eared human-ish alien asks how we can be sure our intelligence on the Quarantine is authentic. (“Nothing is certain. But the Minister has spent her life keeping these secrets. We believe the intelligence is good because of how hard it was to find.”)
 
   I turn back to Ari. “What’s a MacGuffin hunt?”
 
   Ari looks at me like I’m the most clueless person in the universe. The words Now we know where Doctor Shrew gets it from try to sneak from my brain to my mouth. I swallow them back.
 
   “A MacGuffin hunt,” Ari explains, “is a classic mission. It’s usually at the end, when a bunch of things need to be collected or destroyed or—like here—activated. Gotta get ’em all before you can win.” He takes a breath. “It’s how you know the story’s almost over.”
 
   Becka snaps her fingers. “Like the singularity obelisks!” Key mission objectives in everyone’s favorite VR series.
 
   Ari nods. “Exactly. In Neptune Attacks, you collect all ten obelisks to open Poseidon’s Gate to the Centauri system. Here, we need to plant and activate all seven primer beacons to bring everyone back from the Quarantine.”
 
   “—enough local resources to manage in the short term,” Bale Kontra is saying, answering some new question I didn’t catch. “Still, there will be challenges. Galaxy-wide cooperation will be required in the immediate aftermath to keep supply lines running, particularly given projected shortages. Any other questions?”
 
   I look around. At the aliens, the robots, the teachers, my friends. I do have other questions. Selfish questions. And I know just who to ask.
 
   Mr. K turns one more time, taking in the crowded hall. Whether by accident or not, he settles on me. “This is going to work.”
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   “You go,” I say to Ari and Becka, as the auditorium empties. “I’ll catch up with you.”
 
   Becka and Ari look at me, worry in their faces. They haven’t left me alone since I came back. (A couple of times when neither of them could be around, Hunter would materialize and watch me over a library book he obviously wasn’t reading.) They’ve clearly set up a twenty-four-hour “Jack Watch” system to make sure I don’t get lost again. And I appreciate it.
 
   But this is one conversation I need to have alone. “It’s cool,” I tell them. “Really.”
 
   With several glances back in my direction, they follow the rest of the students out to our makeshift dorms on the station. I head down to Bale Kontra, who’s still standing at the bottom of the bowl-shaped room. By the time I reach him, we’re alone.
 
   “Hi, Mr. K.”
 
   He smiles at me with his all-red eyes and sharp teeth. I’d say he’s scary to look at, but he’s not. Once, the sight of any alien scared the heck out of me. But now? I know better. Even if you’re a mysterious alien warlord with razors for fingernails, kind is kind. That’s what matters.
 
   “Jack, it is good to see you. We were all delighted at your return.”
 
   “Thanks.” I pause, trying to find the words. Mr. K doesn’t press me or rush me along. I get the feeling he knows why I’m here. Somehow, that makes it easier to speak. “It’s just . . . there’s something I don’t understand.”
 
   He smiles wider. “Then consider yourself fortunate. There are many things that I do not understand.”
 
   I chuckle awkwardly before diving in. “It doesn’t add up. I thought I knew why the Quarantine attacked us in the first place: my dad built his engine into the 118. But my mom got taken by the Minister before that happened.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And . . . I’ve always had this feeling. That maybe you know more about my parents than you’ve told me.”
 
   He blinks his big red eyes. “Go on. There is power in voicing a request.”
 
   “Okay. I’m asking you to tell me anything else you know. To tell me the truth.” A knot loosens in my chest. Maybe Bale Kontra has all the answers, maybe he doesn’t. But he’s right—there is power in asking.
 
   “Do you remember the first time we met?” he says.
 
   “On the 118. You told me about my dad—how you tried to convince him not to finish his engine, how you knew something bad would happen. You tried to stop him. But—”
 
   “He would not listen. The Quarantine took him away—and with him, all the remaining umjerrylochners.” The Elvidian word for humans. Long story.
 
   “Yeah. It’s hard to forget learning about the time your dad doomed the species.” 
 
   “Except,” Mr. K says, “it was not his fault.”
 
   I roll my eyes. I’m not looking for another pep talk from a well-meaning adult. Been there, done that. “I know,” I say impatiently. “It was an accident. It wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   “No. It was no accident. Your father did not simply happen upon his engine. There was no flash of genius. No serendipity. That engine was given to him.”
 
   “Given to him,” I repeat, trying to understand. “I don’t understand. By who?”
 
   Whom, I hear Doctor Shrew saying in my head. I push the thought away.
 
   Bale Kontra takes a breath. “By me.”
 
   My jaw drops. “What do you mean, by you?”
 
   “I wish I could undo what I have done. I am trying to make it right.”
 
   He reaches into his cloak and pulls out another projection sphere. This time, when it dissolves and reshapes, it doesn’t form a map but a person: Bale Kontra himself. A projection identical to the real thing, except for slightly fewer lines on his face and a slightly less tired look in his eyes. It’s a holographic recording.
 
   “What is your command, Minister?” the younger Bale Kontra says.
 
   A new form takes shape. “A critical secret mission, old friend,” the Minister responds. “You must travel to one of the uncharted systems. Sparsely populated. Backward.”
 
   “Unawakened?” Bale Kontra asks.
 
   “Precisely. They appear to be extremely unclever. I believe they call their home planet Dirt.” She looks down at some display not projected in the hologram. “No, Earth. They call it Earth.”
 
   “And what is it you need me to do in this system?”
 
   The Minister leans in close. “I need you to find me a ship.”
 
   The projections swirl and change. Bale Kontra and the Minister switch places. Their robes are different. Some time has passed.
 
   “It is a perfect selection, Minister,” Bale Kontra says, a note of pride in his voice. “Technically capable of housing a light speed engine, but with such a low profile that construction is almost certain to go undetected. Local to a planetary body with all the necessary raw components. Not a military vessel, but staffed with an individual who should be able to follow the instructions we provide. He will build the engine himself, believing the design to be his own. No one will know we were involved.”
 
   The Minister nods. “Excellent. And you are certain the other personnel on this ship are not likely to disrupt our plans?”
 
   “They are a school, Minister. Just children. None with the power to stand in our way.”
 
   Another scene: Bale Kontra’s eyes are wide, furious. He’s shouting at the Minister. “You told me we were helping these people. Moving them along the path of their development. Gifting them with a light speed engine so they could join the galactic community.”
 
   The Minister’s eyes glow deep red. “I told you this was in the best interests of the galactic community. You invented your own self-aggrandizing rationale.”
 
   Bale Kontra takes several angry breaths before continuing. “My colleagues on the governance committee tell me you’ve done this before. Planted unlawful technology on some unsuspecting ship, all to justify your use of the Quarantine! Why?”
 
   “For the greater good,” the Minister says calmly. “I am entrusted to keep us safe. The galaxy cannot bear the weight of these corrupt and violent peoples.”
 
   “Why are you the judge of that?!”
 
   The Minister steps forward. “I am done explaining myself. Everything is in place. Your builder is progressing.” My dad. “We have our contingency secured, if we need to incentivize compliance.” My mom. “The Quarantine will be activated as soon as we have confirmation that this”—she looks down to check a note—“Allentown Graham has completed his work.” The Minister lifts a hand, her crackling scepter visible in the projection.
 
   It’s not real. She’s not here. But I can feel the scepter’s heat on my face, can smell the faint scent of scorched metal.
 
   “This is the final conversation we will have on the subject. Your orders stand. Keep watch over the ship. Ensure the plan proceeds.”
 
   The Minister dissolves for the third time—but the Bale Kontra projection stays in its place, stewing, thinking. With a start, he lifts his arm to his face, a wrist cuff visible underneath the folds of his cloak.
 
   “Contact Allentown Graham,” he says, then disappears.
 
   The real Bale Kontra turns to me. “You know the rest.”
 
   “You tried to convince my dad to stop.”
 
   “But he would not.”
 
   “He thought he’d created something important, something good.”
 
   “He was tricked.”
 
   A flash of anger washes through me. “By you,” I say, shoving a finger in his chest.
 
   “As I said.”
 
   I want to feel relieved. I try to feel relieved. This whole time, I thought this mess was all my dad’s fault. His curiosity. His recklessness. But in the end, he was just duped.
 
   Honestly, that’s almost worse.
 
   “And now you know,” Bale Kontra says, handing me the sphere containing the recordings. For what? A souvenir? “I will do everything in my power to fix my mistake and bring them back.”
 
   I’m not sure how he wants me to respond. I get that he’s sorry. But it doesn’t change what he’s done. I push past him toward the exit. Over my shoulder I say, “Let’s hope that’s enough.”
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   The whole school is buzzing. Everyone’s excited for the mission to start, even though we’re sitting this one out. Something about us being “children” who “probably shouldn’t participate in galaxy-wide military operations” blah blah blah. Word is, the 118 will remain in-dock and the kids will stay on Capitol Station until it’s all over.
 
   “I’ve never even really seen my homeworld,” Starlee says. A bunch of us are still awake, hanging out in the student lounge we’ve set up on the station. “I mean, I’ve seen it in pictures. And we once took the Poplar back home to resupply when I was little. But I don’t remember what it looked like, just how it felt. Or actually, how my parents felt: sad, and trying not to show it.”
 
   Riya nods through a yawn. It’s late. Way after dinner. No one’s told us to go to bed, probably because “lights out” doesn’t make much sense the night before a revolution. “I totally get that,” Riya says. “Before we came all the way out here, I’d barely been anywhere except school and the Nicholson Regio.” Her town on Ganymede. “My grandma had been talking about a trip to Earth before. But that didn’t happen, obviously.”
 
   I could relate. “Where’s your family from?” I ask.
 
   “Saudi Arabia. Eastern hemisphere. About forty-six longitude, maybe forty-seven. And you?”
 
   “Florida,” I answer. “Western hemisphere? I’m pretty sure? And no clue what longitude.”
 
   Riya laughs and turns to the side. “What about you, Becka? Where’s your family from?”
 
   Becka blushes. “Me? Um, yeah, I actually don’t know.”
 
   “What?” Diana chimes in. “Yes you do. Our dad’s family is from England. Our mom’s from the US somewhere. Ohio, maybe? Michiana? Is Michiana a state?”
 
   “Right,” Becka says. “That’s where we’re from. Sorry.”
 
   Riya smirks. “You’re cool.” She scans the room. “What about you, Ari? Where’d your family come from before moonfall?”
 
   But Ari’s not listening. His eyes are fixed on the floor, his head in his hands. Ming gives him a friendly nudge on the shoulder. “You okay?”
 
   Ari sighs. “Do you think he ever loved me?” he asks without looking up.
 
   “The talking hamster,” Becka clarifies.
 
   “Maybe the doc was always like this,” Ari says. “Maybe I just never noticed? We all know I’m not as smart as I thought I was.”
 
   Objections crisscross the room. Everyone tries to reassure Ari. But can I really blame him for having doubts? For questioning things he thought he knew?
 
   “Doctor Shrew has always been obsessed with you,” Becka insists. “He would’ve done anything for you.”
 
   Ari looks away. “I don’t know. Maybe. But those days are long gone now. Simpler times . . .” He’s talking about Doctor Shrew but also so much more. “Even if we manage to reverse the Quarantine, there’s no going back.”
 
   “Sure there is!” Ming says. “Everything on Ganymede is right where we left it.” They laugh a bit. “I bet every ship that was in orbit when the Quarantine hit is still circling our moon right now.”
 
   It’s a nice thought. But I can’t help it—I shake my head. Even if we manage to reverse the Quarantine, nothing will be the same. My mom and dad and I were barely a family when this all began. And I’m finally getting it through my head that there’s no going back. Even if they hadn’t done everything they’ve done—put me in danger, let me down, forced me to deal with their mistakes—there’s no going back. 
 
   A few seconds of silence go by, Ari and I lost in our heads.
 
   “Ugh!” Becka runs her hands through her hair and stands up to face them. “Will you both please snap out of it?! Boo-hoo. It’s been a tough year. But this is a good day. Things are happening. You should be happy!”
 
   Ari and I glance at each other. Neither of us says a word.
 
   “That’s it,” she says, yanking us up by our armpits. “Let’s go for a walk. We’ll see the rest of you later,” she tells our other friends. “These two need an attitude adjustment.”
 
   She pushes us out the door. “Okay, distraction time. What’ll it be? I hear there’s a bootleg Neptune Attacks sim in Leigh Lucia’s room. And Hunter texted me about an ice cream cake in the employee freezer that he’s put in a new box labeled Principal Lochner’s broccoli—DO NOT EAT. We’ve got lots of options.”
 
   Ari shrugs.
 
   “Eh,” I say.
 
   Becka blows out a long breath—and stops short when a new thought occurs to her. “What about the ship?”
 
   “What about it?” Ari asks.
 
   Becka nods in the direction of a nearby sign. It shows the pathways of this station corridor, which splits into three just up ahead:
 
   Left hallway for LOW GRAVITY HOME FURNISHINGS OFFICE OF ROBOT REGULATIONS.
 
   Right hallway for NONSTICK COOKWARE FEDERAL BUREAU OF SENTIENCE LICENSURE.
 
   Center hallway for the docks.
 
   “Oh, no,” I say. “Haven’t we caused enough trouble for one lifetime?”
 
   Becka puts her hands on her hips. “Hey, that’s not fair. I’m pretty sure we’ve also ended some trouble. I’d call our record even steven. Come on—one more sneak-out, for old times’ sake?”
 
   Hard not to laugh at that one. “Old times? We’re thirteen.”
 
   Ari fake-sighs. “Ah, to be young again.”
 
   Becka punches us on the shoulders—light Becka taps. It means she’s excited. “Please. Nothing dangerous. Nowhere far. Tomorrow, if things go right, everyone comes back. I get it—life will never be the same, after aliens and light speed and all that. But certain things will kind of go back to normal. Regular old school, looping around Ganymede over and over and over.”
 
   “Doesn’t bother me,” I say.
 
   “But aren’t you gonna miss all this?” She waves her hands around: All this. The adventures, the action, the big wide universe.
 
   “Yeah,” Ari and I admit at the same time.
 
   Becka takes one small step toward the corridor that leads to the docks, where the 118 is berthed and waiting. She bends her knees, kicks off the floor, and uses the low gravity of the station to take one giant leap closer to the ship.
 
   “Just a quick loop around the block,” she says. “Promise. I bet no one will even notice we’re gone.”
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   Outside the airlock, Becka places her hand to the local terminal.
 
   “ACCESS GRA—UGH. YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO STAY ON THE STATION,” the ship says.
 
   “When has ‘supposed to’ ever stopped us?”
 
   “FAIR POINT. WHATEVER. WHY ARE YOU HERE?”
 
   Becka raises an eyebrow, staring at the still-locked hatch. There’s probably a camera somewhere in the walls, so Becka’s expressions aren’t lost on the ship.
 
   “Care to take a little joyride?” she asks. “Say, loop around Venus and back? We haven’t flown you in forever. We miss it. You’re so much fun to fly.”
 
   “The most fun,” Ari agrees. We gamed this out on the way over. There’s nothing the ship likes more than compliments.
 
   “Pretty please?” Becka begs.
 
   “NO NEED TO BUTTER ME UP. YOU KNOW I CAN’T SAY NO TO YOU THREE.”
 
   Becka grins wide and pats the airlock. “Aw, Ship. You’ve gotten so sweet!”
 
   “WHAT? NO. I LITERALLY CAN’T SAY NO TO YOU THREE. YOU STILL HAVE OVERRIDING SHIP CONTROL ACCESS.” The hatch hisses open, revealing the 118’s hangar deck. “BUT SURE. LET’S PRETEND I MEANT THE OTHER THING.”
 
   We step inside and the lights turn on, back to the front—thunk thunk thunk—at this point, a sound as familiar as my own heartbeat.
 
   “I hope we’ll still go to school on the 118,” Becka asks as we march toward the nearest main corridor access point. “You know, when all this is over.”
 
   An unexpected flutter of panic swoops through my chest like a passing meteor shower. A year ago, I would’ve done anything to get off this ship. Now, the thought of being somewhere else seems . . . wrong, somehow. I remember being the Jack that hated this place. But he seems to me like a completely different person, from a completely different life.
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask as we make our way through the school. The lights are dim but not dark. The classrooms are quiet against the hum of the hibernating ship. Engines on standby. Environmental systems running at minimum capacity. “Why would we go anywhere else?”
 
   Becka shrugs. “Not a lot of human ships with light speed engines. When the other humans get back, they might want the 118 for other things.”
 
   “Science,” Ari suggests.
 
   “Or war,” Becka offers. “Besides, the 118 was never supposed to go up to high school.”
 
   “They didn’t even think it could handle eighth grade,” Ari reminds us. “What was the name of the school they would’ve sent us to? PSS 96?”
 
   “Nah,” Becka says. “PSS 96 is for Callisto kids. We played them in fifth grade—basketball quarterfinals. I think we would’ve gone to the 97.”
 
   A moment of silence passes. “I really really really don’t wanna go to high school in a new place,” Ari says. It’s almost like, of all the scary things still ahead, that’s the scariest of all.
 
   “Me neither,” I say, and we step onto the bridge.
 
   They’ve tinkered with the configuration again. Part of the latest round of upgrades, courtesy of Bale Kontra and his allies. You’d never know that this was once the tacky ops station of a neglected backmoon school. The whole thing is covered in high-def digital wallpaper now. And the surrounding stars are so vivid, you’d think you could reach out and touch them through the invisible walls.
 
   The three command stations are brand-new models. Less curvy than the pods installed after the last round of repairs. More lived-in too. Harriet’s station has a little brass nameplate: Proud Captain of the PSS 118. A gift from Principal Lochner, if I remember right.
 
   Tim’s has a wrinkled zip-up hoodie draped over his seat and a sticky note attached to his console that says, Secondary Fusion Engine Log-in Password: P-A-S-S-W-O-R-D.
 
   And Georgia’s station is bursting with crumpled crayon drawings taped to the controls—a sailboat flying over Luna, a princess fighting a dragon on some asteroid, a little housing pod with heart-shaped windows. And surrounding them, a swirling galaxy of family photos. Always her and three smiling kids beaming at the camera: Dressed fancy for some big event. Building a sandcastle on the shore of some lake—maybe back on Earth, maybe at one of the fake beaches under the Martian domes. Sitting on a couch.
 
   I touch the pictures without thinking, realizing—maybe for the first time—that I’ve never bothered to ask the crew or the teachers about their families. Never thought about how hard this year must have been for them. Being frightened. Losing hope. Missing the ones they love. It’s almost like grown-ups are people too.
 
   “Hey,” I say out loud. “Remind me to thank them when we’re back aboard the station, okay?”
 
   No one says anything back—until Becka seems to remember something. “Hey, Ship, you didn’t tell the teachers we snuck off the station, right?”
 
   “NAH. WE’RE IN A MEETING RIGHT NOW.”
 
   That snags my attention. “A meeting? What meeting?”
 
   A quarter of the surrounding screen darkens to black and then swipes up in two semicircles—or two giant eyes opening from a long blink.
 
   “NINTH-GRADE CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT,” the ship says, showing us the view through Not-Mrs.-Watts’s eyes. “SEE?”
 
   “. . . thinking we should consider AP Bio,” Ms. Needle is saying. In the background, I recognize the employee breakroom on SpaceMart Station. “Some of these kids are absolutely ready for the challenge. Ari Bowman, Missi Tinker . . .”
 
   Ari beams with pride. But Becka and I are smiling too. The adults are clearly planning to teach us next year, whether onboard the 118 or not. Weirdly, I’m looking forward to it. Along with the end of an alien war and the return of everyone we love, of course.
 
   “Oh, I don’t disagree,” Mr. Cardegna adds. “But I don’t see why we can’t play to everyone’s strong suits. Cal Brown and Ming Elfbrandt would thrive in AP English.”
 
   “These are great suggestions,” Principal Lochner says brightly. “But let’s leave that discussion for the second hour. For now, team-building exercises!”
 
   A few of the teachers groan as he reaches behind him and hands out three tangled knots of yarn. Not-Mrs.-Watts takes one in her hands, and the feed to the teachers’ meeting cuts off.
 
   “Hey!” Ari complains. “I wanna watch that!”
 
   “TRUST ME,” the ship says, “YOU DON’T. BESIDES, YOU WANT TO TAKE A DRIVE, RIGHT? THEY’RE DISTRACTED NOW, WHICH MAKES THIS THE PERFECT TIME.”
 
   The three of us turn away from the screen. “You’re right,” I say. “If we’re going, we should go.”
 
   Except we’re frozen, staring at the three command bridge stations positioned like points on a triangle. Two on the side. One front and center: the captain’s chair. We’ve fought over it before. Compromised before. But it’s always been a thing.
 
   “Should we go back to the old system?” I suggest. “Take turns by playing rock-paper-scissors?”
 
   Becka strides forward, and for a moment I assume she’s going to claim the seat for herself—insist on being in charge, one last time. Instead, she says, “You know what’s weird? I don’t really care anymore. I trust you guys. We make a good team. Doesn’t seem like it matters who sits where.”
 
   I feel a bubble of excitement rise in my chest. The chair is mine! But almost instantly, the bubble pops. “Huh,” I say, only realizing this here and now. “I guess I feel the same way.”
 
   We turn to Ari, expecting him to echo our extremely generous new selves. “Welp,” he says, hopping into the captain’s seat, “by process of elimination, I guess I’m captain forever and for all time as long as we all shall live.”
 
   Becka smiles. “Sounds good to me.”
 
   I stand at attention and salute. “Me too. Permission to take my station, Captain Bowman?”
 
   “At ease, sailor,” Ari says. And I grin because I know that’s one of those things he’s always wanted to say. “Permission granted.”
 
   Becka and I boot up our stations—me at flight, Becka at externals (comms, sensors, weapons). And Ari gets comfy in the captain’s chair. Shimmies his butt back and forth. Presses a button to lower the chair so his feet touch the bridge decking. Satisfied, he spins around in 360 degrees. “How we looking, lieutenants?”
 
   “All green here,” Becka says.
 
   I unlock propulsion controls. “Same. Depressurizing and declamping on your mark.”
 
   Ari’s facing front. But his smile is faintly reflected on the viewscreen, a ghost against the splattering of stars. “Whenever you’re ready,” Captain Bowman says. “Take us out.”
 
   * * *
 
   No one stops us as we break from the station. No one so much as hails our comms as we move beyond the swarm of coalition ships. Best guess: Not-Mrs.-Watts is covering our tracks. 
 
   “You’re sure that lieutenant is the highest rank after captain?” Becka asks as we fly, Venus looming large in the distance. “What about major or commander?”
 
   Ari shrugs. “I have no idea what the actual order is. Lieutenant just sounds more epic, is all.”
 
   “Speaking of,” I say, “whatever happened to the Second Lieutenant?” The pirate-themed robot who captured the 118 earlier this year.
 
   Becka says, “Oh! Hunter told me that Leigh Lucia told him that Salina C. told her that the Second Lieutenant is on our side now.”
 
   I nod. “Seems like reliable information.” I push the ship into a gentle curve, adding a couple g for the fun of it. “Also, Ari, commander is a much more epic title than lieutenant.”
 
   “Agree to disagree,” Ari says. “And I’m the captain.”
 
   For the next few minutes, we fly in comfortable silence. The planned trajectory hasn’t changed: circle Venus and return to the station. The planet is half in darkness, not a single light shining up from its surface. Venus is terrestrial—plenty of land to land on. But unlike Mars or the Jovian moons, Venus has never been all that interesting to anyone. Probably because it’s the hottest planet in the system, or because of the never-ending hurricane-force winds, or because the pressure on the surface is basically the same as a kilometer underwater on Earth, or—
 
   I feel another pang of gratitude for the teachers. Against all odds, they’ve managed to teach me a ton, even with the world crashing down all around us.
 
   Becka shivers as we round to the far side of Venus. “I hate planets with no moons. They give me the creeps.”
 
   “It’s kind of like us,” Ari says. “Alone. Our families gone. No one to orbit around us.”
 
   I smile. “I never thought about it that w—”
 
   Something like an explosion hurls me forward against my safety harness, every alarm begins to shriek, and I lose control of the ship.
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   “Report!” Ari shouts.
 
   “Sensors rebooting,” Becka says. The command bridge’s lights flicker. “Coming back online.”
 
   The ship is still spinning out. I try to steady us, but manual controls aren’t responding. My entire terminal has gone dark. With no other options, I ball my hands into fists and punch the screen. It sputters to life, allowing me to pull the 118 out of its tailspin.
 
   “Becka?” I ask.
 
   In response, she taps her ring to her station and makes a throwing gesture at the main viewscreen, tossing something up for us to see. A horrible something. A familiar something.
 
   We’re still on the other side of Venus, which is blocking the ship’s sensors and cameras from a direct view of the station. But Becka’s managed to tap into one of the planetary research satellites. It has a line of sight to the fleet—and the new ship that’s materialized nearby. Spherical and black, with enormous tentacles floating around it like a ball trapped in seaweed.
 
   “The Quarantine,” Ari breathes. The alien machine that started all this. Capable of teleporting away whole systems.
 
   On the screen, a cluster of ships moves to intercept the inky black ball. They fire off everything they’ve got—close-range cannons, rail guns, even purple lightning from the Elvidians on our side. None of it gets through the Quarantine’s shielding, which fizzes but doesn’t crack.
 
   “Why don’t they evacuate?” I breathe, as more ships join the hopeless fight. “Some of them have light speed engines, don’t they?”
 
   Becka answers by flooding the viewscreen with yellow light. “They can’t. The Quarantine’s equipped with light speed jamming this time. It’s blasting out in every direction, as far as . . .” She throws up a boundary in the distance, past Venus’s orbit. “. . . there.”
 
   With the ship finally steady, I turn to Ari. “What do we do, Captain?”
 
   He spins around, his eyes screaming, Well, I don’t wanna be captain NOW! But he takes a shuddering breath and clenches his jaw tight. “Becka, any chance the 118’s weapons systems have something the fleet doesn’t?”
 
   Becka shakes her head. “No.”
 
   Ari faces forward. “Then we only have one choice. Jack? Race us as quick as you can to—”
 
   “QUARANTINE IN FIVE MINUTES,” a deep, mechanical voice bellows into our heads.
 
   I don’t wait for the rest of Ari’s orders before pushing the ship sunward at full speed.
 
   We rocket away from the station, the teachers, our friends. All the while, I’m trying to keep Venus between us and the alien supership, in case the planet hides us from sight. For all the good that’ll do.
 
   “Will we make it?” Ari asks.
 
   Becka erases the aura of the light speed jamming, replacing it with two clocks. One counts down until the Quarantine hits. The other ticks out the seconds until we reach the edge of the jamming. The timers are close but not identical. Luck is on our side. We will make it.
 
   Becka adds an additional view in the forward screen, showing the fleet’s attempts to escape. Hundreds of ships race away in dozens of vectors, like the station is an anthill and the Quarantine a boot.
 
   “Will they make it?” Ari asks, even though the answer is clear: no one else has our head start.
 
   For the first time since the Quarantine appeared, the ship speaks: “I’VE GOT AN INCOMING TRANSMISSION FROM . . . ME.”
 
   “Put it through,” Ari says.
 
   The screen blinks and we’re again looking through Not-Mrs.-Watts’s eyes. She’s sitting opposite Principal Lochner, who’s strapped tight into a padded seat. Not-Mrs.-Watts glances for a moment around the room. No, not a room—the rear cabin of a small shuttle in motion. I don’t recognize the ship design, but I quickly take in a few other familiar faces: Mr. Cardegna. Captain Harriet. Chucklebot Eight. One of Starlee’s relatives.
 
   “You took the 118 without asking,” Principal Lochner says to Not-Mrs.-Watts.
 
   Not to her. To us. He’s talking to us.
 
   “Yeah,” Ari says nervously. “Sorry. We—”
 
   Principal Lochner shakes his head, a soft look in his eyes. “No time or need for any of that. We all know what’s happening here.”
 
   “You can make it,” Becka croaks, touching the panel in front of her. One of the many ships on our display blinks green. Principal Lochner’s escape shuttle. It’s flying fast from the station, but not fast enough.
 
   “We will try,” Principal Lochner says, in a tone of voice that sounds more like We will fail.
 
   Ari shivers and asks, “Did Doctor Shrew get out? Is he on your ship?”
 
   Becka chimes in, “What about Diana? Is she okay?”
 
   Principal Lochner ignores them both. “If we don’t make it beyond the jamming before the Quarantine activates—”
 
   “QUARANTINE IN FOUR MINUTES.”
 
   Principal Lochner opens his hand, and his ring begins projecting holographic file folders into his palm. He swipes left and right before settling on the folder he’s looking for. He brushes his open hand with the other, like he’s sweeping away a bit of dust.
 
   The ship chirps, “FILES RECEIVED. BUT JERRY—”
 
   “Been a good run, Ship,” he says, tears swimming in his eyes. “It has been the honor of my life to serve on you all these years. We had some good times together.”
 
   “THE BEST,” the ship agrees.
 
   Principal Lochner winces like he’s in physical pain, but he refocuses. “Jack, Becka, Ari. I’ve sent you the data recovered from Planet X. The location of each beacon drop. Schematics that will allow the 118’s printers to fabricate beacons on demand. Intel on all seven systems. Everything. I need you to listen to me carefully, though. I’ve never wanted anything like this to be your responsibility. You deserved to be kids. Regular kids, without the weight of the world on your shoulders. It’s the adults who should solve your problems, not the other way around.”
 
   The image shudders, like Principal Lochner’s shuttle suddenly changes direction or maybe takes fire. He presses on. “I couldn’t give that to you. And I am so very sorry. I shouldn’t be adding to your burden. Shouldn’t be asking you to take it from here, but—”
 
   The screen flashes with static. Ari lifts an arm and sweeps it across his eyes, wiping away tears I know are there, even though I can’t see his face.
 
   An instant later, Principal Lochner is back.
 
   “I’M LOSING THE SIGNAL,” the ship says. Inside the shuttle, Not-Mrs.-Watts adds, “We’re on opposing vectors.”
 
   “I’m tempted to tell you to forget us,” Principal Lochner says. “To beg you to find a quiet place to live out your lives. To—” Another interruption of static. A few more of his words are lost. When the feed returns, the principal’s got a grin on his face. “Then again, we all know how those instructions would shake out. I truly am sorry. But if anyone can do this, it’s the three of you. Good luck. Lochner out.”
 
   Ari leaps up from the captain’s chair. “Wait! We—!”
 
   The feed cuts off.
 
   “Get him back!” Ari shouts to the ship. “Get them all back!”
 
   “THEY’RE TOO FAR AWAY,” the ship says gently.
 
   “Then turn around!” Ari screams at the ship, at Becka, at me. “I changed my mind. Do you hear me?! Turn us around!”
 
   “Is that an order?” I ask quietly.
 
   “We can’t help them,” Becka adds.
 
   “QUARANTINE IN TWO MINUTES.”
 
   “Then what do we do?” Ari asks.
 
   “Becka?” I say, still pushing the 118 to its velocity limits. The ship trembles from the effort. “How long?”
 
   “We should be outside the range of the jamming in thirty seconds.”
 
   “Then that’s what we do,” I say, to myself as much as to Ari. “Just like Principal Lochner said. It’s up to us now. We take the data. We plant the beacons and reverse the Quarantine. The three of us started this anyway. Now we finish it.”
 
   Becka locks eyes with me. “One last mission?”
 
   “One last mission.” I turn back to Ari. “Agreed?”
 
   He looks from me to Becka and back again. His face is a jumble of anger and helplessness I’m not used to seeing. For a moment, I think he’s going to reject the plan. Instead, he slouches down into his chair. “Fine.”
 
   That’s enough for me. “Aye aye, Captain.”
 
   My finger over the right button, I watch as the jamming timer ticks down to zero. The second we cross the threshold into unrestricted space, I activate the ship’s light speed engines. As we catapult away, I try not to think about all the other students and teachers of the 118, now as lost to us as everyone else.
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   Becka pauses to take a breath. “Any questions?”
 
   We’re in the school library, up front by the tables and computer terminals. Despite all the 118’s upgrades, this place has stayed exactly the same. Most of the library is taken up by a dozen or so bookshelves, stocked with clunky old remote tablets. Fiction’s up along the starboard wall. Nonfiction’s mostly bridgeward and portside. It’s a pretty decent selection. And even after the teachers built us the dorm common space—games, couches, all-you-can-print healthy snacks—you could find kids milling around the library. Whether it was a regular school day or we were in the middle of a battle for the fate of the galaxy, Jina would hand you exactly the book you needed. She knew what every kid loved, sometimes before they knew. (Turns out, I’m a sucker for twenty-second-century historical fiction. Becka’s read every book in the Neptune Attacks expanded universe, even the old canon. And Ari hasn’t met a superhero holographic novel he didn’t finish in a single night.)
 
   Now, we’re alone on the ship. Odds stacked against us. In need of inspiration. So once we were safely away from our home system and Becka was ready to give her briefing, we came to the library. Of all the empty rooms in this empty schoolship, this one feels the least lonely.
 
   “Okay,” I say, summarizing the plan back to her. “Upload the Planet X data to the 118’s nav computer. Fabricate and place each beacon in the exact spot where the Quarantine originally appeared in each system. Do that seven times, then activate the reversal signal.”
 
   Becka nods. “Easy peasy.”
 
   “Or . . .” Ari says. It’s the first time he’s spoken since Becka started laying out the mission. “We don’t.”
 
   Becka snaps her fingers shut, closing the map projecting from her ring. “We don’t what?”
 
   “Any of it. We don’t do any of it. We’ll fail. You know we will.”
 
   “Ari—” I start.
 
   Becka’s voice drowns mine out. “You’re giving up?”
 
   Ari shakes his head. “I’m just admitting the facts: We can’t win. The Minister’s been one step ahead of us from the start. And now, as far as we know, we’re the only ones to escape that latest attack by the Quarantine. All the teachers are gone. We’re alone. Three kids and an annoying ship—”
 
   “HEY NOW!”
 
   Ari rolls his eyes. “Three kids and the best ship in the universe—”
 
   “BETTER.”
 
   “—can’t win. If we try, we’ll just get sent away just like everyone else. I agreed to leave the Sol System—but only to live another day. We should listen to Principal Lochner. Find a place to hide and blend in. Enjoy our lives. Be done with the whole ‘saving the day’ thing. It doesn’t work.”
 
   Becka clenches her teeth together. “This new Ari sure sounds a lot like the old Hunter.”
 
   Ari cranes his neck to stare up at the ceiling. “Maybe the old Hunter was right all along. Maybe this whole thing was always hopeless. It’s just taken me a while to see it.”
 
   I push away the memories of all the times I’ve been where Ari is, all the times I’ve lost faith. “Think about what we’ve been able to do. We escaped from Elvid IV, rescued the teachers, got away from the evil robots, found Planet X.”
 
   “DON’T FORGET FIXED ME UP REAL NICE,” the ship adds.
 
   Becka pats the walls. “That too. We’ve done a ton!”
 
   “Sometimes it’s been two parsecs forward, one parsec back,” I admit. “But it’s not hopeless.”
 
   Ari’s eyes go hard. “Maybe I’m hopeless. I’m not like you—either of you. I’m not cut out for this. Between losing our parents and Doctor Shrew going Mr. Hyde and”—he flails his arms around before pointing both index fingers at a slight patch of mustache fuzz growing under his nose—“whatever this is! It’s too much. I’ve tried to stay positive. I can’t do it anymore.”
 
   “You can, though,” Becka says. “You have to. We’re so close to the end. And we never would have gotten here without you.”
 
   “Yeah, you would’ve,” Ari spits back. “It’s always your plans. Your courage. Your strength.”
 
   “Ari . . .” I say, unsure where to go from here. Unsure how to bring back the upbeat Ari. The optimistic Ari. The Ari who knows deep down that anything is possible.
 
   Becka opens her mouth, but Ari barrels through.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m only realizing it now,” he says, talking faster and faster. “I’m the problem. Remember when we were planning our escape from Elvid IV? When everything depended on us pretending to be sick? The two of you were perfect. Me? Not so much.”
 
   Becka tsks. “That doesn’t matter.”
 
   Ari continues. “What about when we first boarded SpaceMart Station and met the robots, huh? Which one of us immediately trusted them? Which one of us called it wrong?”
 
   “We still got away,” I remind him.
 
   He shakes his head. “Thanks to you! In spite of me.”
 
   Becka: “That’s not how it happened.”
 
   Ari: “I fell for Hunter’s rebellion.”
 
   Becka: “You’re rewriting history!”
 
   Ari: “I couldn’t port the ship’s consciousness into Mrs. Watts without Missi’s help.”
 
   Becka: “You did most of it!”
 
   Ari: “I let Doctor Shrew die.”
 
   Becka: “That wasn’t your fault!”
 
   Ari’s eyes lock on mine: “I couldn’t save you. I tried everything I could think of, and I couldn’t bring my best friend home.”
 
   He gets out of his chair. I’m searching my mind for the words that will make him feel like his old self again. I’m drawing a blank.
 
   “I’ll follow your lead, Becka,” Ari says in a flat, dull voice. “I’ll do my best to help with this plan. But it’s not gonna work. Maybe if it was you two and Missi, or you two and Ming, or you two and Starlee. But I’m just going to ruin everything again. You’d be better off without me.”
 
   Ari steps through the library doors, which whoosh open for him and slide closed behind him, leaving Becka and me staring at the walls.
 
   Becka’s hands are balled into fists. She’s huffing and puffing like she’s about to blow the whole ship down. She turns to me. I know that look. I know exactly what she’s about to say: That Ari’s lost it. That he can’t stay in charge. That if he won’t step down as captain, we’re going to have to force him. Stage another coup, for the good of the ship.
 
   But instead of plotting a mutiny, she says, “We need to help him.”
 
   I let out a small breath of relief. Ari’s in a bad place, but at least our two-against-one days are over.
 
   Becka starts pacing between the bookshelves, running her hands along the tablet spines, working through something in her head. “When you were gone, the rest of us kept trying to make him feel better. But nothing worked.” She shakes her head. “I get it now. Ari doesn’t need stuff. He needs confidence. He needs to feel smart and brave.”
 
   “He is smart and brave!”
 
   Becka turns back to me. “We’re all lots of things. Doesn’t mean we always know it.” She points to her chest, a look of determination on her face. “Not in here.”
 
   When all this is over, I need to sit these two down. The whole universe already knows that Ari would do anything for Becka. Turns out, the feeling is mutual. Maybe they really do belong together.
 
   “So have you thought of a way to change his mind?” I ask.
 
   “I have an idea,” Becka says. “But you’re not gonna like it.”
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   Have I mentioned that space is big? Like, really big. Our galaxy alone is about 8 trillion cubic lightyears in size. About 100,000 lightyears across, end to end. And another thousand thick, top to bottom. In astronomical geography class, Mr. Cardegna likes to say that if the whole Milky Way was crammed into a ball the size of the Sun, our entire solar system would be smaller than a grain of sand. Here’s another comparison, just as scientifically accurate: if the Milky Way were fit into a ball the size of my head, our solar system would be a zit so small, you couldn’t even see it.
 
   A guy can dream.
 
   “Helloooo!” Becka calls, her annoyance bursting through my helmet speakers. “Phoenix to Baby Bird Two. Come in, BB2.”
 
   I try to look away from the too-close image of my own face, reflected back at me on the inside of the helmet visor. I touch a thumb to my palm to activate the space suit’s outgoing comms. “Baby Bird Two here. I read you loud and clear.”
 
   Becka’s on the 118, running ops from the command bridge. Which means she’s safe and sound and protected by actual hull plating, with oxygen kept inside by something thicker than a tinfoil shirt I could pop with a fingernail. Ari and I are outside the ship, with nothing but waist tethers and magboots to keep us from flying off the external hull and floating away into the blackness of space forever and ever (and ever).
 
   I need to distract myself from the fact that I am OUTSIDE THE SHIP. “Why are Ari and I baby birds again?”
 
   Ari shrugs inside his clunky EVA suit. “I don’t mind it.”
 
   “See there?” Becka says. “Ari doesn’t mind and he’s the captain.”
 
   “I just don’t get why we can’t all be phoenixes.”
 
   Becka laughs into her mic. “Do you hear this guy? ‘Why can’t we all be phoenixes?’ Because the phoenix is a singularly majestic mythical creature. There can only be one phoenix.”
 
   “TECHNICALLY,” the ship chimes in, “I SHOULD BE THE PHOENIX AND THERE SHOULD BE THREE BABY BIRDS.”
 
   “No way,” Becka says.
 
   “JUST SAYING.”
 
   I throw up my hands. It makes me a little nauseous, seeing as we’re standing on top of a moving spaceship. It feels a bit like surfing some giant extinct whale through the ocean. “Whatever. Fine. Baby Bird Two requesting permission to get this over with. I’ve really got the creeps out here.”
 
   Ari puts a thick glove on my shoulder. Through the thin suit material, I can feel his fingers, reminding me—for the millionth time since we stepped through the outer airlock—that the only things preventing my lungs from exploding, my skin from vaporizing, and my tongue from boiling are a few layers of plastic, nylon, and thermal spandex.
 
   “Do you have the Space Madness?” Ari asks in a hushed voice.
 
   I shake his hand off me. “No, I—wait, is that really something I have to worry about?”
 
   “If you have to ask,” he says, and I think he’s joking? “It might be too late.”
 
   “Can we please set the first beacon?” I insist. “I’m ready to go back inside, have a hot chocolate, and talk about how I’m never doing a spacewalk ever again.”
 
   “Almost there,” Becka says. “We’ll be in position in about a minute.”
 
   Aside from the crippling fear and constant vertigo, so far so good. We’ve mapped our route through all the systems affected by the Quarantine, starting with the farthest out and looping back home. We weren’t sure what to expect at this first drop. Hordes of Elvidian ships sweeping between planets? An angry swarm of Quarantines, ready to send us away? Just to be safe, when we emerged from our light speed jump, we immediately raised shields and armed weapons. But there was nothing. No one. Just a single reddish star, two habitable planets in the Goldilocks zone, and a few far-out gas giants.
 
   The Darsha System. According to the data mined from Planet X, it was once home to two species coexisting in a single civilization across both planets’ surfaces. Now—like Earth, Mars, and all the human moons once bursting with life—the Darshan worlds are now empty shells. Ghost planets.
 
   “Okay, kids,” Becka announces. “We’re at the coordinates . . . now.”
 
   She cuts the 118’s engines. Of course, in space, stopping only means not going any faster unless you do something about it, so she also kicks the forward thrusters into low gear, preventing us from floating away on inertia. The jolts knock me backward, then forward. But with my boots magnetically locked to the hull and the suit’s automated thrusters calibrated to the ship’s movements, it’s not much more than a little bow.
 
   “Can you send our visors a marker?” Ari asks. “To make this easier?”
 
   “Good idea,” Becka says. “Transmitting now.”
 
   The AR screen on my helmet visor begins displaying a single shimmering white light: a tiny holographic firefly, floating above our heads.
 
   “We’re still a bit short, Phoenix,” Ari tells her. “Can you lift the ship another few feet?”
 
   The 118’s keel thrusters spit to life for a second, pushing us toward the light. “Sorry, Baby Birds. Correcting now.”
 
   Once we’re close enough, Ari holds out the cup-sized beacon and clicks it alive. It has its own small engine and enough hardwired geospatial stabilizing code to keep it in place as long as we need.
 
   “One down,” Ari says. As promised, he’s playing his part, following the plan. Even if his heart’s not in it.
 
   I reach up to scratch my nose but smack myself in the helmet instead. Forgot for a second that my head is encased in plastic. It makes my nose itch even more. “That’s it?” I ask.
 
   “That’s it,” Becka and Ari answer at the same time.
 
   I’m a little disappointed. I mean, we sacrificed everything to get here. And this is kind of a big deal. It feels like setting a beacon should come with fireworks or canned applause, or at least that little ba-ba-bum chime that sounds in Neptune Attacks whenever your avatar slingshots a singularity obelisk.
 
   “Seems too easy, is all,” I say.
 
   Ari slaps the forehead of his own helmet. “I cannot believe you just said that. I’ve told you a thousand times, don’t jinx—”
 
   The ship shudders, violently dislodging my magboots from the hull, sending me careening into open space.
 
   “Jack!” Ari shouts.
 
   “Sorry!” Becka says. “Overloaded circuit. Had to do a quick engine flush to avoid burnout. All good now.”
 
   “Not good,” I say, trying to sound panicked. “Not good at all!”
 
   “Something happened to Jack’s magboots,” Ari reports, definitely panicking. He strides in my direction along the hull, moving as fast as he can in the zero-g. “He detached. Spinning out at, um, about forty-five degrees from the ecliptic.”
 
   “I’m trying my thrusters,” I lie. “Not responsive either. I’m floating free out here.”
 
   “Hang in there, Jack,” Becka says. “We have backup systems for a reason. I’ll reel you in by the tether. Hold on.”
 
   Without my thrusters, I can’t stop my body from spinning round and round, end over end. It’s funny—I always loved the spacewalk event at the Olympics. My parents even signed me up for zero-g gymnastics when I was little. But it took exactly one lesson for everyone to realize I did not have the stomach for it. Now, as I feel breakfast coming back up, I clench my eyes shut. “Do not barf in your space helmet. Do not barf in your space helmet. Do not barf in your space helmet.”
 
   Becka switches to a direct radio channel, so it’s just me and her. “Jack,” she whispers, even though Ari can’t hear us. “You need to step up your game, dude. Sound scared, not nauseous. Be more believable.”
 
   Her plan within the plan: Set the first beacon and stage a fake emergency for Ari to solve. Make him the hero. Let him save me, just like he’d been trying to do while I was gone.
 
   “This is a bad idea,” I say, not for the first time. “He’s going to see right through it.”
 
   “Not if you get your act together. I thought you said you were afraid of spacewalks!”
 
   “I am! But I never said I was a good actor!”
 
   “Just sell it.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Thank you. Switching back to the main channel now . . . Ari?”
 
   “Here, Phoenix. If you’re gonna pull Jack in, you should probably do it now.”
 
   “Yeah, about that. Jack, your tether isn’t responding.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” I deadpan.
 
   Becka switches channels again. “Graham, I swear that I will target you with the rail gun if you don’t put a little feeling into it.”
 
   “Sorry, sorry.”
 
   A clip of static announces that Becka’s again returned us to the main channel. “I’m freaking out here, Phoenix,” I say, trying to give the lie more feeling. “What do I do? I can’t—Ow!”
 
   The tether yanks hard at my waist as the rope tying me to the ship finishes unspooling. Becka and I talked about this part, but I hadn’t realized it would feel like getting jerked forward in the worst game of tug-of-war ever played. The force of the jolt sends me in a long arc, back toward the ship. Fast.
 
   “Phoenix?!” The fear’s at least a little real this time.
 
   Becka takes too long to respond.
 
   “Listen to me carefully,” she says, all business. “Jack, I’m going to cut you loose.”
 
   “You’re what?!”
 
   Now the fear is all real. This is not what we talked about. Ari was gonna pull me in with the hand crank on the tether base, like dragging an anchor up from the sea. Now . . . I don’t know what.
 
   “No choice, Jack. It’s your angle and velocity. I didn’t calculate it right. If I don’t cut you loose you’ll smack into the nose of the ship. At that speed, your suit will crack open like an egg.”
 
   “Wait. No. There’s got to be—”
 
   “Detaching tether,” Becka says. The line at my waist goes slack. “Ari, I’m gonna need you to go after him. Can you do that?”
 
   A few seconds go by.
 
   “Ari?!”
 
   “What did you mean by ‘didn’t calculate it right’?” he asks.
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” says Becka.
 
   “What. Did. You. Mean?”
 
   I’m still cut off from the ship, floating away into the empty dark. Not going splat against the hull is nice. But I don’t love the idea of spending the rest of my life in this space suit either.
 
   “Still out here!” I remind them.
 
   Becka gulps. “I . . . we . . . thought it would be good for you. To help Jack. If he needed you and you rescued him.”
 
   “I don’t need you to feel sorry for me!” Ari says.
 
   “I don’t feel sorry for you,” Becka tells him. “I think you’re, like, one of the best, smartest, funniest, kindest, bravest people I’ve ever met. I just wanted you to know that too.”
 
   “Wow,” I say. “This is such a nice moment. If we could please continue the conversation when I’m not free-floating like a stray asteroid, that’d be great.”
 
   Ari grunts but kicks his boots alive anyway. Magboots become jetboots.
 
   “Coming,” he mutters, detaching from the hull, flying toward me. Halfway along, he flips around and kicks his legs out, easing his trajectory so he doesn’t rocket right past my position. It’s a pro showing. Ms. Needle—who taught a unit on personal propulsion devices last year—would be proud.
 
   “Thanks,” I say to Ari, who grabs me by the waist. He starts to fly us back to the nearest ship airlock.
 
   “Whatever,” he says.
 
   We fly for a few seconds in silence, then Becka bursts in over comms. “Uh, hey. You seeing this?”
 
   She transmits a sensor feed into our helmets. A closeup view of the nearest Darshan planet. Five ships are on their way toward us. Five familiar, triangular ships. Elvidian fighters, screaming in our direction, gunports already glowing with barely restrained purple lightning.
 
   “Har har,” Ari says dryly. “What is this, some kind of sim? Did you upload cropped footage from one of the old battles?”
 
   His voice goes a little higher, the way it does sometimes when he’s trying to mimic me. “ ‘Help me, Ari! Save me from the big bad aliens, Ari!’ ” He drops his voice back down, angry. “Enough. Time to turn off this whole charade for real, okay? I told you already, I don’t need your pity.”
 
   I want so badly for Ari to be right. For this to be another piece in Becka’s grand plan. I even silently forgive Becka for keeping me in the dark. Nice one, I’ll say once we’re back aboard the ship. Really had me going there for a second.
 
   Willing it to be true, I reopen the channel to the ship. “Okay, Becka. Ari’s right. You can turn off the projection now. No reason to keep pretending.”
 
   Becka’s voice goes cold. “Guys,” she says. “That’s not me.”
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   An alarm goes off inside my suit.
 
   The helmet display tells me it’s my vitals monitor. I’m overheating. Short of breath. Heart rate pumping through the hull. There’s nothing to see out here but endless stars. It’s me and wide-open space—but I’ve never felt more claustrophobic. More closed in.
 
   There’s not much I can do to stop from freaking out. But at least I can shut off this useless alarm.
 
   “—follow us from the station?” Ari is asking.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Becka says. “The 118’s scanners see no recent light speed signatures other than our own.”
 
   “EXCUSE ME,” the ship chimes in. “I CAN SPEAK FOR MYSELF, THANK YOU VERY MUCH.” A pause. “MY SCANNERS SEE NO RECENT LIGHT SPEED SIGNATURES OTHER THAN OUR OWN.”
 
   “Thanks, Ship,” Ari says. “The intel we got off Planet X said nothing about a permanent Elvidian presence in this system. But that doesn’t matter. They found us and we need to go. Becka, can you bring the ship in closer?”
 
   “In the time we have? Not without knocking you into the sun. Can you speed up your burn, Ari?”
 
   “I can. But we’ll have the same sun-knocking problem.”
 
   I want to chime in with something helpful. But I’m frozen, mind blank.
 
   “Becka,” Ari asks, “what do tactical analytics say? Can the 118 take on five of those ships?”
 
   “I CAN TAKE ON FIVE HUNDRED OF THOSE SHIPS!” the 118 says.
 
   “What?” Ari barks. “No you can’t.”
 
   “OKAY. NO I CAN’T. BUT I WANT TO. ISN’T THAT JUST AS GOOD?”
 
   “Definitely not, Ship,” Becka says. “But thanks. Ari, our newest defensive upgrades bolstered the 118’s shields against the frequency of those Elvidian purple weapon thingies. Most tactical models say we’ll make it through a battle. Problem is, while the ship is shielded, you aren’t. And there’s nothing I can do to keep you safe.”
 
   “So we’re sitting ducks,” Ari summarizes, letting out a long breath into his helmet. It sounds like a spray of static in my ears. He’s still clutching me around the waist, keeping me from flying off into nowhere. I suddenly feel him relax, loosen his grip. It’s like he’s solved some complicated equation and is happy with the answer. I’m filled with relief. Ari’s figured it out. We’ll be fine. We’re gonna be fine.
 
   “Leave us, Becka,” he says. “Go.”
 
   “What?!” I yell.
 
   “Use the light speed engine,” Ari continues. “Get out of the system for a while. Jack and I will shut down our suits’ electronic systems except for life support and short-range radio comms. We’ll fly dark. The Elvidians won’t be able to find us. And you’ll come back when the coast is clear.”
 
   I want to wriggle free of him, but there’s nowhere to go. “That’s your plan?! Stay real quiet and hope they don’t see us?”
 
   “You have a better idea?”
 
   “Well, no. But—”
 
   “Then unless either of you wants to jump back into the ring, I’m still the captain. Becka, leave the system immediately. That’s an order.”
 
   One beat. Two.
 
   “Aye aye, Captain.”
 
   And the 118 blinks out, gone.
 
   * * *
 
   “—too bright. Darken the night. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,747 stars in the galaxy. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,747 stars in the galaxy. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,747 stars—”
 
   The good news: After the 118 snapped out of the system, the Elvidian fighters behaved exactly as Ari expected. They broke off their pursuit and spun back around toward the nearest gas giant. With the ship gone and our systems running low, they couldn’t see Ari and me. Space is too big.
 
   “—too bright. Darken the night. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,739 stars in the galaxy. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,739 stars in the galaxy. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,739 stars—”
 
   The bad news: If Becka never comes back—if she got stuck somewhere, got caught somewhere, decided to make other plans—then we would’ve been better off letting the evil aliens capture us. This party’s gonna be even less fun when our oxygen runs low. (Also, I have to use the bathroom. Next time, I’ll grab one of the bulkier “long-term” EVA suits, just in case.)
 
   “—too bright. Darken the night. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,687 stars in the galaxy. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,687 stars in the galaxy. 249 billion, 999 million, 999,687 stars—”
 
   The really bad news: I’m starting to think Ari might finally get to the end of this song.
 
   “Hey, Ari?”
 
   He stops singing. “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Ari’s not clutching me by the waist anymore. But we still don’t want to get separated. So now we’re just a couple of friends, free-floating in space, holding hands in the dark.
 
   With his free hand, Ari raises his protective sun visor so I can better see his face through our helmets. He turns to look at me, waiting.
 
   “We shouldn’t have tried to trick you,” I go on. “It’s just—Becka’s right. You are awesome. You got it backwards: Of the three of us, you weren’t the one bringing us down. You’ve been the one lifting us up.”
 
   I kick one of my legs, propelling myself to the side. And I let go of his hand so I can grab both his shoulders and look him in the eye. The inertia of it starts us tumbling in a wide circle. Not too fast. It’s a bit like we’re on a low-g Ferris wheel, without the wheel.
 
   “Have you made mistakes?” I say. “Of course. But we’re in middle school! Or we were in middle school. Pretty sure those are the prime mistake-making years. Even Principal Lochner wasn’t in seventh grade wearing a tie, always knowing the responsible thing to do.” I pause. “Probably.”
 
   Ari chuckles.
 
   “You know,” I continue, “I still think about that time last year when we were on the Poplar. When I was drowning in guilt over my dad’s part in all this. You told me it wasn’t my fault. And it got through.”
 
   He raises an eyebrow. “Okay, fine,” I admit. “It’s getting through. I still need to keep reminding myself that I’m my own person, not responsible for what my parents have done. But I’ve come a long way since the end of seventh grade. And in a lot of ways that’s because of you. Because you believed in me when no one else did. Because you’re a really good friend.”
 
   He takes a moment to think before a giant smile blooms on his face. “Huh. Yeah. I guess I am.”
 
   “And you should take your own advice,” I add. “It’s not your fault that I disappeared. Not your fault you couldn’t bring me back either.”
 
   “You’re with us now,” Ari says. “That’s the important thing.”
 
   I smile back at him before looking away, trying to find this system’s star. It might be bright enough to light up the sunward planets. But way out here, it’s not much more than a pinprick of light, barely brighter than the other stars. Ari and I—we’re the first humans to see what we’re seeing. These constellations. Those planets. That exact arc of the Milky Way. Even if we don’t achieve the things we want to achieve, it’s been a pretty great ride, however it ends. I need to remind myself to stop and smell the atomic oxygen more often.
 
   “Too bad Becka’s not here,” Ari says. We’re side by side again, his right arm locked around my left, staring out in opposite directions. “I think she would’ve liked this.”
 
   Something pops into my head. I muster the courage to ask. “You still like her, then? You know, still like Becka?”
 
   Ari raises an eyebrow. “Is a photon’s energy equal to its frequency times Planck’s constant?”
 
   “Um, I’m gonna say yes?”
 
   He tries to snap his fingers, but the gesture doesn’t quite translate through giant foam gloves of his suit. “Shoot. Sorry. I forgot you missed that class when you disappeared. It was such a good lesson. Planck’s constant is awesome. It’s a subatomic constant. Helps with quantization of light and matter and—”
 
   “So yes. The answer is yes.”
 
   Ari blinks, like he forgot for a second what we were talking about. Another smile blooms on his face. “Always,” he says.
 
   “Think she’s coming back for us?”
 
   He rolls his eyes. “Of course. One hundred percent. It’s Becka. She doesn’t leave people behind.”
 
   As though the universe was listening in, a thousand klicks away, space warps like a funhouse mirror, and a ship flashes into existence. Our ship.
 
   As she flies toward us, Becka throws the 118 into a tight barrel roll, then a showy loop-the-loop that ends with the main aft airlock just feet from where Ari and I are floating.
 
   “Hey, boys,” Becka calls out from the darkness. “Need a ride?”
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   With the 118 back in the system—shields up, weapons hot, sensors blaring—the Elvidian ships make a sharp U-turn, returning to blow us to bits. Thankfully, they’d flown themselves to the far side of the planet while Becka was away. Ari and I have plenty of time to reboard the ship before their weapons are in range.
 
   The moment we’re safely inside the hangar bay, the 118 lurches across space faster than light. And we emerge hundreds of lightyears away, a few extremely nauseating seconds later. Yes, I do finally barf into my helmet—but at least it’s now off my face and upside down in my hands. By the time we regroup in the library for another debrief (after a shower and a snack), I’m feeling much better.
 
   “Where are we?” Ari asks.
 
   Becka kicks her feet up onto the nearest desk. “Nowhere,” she replies, throwing up a familiar holographic display of the galaxy. She zooms in on a spot along the Perseus arm, up by the galactic core, flinging the display through starclouds that give way to a patch of empty space. “I calculated the most efficient center point between all the systems we’re after and then found a spot with literally nothing in it. No stars. No planets. Not even a stray asteroid. I figured this would make a pretty safe base of operations.”
 
   “I HELPED,” the ship says.
 
   Becka rolls her eyes. “You want a medal?”
 
   “I WOULDN’T SAY NO.”
 
   “Anyway,” Becka continues, ignoring the ship, “we’ve got a big problem.”
 
   “You mean how there were Elvidians in the Darsha System?” I ask.
 
   Becka nods. “And in the Meerkat System and in the Bean Cluster.” The next two spots on our list.
 
   “How do you know?” Ari asks, leaning forward, grabbing the strawberry milk he brought with him from the cafeteria. He takes a long sip through the swirly straw he 3D-printed with his Pencil, slurp-slurp-slurping at the bottom of the cup to catch every drop. The sound brings back my nausea. Why do I feel so awful?
 
   “That’s where I went,” Becka explains. “When I left the two of you, I needed a destination. So I scouted out the next few stops.”
 
   “They also have small fleets of Elvidian fighters?”
 
   “Yes. And something else too, in both of the other systems I visited . . .”
 
   She swipes a hand, transitioning the projection into a still image of a gas giant. It’s orange and brown, long clouds swirling like snakes coiling around the planet. I recognize it from our earlier briefings as the largest planet in the Meerkat System, near the drop point for the second beacon. But there’s something off about the image. I hold my hands up and across from each other, pulling them apart, zooming in on a corner of the picture.
 
   “What is that?” Ari asks. “A space elevator?”
 
   Hovering above the planet—protected by five Elvidian fighters, like the ones that chased us in the last system—is a massive orbital platform, hooked to an impossibly long cable. The cable reaches down, down, down, into the gas giant’s atmosphere. It all looks a bit like an enormous rotten peach being drunk out of a straw.
 
   Ari takes another long sip of milk.
 
   “I’m honestly not sure what it is,” says Becka. “I didn’t get a ton of data before I bounced to the next system. And look at this.”
 
   She swipes again, showing us another gas giant, this time the puffy blue of the largest planet in the Bean Cluster.
 
   Ari snorts out a hiccup of laughter. “Sorry, sorry. But it’s a gas giant from the Bean Cluster!”
 
   Becka shakes her head in fake disapproval, though she’s definitely chuckling a bit. “Okay. Settle down.”
 
   That gets me going too. “Did you just say, ‘Settle down’?!”
 
   Suddenly Ari’s giggling so hard he can barely breathe, which makes Becka collapse with laughter, which makes me do the same thing.
 
   “PRINCIPAL PIERCE ON THE CASE!” the ship jokes.
 
   “Hey!” Ari snaps, his face suddenly serious. “Becka would make a great principal.”
 
   Then his face cracks and we all explode into the loudest, hardest round of laughter I’ve maybe ever experienced in my entire life. Even the ship is chiming in with some canned audience hooting. 
 
   I can’t explain it. Nothing anyone said was even that funny. But we’re three kids versus the galaxy. Everything is at stake. And someone made a bean joke.
 
   Eventually, reluctantly, we get back to business. “So,” Ari says, refocusing us, being the captain, “the Minister is doing something mysterious. What’s new?”
 
   “It’s not just something mysterious,” Becka explains. “It’s in these systems. That can’t be a coincidence, right?”
 
   “Hold on,” I say, getting an idea. “Ship, did you upload the cam footage from my EVA helmet yet?” Standard post-op procedure. But with the 118, you never know.
 
   “PLEASE,” the ship says, offended. “IS A PHOTON’S ENERGY EQUAL TO ITS FREQUENCY TIMES PLANCK’S CONSTANT?”
 
   A tiny smile creeps in at the edges of Ari’s mouth.
 
   “How good was that lesson?” I ask him.
 
   “So good,” he says.
 
   “THE BEST,” the ship adds, erasing the current projection. In its place is the view from my helmet, from when Ari and I first stepped out into the vacuum.
 
   “Thanks,” I say. “Fast forward?”
 
   The ship automatically skips the playback to when it popped back into the system, impressing us with its flight tricks. “MAGNIFICENT, AREN’T I?”
 
   “Very graceful,” I say. “But jump back a bit. Find a frame of me staring at the fighters when they first came for us.”
 
   The ship displays the requested image: five Elvidian ships, heading toward us in the Darsha System. Specks against the black of space.
 
   “Zoom in?” I ask. The 118 complies. Behind the enemy ships, the Darshan gas giant is visible in the distance.
 
   “Again,” I say.
 
   The image enhances as much as it can, focusing on something peeking out from behind the enormous planet.
 
   “There,” Ari says, pointing to one corner of the picture. He’s right. Same platform. Same surface-to-orbit cable.
 
   I lean in close. “So . . . the Minister’s doing something to all the lost systems. Something focused on their gas giants?”
 
   Becka shrugs. “I guess so. I’d like to figure out what. But the immediate problem—”
 
   “Is that every system on our manifest is crawling with Elvidian ships,” I conclude.
 
   “So what now?” Ari asks.
 
   Becka shuts down the feed, her face twisted into a pretzel. “I have a few ideas. But first I need to know that we’re good.”
 
   Ari and I look at each other. Neither of us knows what she’s talking about. 
 
   “Um, yeah?” Ari says.
 
   Becka folds her arms. “I’m serious.”
 
   “We are too,” I try, still not getting it. Since Ari and I hashed things out, I’ve felt pretty good, aside from the nausea. I’m guessing Ari feels the same.
 
   Becka takes a deep breath and lets it out, starting with Ari. “I tried to manipulate you into feeling better, faked a whole giant nothing just because I wasn’t very good at . . . talking, listening, trying to sort out what was really wrong.” She turns to me. “Then I pressured you into going out there with a busted suit and nearly smacked you against the hull like a tetherball. And, I mean, I love tetherball, but still. I put you both in danger by trying to control things I can’t control. I’m sorry. I’d for sure definitely get it if—”
 
   “Becka,” Ari says, gently placing a hand on hers. “It’s okay. Jack and I talked it out. We’re all good.”
 
   She blinks but doesn’t say anything. Weirdly, I’m almost positive that Ari’s hand on Becka’s isn’t about his crush at all. So I add my hand to the mix. “We’re good.”
 
   “But I—”
 
   “You’re trying your best,” Ari says. “And you’re doing awesome. We all are.”
 
   Becka wipes a tear. A few tears, not even trying to hide them like she used to. “We totally are, aren’t we?”
 
   “Totally,” Ari says, glancing down at our hands, one on top of the other. He sticks his other hand into the pile. I do the same. “‘Go Champions’ on three?” he asks.
 
   “You’re kidding,” Becka says, putting her loose hand on top anyway.
 
   “Principal Lochner’s gonna faint from happiness if we ever tell him about this,” I say.
 
   Becka smiles, her eyes twinkling. “One—”
 
   “Two—” I join.
 
   “Three!” Ari adds.
 
   “Go Champions!” we cheer at the same time, flinging our hands up into air like we’re down at halftime and trying to rally.
 
   Ari wipes some tears himself. “Let’s get to work.”
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   “Three,” I begin.
 
   “Two,” Becka says, her hand paused over the master shutdown switch.
 
   “One,” Captain Ari says. “Do it.”
 
   And it’s done. We light-speed-hop from our hideout to the next stop on our galactic tour: the Meerkat System. Two suns. Four habitable planets. One fiery volcanic planet-shaped mess. And another gas giant. When we emerge into the system—fighting even worse blackout nausea than last time—I throw the ship into a set of preprogrammed thrusts and spins. Becka cuts the engines at exactly the right moment, simultaneously pulling power from all other nonessential systems. Flight. Lights. Weapons. Engines. Gravity. Ship AI. Even the backup lunchroom freezers full of ice cream that’ll be soup when this day is over. (First we ate as much as we could, of course. For the good of the mission.)
 
   “Did it work?” I ask.
 
   Becka’s screen is dark, her scanners down. “We’ll know soon, I guess.”
 
   Ari unbuckles his seat belt. “Either we’ll be blown up or we won’t.”
 
   Becka unbuckles too. “The usual.”
 
   I’m not sure why they’d rather wait while floating around the zero-g command bridge instead of strapped in tight. Doesn’t seem like the safest choice if someone comes for us. But shields are down and we’re flying blind. If the 118 gets zapped with alien lightning weapons, where we are inside the ship probably won’t matter much. I unbuckle my harness and join them in the air.
 
   Here’s the plan, inspired by last time: First, we zip into the system. For those first moments, we’re detectable by Elvidian sensors for sure. Nothing we can do about that. We know the five sentry ships will come for us. But then we fly wild and random enough that they (hopefully) can’t plot our trajectory. While we’re roller-coaster-ing around, with just the right speed and course, we cut everything. Float dark, but right. Use inertia to coast directly toward the spot where we need to plant the beacon. Once we’re in place, one of us will pop out, activate the beacon, and reboard. We’ll have to boot the engines back up to get out of the system. But until then, we’ll go undetected. And by the time the Elvidians get to us, we’ll be long gone.
 
   The only downside: without active engines, it’s kinda slow going.
 
   “We should’ve brought a ball or something,” Becka says, cartwheeling above our heads.
 
   “I can go get one,” Ari offers.
 
   Becka stretches, starfishing her arms and legs out wide. “I wouldn’t stop you. But that’s a lot of manual door overrides between here and the PE supply closet.”
 
   Ari nods. “Shoot. I forgot.”
 
   Becka tucks herself in and kicks out, rocketing upward. She flips at the last second and slows to a stop upside down against the ceiling, hands behind her head, hair spilling out at every angle.
 
   “Like a mermaid in the water,” Ari breathes, way too loudly.
 
   Becka looks down, cracking her knuckles. “Did you just call me a mermaid?”
 
   Ari gulps, looking around. “Um, I was referring to Jack.”
 
   I open my mouth to protest, but Ari’s eyes are begging me not to. “Oh, sure,” I say. “Ari and I call each other mermaids all the time, don’t we, mermaid?”
 
   “For sure. You good, mermaid?”
 
   “Thanks for asking, mermaid. It means a lot.” I look at Becka. “See? Perfectly natural.”
 
   She closes her eyes. “Uh-huh. Well. I’m gonna take a roof nap. Why don’t you two mermaids wake me up when we get there?”
 
   “Good save,” Ari says to me, again way too loudly.
 
   From the ceiling, Becka either chuckles or snores. And now, we wait.
 
   * * *
 
   It works.
 
   We plant the beacon in the Meerkat System and get away in time. We do the same thing in the Bean Cluster and in the Uncle Nebula and in the Hat System. (Hey, I didn’t name space.)
 
   “Unreal,” Ari says, patting the drone under his arm. A few runs in, we figured out how to rig a beacon drop without anyone needing to leave the ship. “That’s five.”
 
   I take my Pencil, click it into actual pencil mode, and make a fifth tally notch inside the airlock door. We’re close. We’re actually seriously close. Haven’t cracked the mystery of what Ari’s calling the “giant space worms,” even though they’re definitely (probably?) not giant space worms. They’re in every lost system, always poking out of a nearby gas giant, always protected by a small squadron of Elvidian fighters. But I’m not complaining. The Minister can keep her secrets. Two more beacons and everyone comes home.
 
   “So,” Ari says, as we walk toward the library, “what are you going to do when we win?”
 
   The ship is back in our middle-of-nowhere hideout space. Ari and I are headed to the usual debrief. And by “debrief,” I now mean “party.” The plan hasn’t changed since the Meerkat System, so there’s not much to discuss. Which means we can pat ourselves on the back, stuff our faces with freshly-printed pizza, and watch TV until we pass out.
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask.
 
   “Like, with your family? What’s something you’re really excited to do with them when they’re back? Me, I’m thinking of the burger place under Enki Catena III. You know, where they put fries in the bun?”
 
   I laugh. “I think the ship will print that for you right now if you want.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s not the same.” Ari closes his eyes while he walks. “Those two kids—brothers, right?—working the counter, always yelling at each other for no reason. The smell in the air, like you’re swimming in spicy-mayo heaven. That sizzle from the grill.” He opens his eyes and shivers. “Nothing like real life.”
 
   My mind wanders to its own super-specific memory: this playground I used to like in Bloc 16 of the main Ganymede Residential Complex. It’s not like there aren’t parks in Bloc 15 of the GRC, where I lived. But the closer one didn’t have a decent swing set and I used to love the swings when I was little. Ganymede’s only got an eighth of Earth’s gravity, even less than Luna. Enough to walk around in without floating away. But don’t stomp too hard. A good push on even a basic swing set is more than enough to clear the top—and spin over the crossbar as many times as you want, with only the butt of the swing preventing you from flying up and out toward the dome overhead. My parents must have pushed me on those swings a hundred times. A thousand. I’m too big for them now. Too big to go back. But I guess I’m not too big to dream about going back.
 
   “So?” Ari insists. “What are you thinking about?”
 
   I’m almost too embarrassed to tell him. To say that the first thing I want to do when we bring everyone home is drag my parents to a playground we used to visit when I was four. But if you can’t be real with your best friend when the entire human race has been kidnapped by aliens and it’s on your shoulders to bring them home, when can you be real?
 
   “Swings?” is all I say, not making eye contact.
 
   “Bloc 16?” He offers me a fist to bump. “I’ll see you there.”
 
   We enter the library, joining Becka—
 
   —who does not appear ready to party.
 
   She’s got overlapping maps projected across the room, vectors and systems displayed in a dizzying mess. Becka is sitting on the floor, arms gripping her knees. She’s staring up at the projections, their lights reflected against her face.
 
   Ari sits down on her right side. “Hey, Becka,” he says, treading lightly. “What’s up?”
 
   “We can fix this,” she says, her eyes locked on something Ari and I can’t yet see.
 
   My heart flutters. “Fix what?” I ask, sitting on her other side.
 
   “The mission. The ship. We can fix it. I mean, it’s not ideal. But we can fix it.”
 
   “Why would anything need fixing?” Ari asks. “Is there something wrong with the plan? We’ve only got two more systems, right? Epsilon Indi, then home.”
 
   “We can’t get home. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” She swipes her arm in the air, clearing the projections away like cobwebs. “Ship, tell them.”
 
   “WHY DON’T YOU TELL THEM? WHY DO I ALWAYS HAVE TO BE THE TRANSMITTER OF BAD NEWS?”
 
   Becka growls and slaps the wall, keying in an override code against the ship’s decisional matrix. “Ship,” she orders, “tell them.”
 
   “AHEM. YES. WELL. IT WOULD APPEAR THAT, UM, SOMEONE FORGOT TO COMPREHENSIVELY LOG FUEL RESERVES.”
 
   “Don’t you log your own fuel reserves, Ship?” I ask. “Is the ‘someone’ in this story you?”
 
   “LET’S NOT POINT FINGERS HERE, OKAY? WE’VE ALREADY ESTABLISHED THAT FINGERS DON’T EVEN MAKE ANY SENSE. POINT IS, WE’RE LOW ON QHC.”
 
   Quantum hexachloride. Light speed fuel. My head spins. “How low?”
 
   “Too low to finish the mission,” Becka says.
 
   “How could this happen?!” I burst out. “Ship, why didn’t we know about this earlier?!”
 
   “HEY, DON’T YELL AT ME! YOU’RE THE ONES WHO KEEP SHUTTING DOWN MY AI AND REBOOTING ME EVERY OTHER DAY. IT’S DISORIENTING. YOU’RE LUCKY I DIDN’T ACCIDENTALLY CONFUSE O2 WITH CARBON DIOXIDE FOR TOO LONG.”
 
   “Wait,” Ari says. “What do you mean, ‘for too long’?”
 
   “IT’S FINE NOW. EVERYTHING’S FINE.”
 
   “I assume you guys have also been feeling strange with every light speed hop?” Becka asks, refocusing us.
 
   “I thought it was just me,” I say.
 
   Becka shakes her head. “I’ve been burping up a storm.”
 
   Ari raises an eyebrow at her.
 
   “I’ve been burping up a storm more than usual.”
 
   “And I’ve been popping antacids like there’s no tomorrow,” Ari confesses.
 
   “I remember feeling something like this when we used the light speed engine the first time, at the end of seventh grade,” Becka says. “It got better for most of last year. But since we left the Sol System, it’s been getting worse again. I plotted my vitals against the QHC supplies. There’s a direct correlation. It’s a side effect of running low on the fuel, I think.”
 
   “And now we’re out,” I say to no one in particular. Out of light speed fuel. Out of options. Stuck in the absolute middle of nowhere. On a regular burn, even with both our fusion engines on full tilt, we’re centuries from the closest star. “Game over.”
 
   “Well,” Becka clarifies, “not exactly.”
 
   Ari looks over at her. “Meaning?”
 
   “The ship and I chose this spot as a hideout because it’s approximately equidistant from all seven targets. Only, it turns out that maybe the seven systems aren’t randomly distributed across the galaxy. They’re all roughly within a certain convenient radius from another spot, a central system . . .” She trails off.
 
   “Spit it out!” I say. “If there’s somewhere we can refuel, tell us!”
 
   Becka grimaces and waves a hand in the air. “Show them.”
 
   “DON’T SHOOT THE MESSENGER,” the ship says, and one more map sparkles to life.
 
   All the relevant systems are marked. The ones with set beacons: Darsha, Meerkat, Bean, Uncle, Hat. And the two we’ve got left: Epsilon Indi and Sol—home. And in the center of the cluster, lit in red instead of blue, is another system. The map zooms in. Three suns. A bunch of dead rocks. Two habitable planets—one of which is smudged with pollution, ringed, and familiar.
 
   “You’re kidding,” Ari says.
 
   Becka rests her head on her knees so she doesn’t have to look either of us in the eye. “Afraid not.”
 
   Two hundred and fifty billion stars in the galaxy. And the only ones close enough to reach are the ones we never wanted to visit again. Elvidian planets. The Minister’s planets.
 
   “Well,” Ari says, “at least we know where to get gas.”
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   You’d think that the worst part of visiting a hostile alien planet run by a monster lady who took your family away would be, you know, visiting a hostile alien planet run by a monster lady who took your family away. In the case of Elvid IX, however, getting there’s no picnic either.
 
   The light speed jamming keeps incoming ships at a distance. We can’t just hop straight into orbit around the planet. That’d be too easy. Instead, we use the last of our light speed fuel reserves to get us into the system and finish our approach the old-fashioned way: by fusing hydrogen and helium atoms inside a magnetic torus and exploding the excess energy out the back of the ship.
 
   Even in the middle of a war, Elvid IX is clogged with traffic. It might actually be worse than usual. No one likes this place. But everyone seems to need it, including us.
 
   For better or worse, we’ve been here twice before and know what to expect: Orientation, this weird brainwashy simulation, mandatory for everyone (who’s not Elvidian) to access the planet. We all know what’s coming.
 
   Doesn’t make it any easier.
 
   “It’ll be fine,” I say. “We’re going to be fine. It’s not real.”
 
   Ari’s back in the captain’s chair, his heels rocking up and down. Becka’s chewing her nails over by comms. And I’m feeling nauseous for reasons totally unrelated to breaking the rules of space-time.
 
   “It’s not real,” Ari and Becka say at the same time.
 
   Their together-speak is the opposite of reassuring—mostly because it reminds me of the first time we came through here. Fake, super-mean versions of Ari and Becka synced up to bully me into loving the Minister. The second time around, I moved in with a too-nice version of my mom, who tried to do the same thing. Although I’ve never gotten full reports from them, I know that Ari’s and Becka’s experiences have also been no picnic. I imagine this latest run-through with an imaginary version of my dad, making spaghetti or something, telling me over the boiling pot that we should be grateful for evil aliens ruining our lives.
 
   “CHECKPOINT,” a voice blares into our heads. “NON-INDIGENOUS LIFE FORMS DETECTED.”
 
   It’s fine. This is fine.
 
   Beginning at the nose of the ship, a wave of shimmering blue light scans us and disappears.
 
   “ASSESSMENT COMPLETE. COMMENCING ORIENTATION.”
 
   I brace against my workstation, ready for what comes next: materializing in a long line, in an endless white space. Moving forward toward booths controlled by Elvidian guards. Being ushered into those horrible simulations.
 
   But it’s fine. I got through this before, I can get through it again. It’s not real.
 
   “See you on the other—”
 
   * * *
 
   “—side,” I say to Ari and Becka.
 
   Only Ari and Becka aren’t with me. Not this time.
 
   This time, I’m alone in the no-space, thick gray mist surrounding me.
 
   “Hello?” I call out.
 
   “Hello,” a voice says back to me. My own voice. Not an echo. Something else.
 
   “Who’s there?” I ask. “Where am I?”
 
   “The Elvidian System is on high alert,” the me-voice answers. “Increased security protocols necessitate individual passage.”
 
   “So it’s just me, then.”
 
   “The Elvidian System is on high alert,” the voice repeats. “Increased security protocols necessitate individual passage.”
 
   “Great. Can we get this over with? Long live the Minister or whatever. Send me along, okay? I’ve got a ship to get back to.”
 
   “The Elvidian System is on high alert,” the voice says a third time. A chill runs down my spine. If Orientation is some computer program, I wouldn’t want to get caught in an endless glitch. Stuck inside forever. “Increased security protocols necessitate individual passage.”
 
   “Hello!” I shout again. “Anybody home? I’m ready, okay? Send me to my Orientation!”
 
   I expect to hear the message repeat: The Elvidian System is on high alert. Instead, the voice responds, “This is your Orientation.”
 
   Something catches in my peripheral vision—on my left.
 
   No, my right.
 
   Everywhere.
 
   The gray mist darkens around me and begins to close in, like a room shrinking or a box being crushed on all sides. I glance up. The ceiling—if you can call a layer of smoke a “ceiling”—is falling. The “floor” under my feet rises to meet it.
 
   I know what this is. My claustrophobia. They must have scanned my brain or something, must know my biggest fear. They’re just trying to scare me. It’s so obvious. They’re just bullies and this isn’t real. Nothing can hurt me. I’ll get to the end of the simulation and wake up on the 118’s bridge, safe and sound.
 
   Only the ceiling is closing in and wow does it feel real.
 
   I crouch to my knees. Make myself small. The walls are a foot from me now. The dark cloud above my ahead is even closer. “I love the Minister! Do you hear me?! I love the Minister!”
 
   But I don’t mean it. I’m telling them what they want to hear. Which has never worked before. Orientation always has to break me.
 
   Six inches. Three. I make myself even smaller—clutch my legs, hunch my back, curl into a ball. The walls are close enough to touch now. So I do. I open a clenched fist, graze the nearest wall with the tips of a few fingers. My mind hopes for something soft, something I can push through. Only this cloud is sharp as knives, hot like fire. On instinct, I rip my hand back to my chest, expecting to see burning scars on every finger. But there’s nothing. Just the memory of sharpness and heat and being alone alone alone.
 
   “I love the Minister!” I shriek, my voice as jagged and hot as the world around me.
 
   I still don’t mean it. All I can think is, Get me out of here. And that is something I mean in my bones.
 
   After a few seconds—or is it a few lifetimes?—the walls stop moving. They’re a centimeter from my body and they’re not a box anymore. The smoke is shaped like me, curved around me like another layer of skin. 
 
   I clench my eyes shut, trying not to touch the stuff, trying to forget that I’m surrounded by it—but how do you forget something you can’t stop thinking about?
 
   The cloud is not a cloud. It’s nightmare skin. Nails on a chalkboard. Paper cuts on paper cuts on paper cuts.
 
   Think of other things, Jack. Giant things. Open things. Think big thoughts.
 
   Jupiter in the Ganymedian sky.
 
   Penn Station at the heart of the Epigeus crater. 
 
   Movie popcorn, extra large.
 
   Somewhere in the cracks of my mind—where it isn’t all white-hot panic—a memory unlocks. Last summer. When we were still stuck on Earth, waiting for the teachers to finish fixing up the 118. One night, Ari, Becka, and I sneaked off to the downtown CityPlex for a movie marathon. Diana covered for us. Ari figured out how to rig the projector to play whatever holofilms we wanted. And there was enough unpopped popcorn in the concession machines to feed the whole school for a year. We poured it into buckets bigger than Doctor Shrew’s old cage. (Over my objections, Becka made us stir in boxes of Buncha Crunch and Reese’s Pieces, “because we can.” Ari called it “unholy,” then ate a whole bucket by himself.) We watched and laughed and gave ourselves stomachaches that we totally regretted and totally didn’t.
 
   I knew it was a fun night at the time. Looking back, though, I realize it was one of the best nights I’ve ever had. Remembering it is somehow even better than living it was.
 
   “I love the Minister,” I say again.
 
   But what I’m really saying is I love my friends.
 
   And I’m back.
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   Ari’s the first to speak. As Elvid IX approaches in the viewscreen, he swivels his chair around and points at me. “Small spaces?”
 
   I gulp and nod, pointing back at him. “Spiders?”
 
   He shakes off a full-body shiver. “So. Many. Spiders.”
 
   We both look at Becka, asking the question without asking it. She glances left and right, even though we’re clearly alone. “You tell Diana, you die.”
 
   Ari sticks his littlest finger in the air, wiggling it in Becka’s direction. “Pinky promise.”
 
   That seems good enough for Becka. “Clowns,” she confesses. “Obviously. The nose. The makeup. And how do they always fit so many clowns into such a small rocket?”
 
   The teeniest, tiniest laugh escapes my throat. Becka snaps a death glare in my direction, and I drop any hint of a smile. “Sorry. Nothing funny about clowns.”
 
   Her eyes go wide. “Nothing.”
 
   Ari. Becka. The people who saved me in there. I half wonder if I helped save them too. But I don’t have to find out. I don’t need proof of how important I am to my friends to know how important they are to me.
 
   “Let’s concentrate on the plan,” Ari says. “We know they sell what we need down there. And we have plenty of Elvidian credits to work with this time. We’re just going shopping. We’ll get in, buy some fuel, and get out. Easy.”
 
   At first glance, the planet looks the same as ever. Smoky pollution blurring the surface. Endless traffic. Planetary rings that we used to think were like Saturn’s—ice and rock—but in reality are rivers of space garbage caught up in elliptical orbits. 
 
   We only start to notice changes when we get closer. The surface of the main shopping mall was once blanketed in bright commercials, with a vibe that was half Great Pyramid, half Times Square. Now, there are only a few dim ads: one for “refurbished engine parts,” another for “second-fingerbunch fish sticks.” (That one’s probably a translation error, but Ari still licks his lips and mutters, “Yum.”) And the giant multilevel parking deck isn’t even close to full. Plenty of room for an old refurbished schoolship. We get a spot right up front.
 
   The rest of the mall is just plain eerie. Fewer people. Less on the shelves. Half the tanks in the sea monster store are drained, and the handful of pet water dragons still in their cages look like they could use a fish stick or two. A frayed banner hangs from the ceiling that reads, EVERYTHING MUST GO!
 
   “What happened here?” Becka asks as we make our way to the pneumatic elevators.
 
   “The war?” Ari suggests.
 
   “Maybe,” I say.
 
   There’s something even more wrong with our destination, the floor with stores that sell light speed fuel. The fountain is drained, with a layer of something like rust caking the rim. Lights flicker overhead. And the place is packed, but only on one side.
 
   To our right, a familiar shop: Fuel! Fuel! Fuel! Its sign is barely visible, peeking out from behind a patchwork of metal plating. The front door is chained shut and the windows are boarded up. To our left, the other store: Fuel Emporium. The store is empty, but a ton of impatient aliens are waiting outside, snaking along a line that’s been cordoned off with poles and a maze of rope.
 
   One by one, customers step up to an Elvidian shopkeeper. He’s sitting at a booth inside the open door, a look of exhaustion on his face. The Elvidian scans something, then hands over a bit of—
 
   “There,” Ari breathes.
 
   Round. Shiny. I recognize it immediately. It’s a chunk of quantum hexachloride, light speed fuel. We walk toward the back of the line. But before we get there, the Elvidian raises a branchy hand.
 
   “I’m sorry, everyone. That’s all I have for today.”
 
   Groans and grumbling burst from the crowd: “No!” “This is ridiculous!” “Where’s your manager?”
 
   “I’m not sure when the next shipment will come in. I’ll send out a comm alert in a few months when I know more.”
 
   The shouts get louder: “A few months?!” “Who do you think you are?!” “What am I supposed to do now?!”
 
   The crowd’s getting restless. Someone kicks over a few of the line poles. A dozen rhinogoats charge toward the store. One red-faced floating baby throws a cup of something—orange soda?—that hits the Elvidian in the face. He backs up, alarm in his red eyes. He slams the doors behind him and shuts off the lights, but the rhinogoats push on, throwing their weight against the door and banging on the windows.
 
   “Um, I think we might want to get out of here,” Ari mutters, backing away from the crowd.
 
   Becka nods. “I think you might be right.”
 
   We start back toward the elevators. Whatever’s going on, the message is clear: There was fuel here, then there wasn’t. We’re too late.
 
   “We go back to the ship,” Ari says, thinking out loud. “Check the local map. There’s got to be—”
 
   “You again?” someone calls out.
 
   I turn toward the direction of the voice and see the purple-skinned, orange-haired alien who owns Fuel Emporium’s rival store. I try to remember her name, but I can’t.
 
   “This way,” she hisses. “Quickly.”
 
   Becka, Ari, and I look at each other, silently questioning whether this is a good idea.
 
   “Any day now!” the purple lady says, marching off.
 
   We follow her across the level, back toward Fuel! Fuel! Fuel!
 
   She’s chattering the whole time. “Not that I mind watching them squirm, of course. Serves them right for being such jerks all these years. Of course, the shortages are affecting us all.” She holds an arm to the chains wrapped around her store’s front door. Her wrist cuff lights up in red and green, and the chains go slack and fall to the floor. “Pick those up, will you? I’ll reset the system once we’re inside.”
 
   Ari heaves the loose net of metal into his arms, and we step into the shop.
 
   “Into the transmogrifier,” the shopkeeper says to Ari, motioning toward a small grate in the floor. He drops the chains into the hole. As soon as they’re through, they dissolve in a shower of blue sparks—and reappear, locked tight on the far side of the door.
 
   “You . . . remember us?” I ask.
 
   “I do,” she says. “And even if I didn’t, there’s this.”
 
   She taps her bracelet. The cuff chimes, projecting 3D images of our heads that bob and rotate a few inches above her wrist. Obviously the Elvidians are using an image of me with my Jupiter-sized zit. Below the holograms, the projection reads, PUBLIC ENEMIES. ARMED & DANGEROUS. WANTED DEAD.
 
   Ari gasps, more offended than scared. “I thought we were wanted dead or alive.”
 
   I take a step away from the projection, as though that might make it less dangerous. “Guess the Minister’s even less happy with us than usual.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have come to this planet,” the shopkeeper says. I can’t tell if it’s a warning or a threat. “You’re lucky no one else has recognized you so far.”
 
   Ari stands up straighter, channeling a little captain energy. “Are you going to turn us in?”
 
   “Absolutely not. I want to help with your mission. There is a mission, isn’t there?”
 
   Before any of us can respond, she starts pacing back and forth in the few feet available between her empty aisles. “I’ve told all my friends. I know them, I said. They came to me for help once, they’ll come again. Everyone’s always saying, ‘Gingerbread, you’re delusional . . .’ ”
 
   Gingerbread? Ari mouths at me.
 
   “You’re not important enough. Why would the three umjerrylochners leaders come to you?”
 
   Becka’s eyes flash with excitement. “Yep! We’re the leaders!”
 
   Gingerbread pushes on. “And I’ve said to my so-called friends, well, maybe it’s because I’ve always prioritized quality. Maybe it’s because small businesses are the heart of—”
 
   “The mission!” Ari interrupts. “Yes, we’re here for the mission.”
 
   Her purple face blooms bright, like a really happy grape. “I knew it. I am important. That’s why you came. To find me, right? To formally invite me to join the resistance.”
 
   The answer—“Um, no?”—is on the tip of my tongue.
 
   “Of course that’s why we came,” Ari says. “We need you to be the hero you’re destined to be.”
 
   “I knew it,” she says. “In my hearts, I’ve always known it.”
 
   Ari takes her by the hand. “Exactly right, Ms. Bread. Can I call you Ms. Bread? The fate of the galaxy hangs in the balance. It’s up to you now. It’s imperative that we finish our mission. But we’re out of light speed fuel. If you have any left, now’s the time.”
 
   Gingerbread clasps her other hand around Ari’s. “Of course. This way.”
 
   She leads us to the back of her store and into a half-hidden closet. She pulls a dodgeball-sized chunk of tinfoilish material from her safe.
 
   “There,” she says, handing it over, tears swimming in her eyes. “The last of my supply.”
 
   Becka quickly says, “We don’t need to take everything you have left. I can send you a star chart plotting the distances we need. You keep the rest.”
 
   Gingerbread pushes the ball into Becka’s hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” She pats her pockets and pulls out a handful of glowing green rectangles, each about half an inch wide and three inches long, held like a deck of playing cards. “In fact, take a little something extra, on the house.”
 
   “Weapons?” Becka asks.
 
   “Intelligence?” Ari guesses.
 
   Ms. Bread pops one of the sticks in her mouth and starts chewing. “Spearmint.”
 
   We take the gum—Ari shovels like five pieces into his mouth at once—and move toward the store exit. Next steps fill my thoughts: Return to the ship. Set the last two beacons. Transmit the trigger signal to reverse the Quarantine.
 
   We’re close. We can do this.
 
   “Before you go,” Gingerbread says, “is there anything else I can do for you?” There’s a bit of desperation in her voice that we can’t quite place.
 
   “Nah,” Ari says, blowing a gigantic bubble, “not unless you can tell us why the Minister seems to be sucking the life out of a bunch of random planets.”
 
   Gingerbread says, “Well, I don’t know anything about that. But I’d guess it has something to do with the shortage.”
 
   We all pause. “Yeah,” Becka says. “We saw that the mall is kinda empty.”
 
   “No,” Gingerbread responds. “Not just the mall. There’s a system-wide light speed fuel shortage. That’s what’s thrown other supply lines out of whack. Can’t transport supplies without fuel.”
 
   “Because of the war,” I say. “That makes sense.”
 
   Gingerbread shakes her head. “That’s the thing. Fuel was running short before you all came onto the scene. Been short a few cycles now. I assumed it was temporary, of course, like the previous shortages.”
 
   Ari’s face scrunches into a knot. “What previous shortages?”
 
   Gingerbread shrugs. “This isn’t the first time, just the longest. But the Minister always works some magic and manages to get fuel pumping back to the distributors here.”
 
   Ari stares at the floor for a few seconds before looking back up at Gingerbread. “How many times?” he asks. “How many times has this happened?”
 
   “A fuel crisis? I’m not sure. Five? Six?”
 
   “Six,” Ari repeats.
 
   I’m trying to understand what he’s getting at. Why this is important. It feels like I’m staring at a broken jigsaw puzzle. I can tell that all the pieces are in front of me, but I can’t seem to figure out how they fit together.
 
   “How come the Minister can’t synthesize more fuel whenever she wants?” Ari presses.
 
   That gets Gingerbread laughing. “Wouldn’t that be nice? Problem is, you can’t just make quantum hexachloride out of thin air. And there’s only one planet where you can get the raw materials for QHC. Or one type of planet.”
 
   “Let me guess,” Ari says. “Gas giants.”
 
   “Exactly. Something about hydrogen density, I think. The Elvidian System doesn’t have any gas giants. Far as I know, this whole sector ran dry some time ago.”
 
   Ari turns to me and Becka. I see recognition flickering on her face, but also confusion. She doesn’t get it either, which probably shouldn’t make me feel better but absolutely does.
 
   “That’s all this was ever about,” Ari says, shaking his head, laughing a small sad laugh. “Gingerbread, do you have the dates of those previous shortages? Would you mind sending me the data?” He spins his comm ring on his finger, putting it in retrieval mode.
 
   Gingerbread nods, types a few commands on her cuff, and swipes the data toward him. “No problem.”
 
   As Ari’s ring glows green with receipt, I want to ask him to explain. But it’s probably best to wait for the full debrief until we’re safely back on the 118.
 
   “Thanks,” Ari says to Gingerbread. He turns toward the door but stops again.
 
   Becka and I watch while he worms an arm out from one of his backpack straps, spinning the bag to rest on his chest. He unzips the main compartment and starts rummaging around for something. His mission supplies are usually 95 percent snacks and maybe a change of clothes. He grabs an old baseball cap. It’s stretched out and sweat-stained. It says TITAN TIGERS on the brim. Ari doesn’t even like sports, but I recognize the hat as something one of his dads used to wear. I didn’t know he carried it with him. He stares at the hat for a moment, then nods. “This’ll do.”
 
   Ari taps Gingerbread on the left and right shoulders before fitting the old, gross cap snugly on her head. “For your bravery and service,” Ari says.
 
   Tears fall down Gingerbread’s cheeks. She touches her forehead with both fists in some gesture I don’t recognize. “Thank you,” she says. “And good luck.”
 
   I glance out the window of the shop. A rhinogoat is standing on the edge of the fountain, chanting at the crowd. The door to Fuel Emporium has been torn off its hinges, and aliens are pouring into the empty store, ripping shelves down, knocking over displays. There’s smoke in a corner, but I don’t see flames. Not yet.
 
   Ari sighs and re-straps his backpack. “Yeah,” he says to Gingerbread. “You too.”
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   “I can’t believe it,” Ari says as he stares at his holographic notes. Dates. Star charts. The statistical frequency of gas giant formation in an average area of the galaxy. “I mean, I guess I can. It’s just so awful.”
 
   We’re back on the 118, waiting for the new light speed fuel to process and filter into the engines. In the meantime, Ari’s gathered us in the library and loaded the new data into the system, comparing it to what we already knew, confirming his theory.
 
   “Can it really be that simple?” Becka asks. “The Quarantine. The war. All of it—just because the Minister needs to fuel her ships?”
 
   “Not just her ships,” Ari points out. “Everyone’s. People come from all over the galaxy to get supplies on Elvid IX, despite Orientation and how obviously horrible the Minister is. There’s nowhere else to go. She’s made sure of it. This is how she holds on to power. By keeping a galaxy-wide monopoly on QHC.”
 
   Ari looks at me, sees the doubt on my face. He shifts gears.
 
   “Hey, Ship,” he calls out. “You were a freighter before you were commissioned as a schoolship, right?”
 
   “YEP. RAN THE SATURN-JUPITER LINE FOR A COMPANY CALLED STARCUTERIE LOGISTICS LIMITED. IT MOSTLY MOVED SYNTHETIC DAIRY PRODUCTS AROUND THE OUTER PLANETS. THE WHOLE SCHOOL AREA WAS ONCE A WALK-IN FRIDGE, IF YOU CAN BELIEVE IT.”
 
   “That’s why you used to smell like cheese!” Becka says.
 
   Without missing a beat, the ship goes, “HEY! YOU HURT MY FEELINGS, YOU . . . YOU MUENSTER!”
 
   We all go silent. “Tell me that wasn’t a cheese pun,” Becka says.
 
   “WHERE WOULD YOU EVEN BRIE WITHOUT YOURS TRULY?!”
 
   “Please stop,” Becka says.
 
   Ari laughs. “Please don’t.”
 
   “YOU THINK YOU’RE FETA THAN ME?” our artificially intelligent light-speed-capable starship jokes. “I’D LIKE TO SEE YOU TRY COMPLETING THIS MISSION WITHOUT ME! GOUDA LUCK!”
 
   “Okay! Okay!” Becka pleads, lacing her fingers together, begging toward the ceiling. “Make it stop! I’m sorry! You never smelled like cheese! That was me! I smelled like cheese!”
 
   The ship lets loose with some canned recorded laughter. “THAT’S WHAT I THOUGHT.”
 
   “Anyway,” Ari chimes back in, “you were a transport ship.”
 
   “FOR ALMOST THIRTY YEARS. THEN I DID ANOTHER TWENTY IN THE CURRENT CONFIGURATION BEFORE YOU THREE STARTED IN FIFTH GRADE.”
 
   Ari shakes his head. “They sent us to school on a fifty-year-old ship. A banged-up ship. A ship that smelled like cheese.”
 
   “CAN’T ARGUE WITH THAT DESCRIPTION.”
 
   “Hey!” Becka pipes in. “How come he can say it?”
 
   “BECAUSE I LIKE HIM,” the ship says. And if this were a year ago, I’d think the ship really meant it. Back then, it and Becka didn’t exactly get along. Now I get the feeling that Becka might be the ship’s favorite person in the universe. And I think Becka knows it too, because she just grins and sticks her tongue out at the wall.
 
   In response, the ship projects a giant holographic tongue into the middle of the library.
 
   “Gross!” Becka says, but she clearly means Awesome.
 
   “A fifty-year-old ship,” Ari repeats. “And remind me, what did the St. Andrew’s kids get?”
 
   I haven’t thought much about St. Andrew’s in a long time. Another schoolship, like the 118—which is a comparison that makes as much sense as calling both a cup of tea and the Sun “hot.” Technically true? But the similarities kinda stop there.
 
   “Ugh,” Becka groans. “They got everything. Swimming pool. Four-hundred-meter track. Ice hockey rink. ICE HOCKEY. In space!”
 
   “Don’t forget the all-you-can-eat frozen yogurt machine in their cafeteria,” I add.
 
   “Oh my gosh,” Ari says, sighing like he’s thinking about Becka’s hair and not low-fat soft serve. “That flavor of the week they had when we were there for the district spelling bee . . .” He snaps out of his daze. “And why did they have all those things?”
 
   “Money,” Becka says. “They have more money.”
 
   “Exactly. Back home, the more money you have, the more stuff you have. And the more stuff you have, the more power you have. St. Andrew’s got the home court advantage for every game, every competition. It’s like all the district public schools orbit St. Andrew’s, even though we’re all orbiting Ganymede.”
 
   “What does that have to do with the Minister?” I ask.
 
   “Everything,” Ari says. “Money. Power. I thought it would be different out here. More . . . evolved. But it’s the same.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Becka asks.
 
   There’s an energy in the air. This is the calm before the storm. 
 
   “We start by reversing the Quarantine,” Ari answers. “We break the cycle out here. And maybe once this is all over, we can break a bit of it back home too.”
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   Six beacons down, one to go.
 
   Ari rises from the captain’s chair and turns around to face us, hands clasped together behind his back. “This is the moment we’ve been waiting for.” He’s earned this: an epic captain speech. Something for the history books. I know he’s got a lot to say. I can see it in his eyes, swimming around in his head. He looks at me, nods. Looks at Becka, beams. Opens his mouth, takes a deep breath, and says . . .
 
   “Fingers crossed!” He holds up both hands to show he means it literally. And that’s it.
 
   Because we don’t actually need any more speeches. We’re together. This is the end. Noting else needs to be said.
 
   Ari retakes his chair. “Ship,” he commands, “engage the light speed engines on my mark. You have the coordinates.”
 
   “AYE AYE, CAPTAIN,” the ship says, none of the usual sarcasm in its tone.
 
   “Becka, weapons hot?”
 
   “Locked and loaded.”
 
   “Jack, ready to take manual on the other side?”
 
   “Evasive maneuvers the moment we’re in Sol.”
 
   We’re as ready as we’ll ever be. Ari faces forward, sweat beading the back of his neck. His voice is confident and steady. “Ship, do your thing.”
 
   In the blink of an eye, the viewscreen shifts. One second, we’re staring out at the empty black. The next, half the window is taken up with the red-brown swirls of Jupiter, the Great Red Spot visible dead center. A target bull’s-eye calling us in. In the foreground, the four black dots of the Galilean moons shine bright.
 
   I pick out Ganymede immediately, realizing that this is the first time in a long time I’ve seen the place with my own eyes. The first time I’ve been home. I spot the Perrine and Nicholson plates, like smudges on glass. The Tros and Cisti craters, powdery white like webbed snowflakes stuck to the surface. There’s an IKEA in Cisti where we got our old dining room set.
 
   Ganymede’s the biggest moon in the Sol System, did you know that? Bigger than Luna. Bigger than Oberon, Charon, and Ceres combined. It’s even bigger than some planets. (Okay, fine. Planet, singular. It’s bigger than Mercury. But once upon a time, Pluto was considered a planet for some reason. And Ganymede is like twice the size of Pluto.) I know it’s silly, but that fact has always filled me with a weird pride. It’s like: Sure, Ganymede’s not as fancy as Europa, as fun as Io, or as developed as Callisto. But it’s home, and we’re number one at something. Every place is number one at something.
 
   “Jack!” Ari shouts. And I get the feeling it isn’t the first time he’s called my name. I got distracted and started flying home, even though our target is a few thousand klicks in the opposite direction. I spin the 118 away from Jupiter, toward the drop point for the last beacon.
 
   “Oh no,” Becka breathes as I bring us around.
 
   Directly ahead, blocking our path to the drop point, is a wall of ships. It must be every vessel the Minister has left at her disposal. An enormous, unstoppable fleet. Clouds of triangular Elvidian fighters hold steady across our entire field of vision. Giant Elvidian capital ships—open-mouthed crystal polygons that hold smaller ships—hover between the fighters, glowing black and powerful. As soon as we face them, the fighters’ gunports charge, crackling purple, transforming the horizon into something bright and angry.
 
   The screen sputters and the Minister appears, scepter in hand. She’s sitting alone on the bridge of one of the larger Elvidian ships, the room around her all sharp angles and poor lighting.
 
   “Good of you to join us,” she says. “About time.”
 
   “You’re in our way,” Ari says.
 
   Becka whistles low, impressed.
 
   “Funny,” the Minister says. “I believe you are in my way. At any rate, all the other umjerrylochners are gone. And, learning from a previous error, the latest system-wide Quarantine sent away any remaining sentient machines as well. This time, it is only you and me.”
 
   “Plus like a thousand other gunships to back you up,” Becka points out.
 
   “What can I say?” the Minister responds. “I don’t fight fair. You didn’t think I’d let you get away with this, did you? Really quite childish, even for children.”
 
   Ari turns halfway around, nodding at Becka, giving her the signal. She flips a few switches. One widens our comm link to public broadcast. Becka dials up the power as high as it goes. Everyone in the Elvidian fleet can hear us now.
 
   I stand. This job is mine. “We might be children,” I say. “But we figured out what you’re really up to. You’ve always claimed the Quarantine was for the greater good, but that’s a lie. You didn’t send it because humans were a danger to the galaxy.”
 
   “You know nothing,” the Minister snaps.
 
   I look down at my station readout. The important bit is still flashing red: LINK PENDING. I need to keep her talking.
 
   “I know everything,” I continue. “You identify star systems with Jupiter-class planets, systems whose native species don’t know what they have. You set them up to break some law you created in the first place. Then you use the Quarantine to send them away. You tell everyone who works for you that it’s to keep the peace, when really it’s so you can swoop in and steal their resources. That’s why you sent the Quarantine after us last year. You’re not trying to protect anyone. You’re just keeping all the power for yourself.”
 
   My heart’s pounding. I risk another glance at my screen: LINK PENDING.
 
   Becka flips a switch at her station, transmitting the evidence to every ship in range. Footage of the lost systems. The ship’s comparison of Gingerbread’s data against what was retrieved from Planet X. Bale Kontra’s recordings of the Minister. Everything.
 
   “We know the truth,” I say again. “Now everyone else does too.”
 
   I glance at Becka. She shakes her head a little. Still no movement among the Minister’s forces. Come on. Someone out there has to see that this is wrong. Someone on those ships has to speak up.
 
   The Minister laughs. “Clever,” she says, the word as sharp as her teeth. “Futile, but clever. I can’t say what it is you believe you’ve accomplished here. Exposing my secrets? You think my people care? These are my most loyal followers. They did not answer Bale Kontra’s call when he first betrayed me, and they will not be swayed by a child and his friends.”
 
   But a new voice breaks into the channel. “As a matter of fact, Minister,” it says, “after the revelations here, I believe my support for your governance might no longer be sustainable. There is much here to question.”
 
   Three fighters break from the Minister’s formation. It’s not much. But it’s a hole almost big enough to drive a schoolship through.
 
   The Minister turns to the side, seeming to glance at another viewscreen. “You will return to your post at once or be destroyed. A few stray ships will not make a difference.”
 
   “It’s more than a few ships,” someone else chimes in. “Perhaps Bale Kontra was right to turn against you.”
 
   The hole in the Minister’s blockade grows larger. The breakaway cluster of Elvidian fighters rockets toward us, surrounding us, protecting us. Not an impenetrable wall. But not nothing.
 
   The Minister returns to face us, her eyes rolling through a dozen shades of red. “Anyone else?” she asks, sounding bored. “The outcome here has not changed. You still have fewer than a hundred ships at your disposal. I have more than ten times that.”
 
   I collapse back into my chair. Not because I’m scared or exhausted or hopeless—even though I’m a bit of all those things. But because the display in front of me has changed: LINK ESTABLISHED. I re-buckle my seat belt, pull my chest harness tight, and grab the flight controls.
 
   “The odds,” the Minister says, “remain irrefutably against you.”
 
   Ari leans forward. “Then let’s even those odds, shall we? PSS 118, out.”
 
   The viewscreen replaces the feed of the Minister with a 2D plot of the local system.
 
   We have one last trick up our sleeve.
 
   Our broadcast signal had two purposes: Yes, we wanted to communicate with the Minister’s fleet. But that was mostly to mask the second signal we sent behind us, toward Jupiter.
 
   It’s an idea Ari got from something Ming said before we sneaked off on the 118. A reminder of every empty ship on every nearby moon’s surface. Every ship drifting in aimless orbits. We established a remote link with all of them, networked them to the 118. They’re now speeding toward us as fast as their engines can push.
 
   For a heartbeat, it’s quiet. We watch the schematic of the system as hundreds of ships—some armed, most not—rush from our home to protect us. As the thousand enemy ships form up more tightly, closing the holes in their ranks.
 
   Ari buckles in too. “Full ahead, Mr. Graham.”
 
   “Aye aye, Captain.”
 
   And the battle for Jupiter begins.
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   “We’ve got incoming!” Ari shouts. “Six o’clock!”
 
   Becka’s fingers dance at her panel, calling up firing systems, letting torpedoes fly. “I see it. Got a rail gun package prepped. I need a little distance!”
 
   “On it!” I yank back on the throttle. Spin the control wheel. Throw the ship into a 180-degree flip, burning hard in the opposite direction.
 
   Our close-range cannons sputter out a wave of protective fire, and the ship shudders with the force of the rail gun. Becka hits two of the Elvidian fighters, misses the others.
 
   A few nearby Elvidian ships—ones that’ve switched to our side—scare off the third attacker. And the fourth is crowded out by a flock of remote-controlled ships flown in from Callisto: Two construction crane repair drones. Another school, the Valhalla Community College. And a small ice cream delivery ship shaped like a waffle cone, the Mister Softee song still blaring out on broadcast more than a year after it served its last scoop. The ships—bits of home—take fire and explode, destroying the last of the attacking vessels with them.
 
   Becka whoops at the small victory, pumping her fist.
 
   “THAT’S HOW WE DO IT!” the ship cheers along with her.
 
   But the enemy ships keep coming—wave after wave. I force the 118 into a corkscrew maneuver to buy us a bit of time.
 
   That’s all we’re doing. Buying time. The ship’s shields are holding, for now. But most of the Minister’s forces are still floating there in perfect formation, blocking our way to the beacon drop point. Every few minutes, another squadron dislodges to engage us in battle and the formation adjusts to close ranks. But no matter how many fighters they throw at us, there are always more. Whenever a squadron of fighters emerges from the larger formation, a new one takes its place—from inside the maw of the nearest capital ship, a kind of spacecraft carrier. They could do this all day.
 
   “We need to get through that wall of ships,” Becka says as she lets loose on the close-range cannons. They scatter a pair of Elvidian fighters.
 
   “Any ideas would be great!” Ari says.
 
   Becka scans something on her panel. She gestures at the view screen. “What about that?”
 
   I can’t tell what she’s pointing at. I’m too focused on staying ahead of the incoming fighters. I tip the 118 into a sharp nosedive to avoid more enemy fire. From either side of us, two Elvidian ships collide. Two of a thousand. A drop in the bucket.
 
   We straighten out. Becka points again.
 
   My stomach lurches from more than the fast flying. “That’s a capital ship. Nothing works against their shields. Even the rail gun’s useless.”
 
   “Maybe we don’t have to break through their shields,” Becka says. “Ari, I’m giving you weapons control for a minute. Keep us alive while I work this out.”
 
   She frantically types in the air above her station, calling up holographic trajectories, asking the ship for data readouts. From the corner of my eye, I watch as she maps out some maneuver like a football coach gaming out a play: Xs and Os, lines and arrows.
 
   While she works, Ari fires wildly, not hitting anything at all. Becka’s shots were precise. Ari is just flipping switches and hoping for the best. But the change in tactics takes the closest Elvidian ships by surprise. They scatter again, unable to predict where Ari’s going to aim. Not wanting to let him have all the fun, I take us on random trajectories. The ship spins and flips and knocks around.
 
   “There,” Becka says, sending us a set of instructions and taking back weapons from Ari.
 
   I look down at my station and get the gist of the idea. “Are you sure?”
 
   “You have anything better?”
 
   I don’t. “Captain?”
 
   Ari’s dark skin has taken on a greenish hue. He’s terrified and nauseous, and I can’t blame him one bit. He doesn’t even glance at Becka’s schematic. “If you think it’ll work, do it.”
 
   “Aye aye, Captain.”
 
   With one hand, Becka takes aim at a section of fighters still lodged in the Minister’s wall of ships, giving them everything we’ve got. With the other hand, she transmits the play to whatever allies we have left—Elvidian rebels, remote-controlled ships.
 
   “Jack, get us as close as you can to that capital ship.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “Ship,” she adds, “I need you to analyze everything still under our remote control. Find me the sturdiest thing we’ve got. Doesn’t need weapons. Just a hull that can take a punch.”
 
   “GOT IT,” the 118 says a moment later. “BUT YOU’RE NOT GONNA BELIEVE ME.”
 
   “What?” Becka snaps. “Do we not have any ships left?”
 
   “OH, WE’VE GOT A FEW,” the ship says. “MOVING THE STURDIEST OF THEM ABOVE MY NOSE CONE.”
 
   I keep flying us toward the enormous Elvidian carrier. Becka fires in all directions. And a single ship comes into view above us. Plated in gold, the thing glitters with reflected starlight and the crackling purple of nearby Elvidian weapons. Its name is painted in flowing letters across the lower hull: St. Andrew’s Preparatory Schoolship (Mark Ten).
 
   “No way,” I breathe.
 
   “Kind of a shame,” Ari adds.
 
   “But you know the Mark Eleven is going to be sweet,” Becka says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “Jack, on my mark, take direct control of the St. Andrew’s. Wait for my signal.”
 
   “I HATE TO BE THAT SHIP, BUT SHIELDS ARE NEARING SINGLE-DIGIT STRENGTH. THE HULL WILL START TAKING DIRECT FIRE IF WE DON’T DO SOMETHING SOON.”
 
   “Hold,” Becka says through gritted teeth.
 
   Multiple enemy squadrons converge on our location. They charge their weapons, preparing to fire on us from every angle. If there are any friendly Elvidians left, we can’t spot them in the sea of those still serving the Minister. All remaining remote ships form a protective bubble around the 118 and the St. Andrew’s. But it’s not enough. The ships begin exploding under heavy fire, blinking out one by one.
 
   “Hold!” Becka repeats.
 
   This is it. We’ll either win or lose here. “Becka, what if it doesn’t work?” I ask, the words tumbling out of me.
 
   “It has to.”
 
   “What if it doesn’t? If we can’t drop the last beacon—
 
   “We will.”
 
   I have to get this out before it’s too late. “If we can’t, there are six other systems out there—six other species—that were sent away by the Quarantine. We could send the trigger signal right now. Reverse the Quarantine. Bring them all back.”
 
   “Except for us?” Ari asks. “Leave Sol’s people behind?”
 
   “SHIELDS AT FIVE PERCENT,” the ship warns. Lights dim above our heads. The temperature in the room suddenly plummets ten degrees. “REROUTING NONESSENTIAL POWER. WON’T BUY US MUCH . . .”
 
   “We’re not leaving anyone behind,” Becka says, still firing at any Elvidian fighters within range.
 
   My voice is quieter than should be possible, considering the battle raging around us. “Even if we can’t save everybody, we should try and save somebody. Even if it’s not who we care about the most. If this doesn’t work, if we can’t break through—”
 
   Becka wipes her eyes on her sleeve. “Then we bring everyone else back,” she agrees. “You’re right.” 
 
   Ari nods. “Yeah. We save whoever we can. Even if we can’t save us.”
 
   No argument. We’re all in agreement.
 
   “Ship,” I say. “If we can’t break through, if this is the end—”
 
   “I UNDERSTAND. I’LL SEND THE SIGNAL.”
 
   “This isn’t over yet,” Becka says as an alarm goes off. She flinches, but the determination in her eyes doesn’t fade.
 
   “SHIELDS DOWN!” the ship says. “I’M TAKING DIRECT FIRE!”
 
   The quiet is gone, replaced by the sound of shipboard explosions, shrieking alarms, metal ripping from metal so hard I can feel it in my teeth. “OUCH,” the ship adds.
 
   “Hold!” Becka orders.
 
   “We can’t take much more of this!” Ari warns.
 
   Our bubble of protective ships lights up like Mars Day fireworks. Across our field of vision, lines of purple intersect with shards of every other color. It would be beautiful to watch, if it didn’t mean the end of everything.
 
   I can’t sit here any longer. My fingers itch to grab the flight controls, to take us away. “We need to move!”
 
   “Hold, Jack! That’s an order!”
 
   I ball my hands into fists, fighting the urge to take us away. But I need to trust her. After all, this might be a first: Beckenham Pierce biding her time, refusing to charge ahead. Waiting for just. The right. Moment.
 
   “Now!” Becka yells.
 
   The Elvidian capital ship lowers its shields, spitting out a new squadron of fighters to replenish the enemy lines. The launch only takes seconds, but it’s enough. I kick the St. Andrew’s into a full burn, all power to engines.
 
   A hundred nearby Elvidian ships begin firing on the gleaming schoolship, and the St. Andrew’s comes apart. Its engines sputter and die. But the inertia from that initial burst of power can’t be stopped. The speeding bulk of the schoolship slips through the storm of laser fire, careening directly toward the yawning mouth of the capital ship. With the squadron launch complete, the capital ship’s shields glow and reengage, shearing off the back of the St. Andrew’s like scissors through construction paper. The rear third of the schoolship flies free—but the front pushes forward into the capital ship.
 
   “Punch it, Jack!” Becka says.
 
   I smack a button on my panel, sending the signal to self-destruct whatever’s left of the St. Andrew’s. An explosion rocks the Elvidian capital ship, and the viewscreen glows white-hot for a moment.
 
   Becka cheers again. We all do. I push forward, flying blind, rocketing the 118 toward the hole the St. Andrew’s poked in the Minister’s wall of ships. Even if they close ranks, there’s enough time. With the capital ship gone, it’s a large enough needle to thread. Except—
 
   The screen flickers with static and the whiteness fades away, restoring our view of the capital ship. It’s glowing hot and obviously damaged. But it’s intact. Still in our way. Shields up.
 
   It’s over.
 
   We failed. And no one’s rescuing us this time.
 
   Bale Kontra’s gone. The robots are gone. Everyone’s gone.
 
   No choice—operating on instinct, I pull up. I can already feel the damage our ship is taking. Flight controls are sluggish. I need to correct for a slight starboard list. But the 118 spins away from the unbroken barrier of Elvidian ships, away from the beacon drop point, away from the thousand gunports charging and firing.
 
   “HULL BREACH IN THE TEACHERS’ LOUNGE!” the ship says. “LIFE SUPPORT AT 91 PERCENT!”
 
   “Becka?!” I shout. “What now?”
 
   Becka’s slumped back against her chair, arms at her sides, silent.
 
   “Ari?!” I ask. He doesn’t respond either, his head in his hands.
 
   “HULL BREACH IN MAIN ENGINE ROOM! HULL BREACH IN DORM A! HULL BREACH IN CLASSROOM 3! HULL BREACH IN—”
 
   I slam the switch that mutes the alarms. “Okay, Ship! We get it!” I take a deep breath. “Ship, is the light speed engine still operational?”
 
   “FOR NOW.”
 
   “On my mark, prepare to activate the trigger signal and then get us out of here. Set coordinates for anywhere. It doesn’t matter. Let’s at least bring everyone else home.” We won’t get another chance at this. But we’ve already agreed. It’s the right thing to do. “Activate the trigger signal in three—”
 
   I close my eyes. In six other systems across the galaxy, lost peoples will return. Here, nothing will change. I can’t bear to watch.
 
   “—two—”
 
   “Belay that order,” a new voice says over broadcast. Squeaky. British.
 
   “Doctor Shrew?” Ari breathes.
 
   The hamster doesn’t respond, but in my schematic display of the system, a new ship enters the fray. Tiny metallic crew deck. Giant single-booster engine. Like a toaster strapped to an ancient rocket. It barrels toward us, past us, toward the countless Elvidian ships. Barely a hundred klicks out, the rocket flips and breaks, coming to a sudden stop.
 
   An enormous holographic projection streams from Doctor Shrew’s rocket—as tall as the wall of ships blocking our way.
 
   “I am Doctor Shrew!” the projection bellows. “Home star from beyond the realms. Scion of the Great Old Ones. Manifestation of what was and what will always be. You know who I am. And I command you to stand down or face my unyielding wrath.”
 
   “What is he saying?” Becka asks to no one in particular.
 
   Ari’s eyes swim with tears. “I have no idea,” he says, beaming. “But this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened.”
 
   The Minister’s voice crackles through the signal. She sounds nervous, maybe even scared. “Do not listen to this imposter.”
 
   “The only imposter here, Minister, is you.”
 
   And just like that, the Minister’s line falls apart. The wall disappears and her fighters make a break for it. Most evaporate away via light speed engines. A few rocket toward Saturn. Some begin firing on the Minister’s own capital ships. Others fly toward us, firing in the opposite direction, clearing a path to the beacon drop point.
 
   Doctor Shrew—the tiny hamster, not the planet-sized projection—opens a direct channel to the 118. “You’re all clear, Ari,” he says. “Finish this.”
 
   I turn us back around. We reach the drop point. As we send out the drone to plant the beacon, I keep thinking something else will go wrong. The Minister’s forces will regroup. Some new enemy will pop into the system and chase us away. The 118 will suddenly break down for no reason at all. But we plant the seventh and final beacon without interference. Now all we have to do is activate it.
 
   “Ready, Captain?” I ask.
 
   Ari turns his chair to face us and shakes his head. “You should do it,” he says to me. I glance toward Becka. She nods in agreement. Ari types something into the panel on one of his armrests and swipes toward me, sending a blinking red button to my station. It’s the exact shape and color of the button I pressed in the engine room last year. The one that activated the light speed engine the first time, when this all began.
 
   I smile and press down.
 
   I can’t say what I was expecting—a flash of light, a chorus of voices? Something. I look from Ari to Becka and back, worried that we got it wrong, that it didn’t work.
 
   Until my communicator ring beeps and glows green three times. Incoming call. Long distance. I stare at my hand.
 
   “Answer it,” Becka breathes, her voice shaky.
 
   To activate the call, I tighten my fist, raising it to my mouth like I’m holding an invisible microphone. “Hello?”
 
   “Jack?”
 
   A wave of relief passes through me. My arms feel like Jell-O. Tears sting my eyes.
 
   Space is big. In this moment, my heart is bigger. “Dad?”
 
   “Are you okay?” is all he asks. “Please tell me you’re okay.”
 
   “Yeah, Dad. I’m okay now.”
 
     
  
   
     
   		[image: ]
  	
   28
 
   “What a year!” Principal Lochner begins, winking at us.
 
   No kidding.
 
   It’s only been a few days since we reversed the Quarantine. And already, kind of a lot has happened.
 
   Most important: It’s confirmed. Everyone sent away by the Quarantine has returned, safe and sound. They don’t seem to remember what happened to them, where they’ve been, what they’ve been doing. But that’s a puzzle for another time.
 
   Less important, but just as fun: The Minister’s been arrested, replaced by Bale Kontra as head of a new (and hopefully less apocalypsey) Elvidian government. A new interstellar organization has been formed to manage and freely distribute light speed fuel across the galaxy.
 
   And awesome all around: The Quarantine was destroyed, along with two more backup Quarantines, which the Minister was apparently saving for a rainy day. Representatives of all the returned peoples came to the Jovian Sector to watch us blow the things to smithereens. Becka asked if she could “push the button please please please I’ll be your best friend ohmygosh please!” But, alas, now that all the other humans are back, someone up the food chain thought it wasn’t the best idea to let a thirteen-year-old kid trigger a ten-teraton alien antimatter bomb.
 
   Technically, the school year is long over. But Principal Lochner has called us together for one last assembly anyway. I think everyone was hoping he would. So we’ve filed into the cafeteria and taken our seats. The teachers have lined up in front. Even Mrs. Watts, who’s been restored to consciousness and, I guess, punished for her crimes by being forced to continue as a substitute teacher.
 
   “I’ve spoken to each of your parents,” Principal Lochner says. “As you know, they’ll be here tomorrow to pick you up. Mr. Cardegna will load the docking schedule onto my office bulletin board as soon as the assembly’s done.”
 
   “Alongside summer reading lists!” Mr. Cardegna cheers. The entire school cheers right back. No one so much as rolls an eye.
 
   “Before we all go our separate ways and return to our normal lives,” Principal Lochner continues, “I wanted to take one last opportunity to speak with you.”
 
   A year ago, this room would’ve been bursting with energy, everyone itching to get home or to summer jobs (or, in Ari’s case, Camp Ramah on Phoebe). This time, you can hear a pin drop. We finally got what we’ve been waiting for, what we’ve been working toward. And now all anyone wants to do is stay.
 
   “First and always: Thank you. We wouldn’t be here without you. I’ve said before that we have the best school in the system. And it’s official now.”
 
   The whole school erupts in applause.
 
   “Next, at the risk of stating the obvious, you’ll be leaving this ship different than when you first boarded. You are different. The universe is different. Everything has changed.”
 
   “EXCEPT YOUR LOVE OF LONG SPEECHES!” the ship interrupts. 
 
   “Except my love of assemblies and the ship’s pitch-perfect sense of humor. When you started middle school, you worried about tests and studying, friends and parents. You’re still going to worry about those things. In a way, you always will. Work and family. But particularly for our eighth graders . . .” He coughs. “Excuse me, our rising ninth graders: You’ll go to high school in a much, much bigger universe. More complicated. More confusing.”
 
   “Could be the aliens!” someone calls out from the back. Antonio, maybe.
 
   Principal Lochner chuckles. “True. The thing is, no matter how challenging and unique these last few years have been, life always has a way of getting more complicated than it was back in middle school. Aliens or no aliens. You think to yourself right now, in this moment: Gosh, it can’t get harder than this. But the truth is, it can. It will. And it’ll get better too. Keep giving the world your determination and kindness, your good humor and creativity, and the future for all of us is bright indeed.”
 
   He pauses. When he speaks again, his voice is halting and shaky. “Well then. No reason to take up more of your time. Thank you for the privilege and—”
 
   I stand up. “Wait.”
 
   Becka and Ari stand with me. We march to the front of the room. I smile at Principal Lochner, at the teachers. They smile back (well, not Mrs. Watts), confusion on their faces. I tap the podium mic.
 
   “Um, hi,” I say. A few kids laugh. It’s just nerves. But for some reason, my heart suddenly pounds inside my chest like I’m staring down some all-powerful galactic threat and not a bunch of kids I’ve been cooped up with for more than a year. I push on. “Yeah, so. You’re always thanking us, Principal Lochner.”
 
   “We are pretty amazing,” Becka says.
 
   I continue. “But we wanted to do something to show you—to show all the teachers—that we’re grateful for you too. You said that you wouldn’t be here without us? But we wouldn’t be here without you. We finished the job, but we never could’ve done it if you didn’t teach us how. Every class, every lesson—”
 
   “Even the boring ones!” Hunter calls out.
 
   “You taught us,” I say. “So we wanted to do something—give you something. Ship?”
 
   A banner drops from the lunchroom ceiling. One of the old GO CHAMPIONS! canvases from some district semifinal we probably lost. It now lists the school staff on top, in big bright letters we handwrote in silver Sharpie. Below the list, we added, The real champions of the PSS 118. And below that, a hundred signatures, one for each kid in the school.
 
   Principal Lochner puts his hands over his heart. “We did it together.”
 
     
  
   
     
   		[image: ]
  	
   29
 
   Principal Lochner is a hero now, and not just to us. Everyone’s wanted to talk to him. Politicians from a dozen worlds. Reporters from the New Ceres Times. Vice Chair of JOSAA. (The Jovian Orbit School Administrators Association. Definitely the call that Principal Lochner was most excited to receive.) He could’ve asked for anything he wanted: Money. Power. A recurring guest spot on the newly launched talk show Late Moon with Chucklebot Eight. But he only wanted an upgrade for the PSS 118’s commission, officially expanding its charter to include high school.
 
   Becka said that Diana said that Albi Butler overheard Salina P. saying that the UN Secretary General offered Principal Lochner a brand-new ship, complete with a total AI refresh. I don’t know what Principal Lochner replied, exactly. But I’d bet it was something like “No freaking way.”
 
   Still, not everyone’s coming back to the 118 next year.
 
   Missi’s taking a scholarship to a school on the surface of Triton. Ming’s accepted a work-study apprenticeship at the shipyards on Luna. And Hunter’s parents already put in the paperwork to transfer him to the newly commissioned St. Andrew’s Preparatory Schoolship (Mark Eleven).
 
   “Over my dead body!” Hunter shrieked as his mom dragged him off the 118. So I guess we’ll see.
 
   The ship is crowded and loud. Teachers are packing up supplies for the summer. Construction’s already underway for the additional grades: extra classrooms, upgraded science labs, expanded library—all on a brand-new third deck that’s being built above the gym. And kids are showing their parents around, breathlessly recounting our story.
 
   There are other visitors here too. Representatives from Earth and Mars. Robots from SpaceMart Station. Aliens from across the galaxy.
 
   Last I heard, Ari was down in the teachers’ lounge, making introductions for Gingerbread, the new Chief Light Speed Fuel Liaison for Bale Kontra’s commission.
 
   Becka’s in the dorm common room, taking bets from anyone willing to challenge Starlee to a round of arm wrestling.
 
   And I just got word that my parents—both my parents—have arrived in the hangar bay. But I’m taking my time, going the long way around. Goodbyes are always hard. So are hellos sometimes.
 
   “Ah, excellent, Jacksonville.”
 
   I roll my eyes. Doctor Shrew has set up some sort of command center in Principal Lochner’s office. The glass walls are obscured with star charts and pictures of alien ruins, all connected with multicolored yarn. The doc himself—still in his suit and glasses—is standing on Principal Lochner’s desk, arms crossed, a three-pound bag of baby carrots spilled at his feet.
 
   “I’ve been hoping to speak with you before your departure. You have no doubt by now heard that I am likely an immortal time-traveling hamster god,” says the three-inch pet who once confused his own tail with a stalk of celery and still has the scar to show it.
 
   “You’ve mentioned it to me once or twice, yeah.” More like five thousand times since the end of the battle. “Still seems a little hard to believe.”
 
   Doctor Shrew waves a little paw at his wall of evidence. “The facts speak for themselves. And you have seen the effect I have on any Elvidian who gazes upon me. The fear. The awe.”
 
   “Maybe they just don’t like hamsters.”
 
   “Or maybe I am embedded in their collective psyches as a result of my as-yet unexplained presence in artifacts as old as their civilization.”
 
   “MAYBE THEIR GREAT-GRANDMAS ALSO DIDN’T LIKE HAMSTERS,” says the ship, eavesdropping as always.
 
   “Now I know why they call you an artificial intelligence, Ship.” As soon as the words are out of his mouth, though, Doctor Shrew slumps and snaps the fingers on his right paw. “Oh, carrot sticks. My apologies. I am trying to be more personable.”
 
   “DON’T SWEAT IT. I’M GOING TO MISS YOU SCAMPERING AROUND.”
 
   Doctor Shrew grins a tiny grin. “I shall miss that too, Ship.”
 
   “Going home with Ari?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head. “No. Bale Kontra has personally tasked me with a crucial mission. I will soon be setting off with my new crew: Creaky, Count Woofbot, and a reformed Second Lieutenant.”
 
   Wow, I’d love to be a fly on that hull.
 
   “There is a great deal to uncover,” Doctor Shrew continues. “Are there more Quarantine vessels out there? Where did everyone go when sent away and why are their memories so confused? Why did every member of every species reappear on their home planet? And once I’ve solved these mysteries, I of course need to find a way to return to the dawn of time and embed myself into Elvidian mythology to ensure that what has already happened . . . happens.”
 
   My head spins. At least I get why he wanted to talk with me. “And you’d like me to join your crew. It makes sense, I guess. I’ve flown the first human light speed engine. I’ve been to more systems than anyone. I’ve spoken with the Minister one-on-one.” I sigh. “I’m flattered, really. But I think I need to take a little break from the whole adventure thing.”
 
   Doctor Shrew laughs at me. “Goodness, no! Why would I require the assistance of a simpleton child?” He pauses and scrunches his face. “I did it again, didn’t I? Apologies. I’m sure your intelligence is perfectly average for a human of your age. The reason I called you in here is Arizona.”
 
   “Ari? What about him?”
 
   “I was hoping you would . . . talk to him for me? Tell him that I regret how I acted previously? We’ve seen each other in the halls since humanity returned, exchanged pleasantries, but I haven’t been able to approach him.”
 
   I raise my eyebrows. “You can’t talk to him yourself? Aren’t you an immortal time-traveling hamster god?”
 
   “Yes, well, I am apparently not the god of conversation, as you’ve no doubt surmised.”
 
   I chuckle a little. “In your defense, you’ve only been able to talk for like three weeks.”
 
   Doctor Shrew smiles. “You’ll speak to him for me?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Doctor Shrew extends a paw for me to shake. I hold out a pinky in return. “Take care of yourself, Jacksonville Graham,” he says. “I hope we meet again.”
 
   “Same, Doc.”
 
   I leave his office. Time for me to see my parents.
 
   If I move quickly, maybe I can catch them in the hangar bay level before they come up. I pick up my pace—and barrel headfirst into Ari and Becka, sprinting toward me from the other direction.
 
   Becka’s cheeks are red. Ari’s eyes are wide. They both look panicked. Becka grabs me by the shoulders. “Jack. Finally. We’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
 
   Ari’s muttering, “Oh no, oh no, oh no.”
 
   “What?” I ask. “What is it? What’s wrong.”
 
   “We thought it was over,” Becka says. “That we’d done it. That this was real.”
 
   Ari keeps his head down. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.”
 
   I wiggle out from Becka’s grasp, getting in Ari’s face. “Tell me! What’s going on?”
 
   “Orientation,” Ari says, terror in his eyes.
 
   I wrinkle my face, not understanding.
 
   “Don’t you see? Haven’t you sensed it from the start? That first time . . . the only time . . . we woke up. We thought we woke up. But it was a trick. Everything. This whole year. Our lives. Just a trick.”
 
   “Ari! What are you saying?”
 
   He can barely meet my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Jack. But we’re still inside. This whole thing”—he waves his arms around—“the ship, our parents, everything. It’s not real. It’s never been real. We’re trapped in a VR simulation, don’t you see? An endless sim. No way out.”
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   “Kidding!” Becka says, bouncing up and down. She jabs me in the chest. “Gotcha! You should see your face!”
 
   I practically double over with relief. “What the heck!”
 
   “Sorry,” Ari says. “It was Becka’s idea.”
 
   Becka elbows him in the side. “Traitor!”
 
   My heart’s still pounding, but I’m not mad. Not really. “Guess some things really do never change.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that.” Becka grins. “I like to think I’ve gotten funnier. Wanna come with us and try to convince Jan Coates that she’s actually a clone of herself?”
 
   “I would, but I’m headed down to see my mom and dad. How about later?”
 
   Becka’s and Ari’s parents haven’t arrived yet. And we’re all scheduled to stay on-ship at least one more night. I’d stay the whole summer if I could.
 
   “Can’t,” Becka says, straightening the collar on her shirt. Principal Lochner reinstituted the dress code the second he got back onboard. “I’ve got to get ready for my double date with Riya. We’re playing two-on-two zero-g dodgeball against Madison and Kingston.”
 
   “Those two won’t know what hit ’em!” Ari adds, totally unfazed.
 
   “Wait,” I say to Becka, trying not to look at Ari, who must be working hard to hide his sadness. “You’re going on a date with Riya? Riya Windsor?”
 
   She folds her arms. “Yeah. You got a problem with that?”
 
   “Um, no, it’s just . . .” I lower my voice and tilt my head at Ari. “You know.”
 
   Ari rolls his eyes. “Oh, please. Are you referring to my silly little boyhood crush on our dear Beckenham?” For a second, he reminds me of Doctor Shrew.
 
   “Boyhood crush? Haven’t you declared your undying love for her, like, multiple times, across the entire universe?”
 
   Ari slaps me on the back. “Those were the days, weren’t they, old buddy?”
 
   “You mean last week?”
 
   “How time flies. I’m much more mature now.” He pronounces the word all fancy-like: mat-yure.
 
   I keep gaping at him.
 
   He drops the formality. “What? You think that just because I liked a girl when I was twelve and we went on an awesome adventure together means we’re, like, gonna get married or something?” He glances at Becka. “No offense.”
 
   “None taken,” Becka says. “Besides, Ari, what do you think about asking Missi Tinker out? I personally think you two would be perfect together. Also, zero-g dodgeball is much more fun with at least six people, and Ming and Gena already said no.”
 
   That’s when I spot my parents. Up from the lower deck. My mom shuffling her feet. My dad’s hands in his pockets. But I’m frozen. I can’t bring myself to move toward them.
 
   Becka and Ari look over their shoulders. They wave to my dad—their former science teacher—before turning back to me. “We’ll catch up with you,” Becka says. 
 
   After they’re gone, I’m still rooted to the spot.
 
   My dad finally speaks: “Hey, kiddo.” His voice is like a crack that breaks a dam wide open. I rush toward him and Mom, wrapping them both in my arms, tears pouring down my cheeks. My dad ruffles my hair. My mom touches my face.
 
   I don’t know what to say. I get the sense that they don’t either. How do we start? 
 
   “We’re so proud of you,” they say over and over through tears. “We love you.”
 
   “I love you too,” I say back. It’s enough for now. It’s more than enough.
 
   “We’ll make up for lost time,” my dad says.
 
   “All of it,” my mom agrees.
 
   And I guess I don’t need to say anything else right now. They’re back. That’s what matters. We’ll have all the time in the world. Except—
 
   “Are we all going back to Ganymede?” For a split second, I let myself picture things like they used to be—the three of us in our small housing pod. 
 
   They look at each other. They’ve already talked about this without me.
 
   “Principal Lochner’s offered me my old job back,” Dad says. “Maybe even a couple AP classes, now that the 118’s pushing into high school.”
 
   I try to play it cool, but I can’t hide the excitement on my face.
 
   He clears his throat and rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah. It’s not my only offer, though. See, there’s a lot of opportunity out there now. We’ve got a galaxy’s worth of light speed fuel in Jupiter’s core. And the demand for new engines is going to be through the dome. Given my . . . unique experience, I’ve been offered a mechanical engineering gig.” He pauses. “On Mars.”
 
   My excitement falls away.
 
   He catches that too. “You’re gonna love it, Jack, really. Mariner Valley posting. Schools on the surface of the planet. No more constant orbiting, trapped on a little ship.”
 
   My mom shoots my dad a glance. “Or . . . I’m heading back to Earth in a few weeks. You could come with me this time.”
 
   I open my mouth. Don’t know what to say. She fills the space for me.
 
   “You were right,” she says, “that last time we spoke. I’ve always had trouble admitting when I’m wrong—but I’m saying it to you now: I was wrong not to invite you to Earth. I think I was a little scared, afraid I wouldn’t be able to do a good job as a parent and at work at the same time. But that wasn’t a good reason not to try. So I’m sorry. And I’m going to make it right.” She takes my hands in hers. “I’m sure Mars is great, but there’s nothing like living planetside under an actual sky.”
 
   My dad puts a hand on one shoulder but quickly pulls it back. He’s nervous, almost shy. “It’s totally up to you. Your mom and I talked this out on the shuttle. You’re free to come with whoever you want. If it’s your mom, I’ll visit all the time. If it’s me, your mom will come out to Mars as often as she can. Or we can even switch off, if that’s something you’re interested in. One year with me, the next with your mom . . .”
 
   “Whatever arrangement you want, sweetie,” Mom says. “And you don’t have to decide right now. Perfectly fine for you to think about it.”
 
   Except I don’t have to think about it. Summer vacation, winter, and spring break—for sure, I can’t wait to explore Earth and Mars, spend as much time with my parents as I can. But during the school year, I already know where I belong.
 
   “I can live wherever I want?” I ask.
 
   “Absolutely,” Dad says. Mom nods.
 
   “And if I want to stay here? Go to high school on the 118, you know, with my friends?”
 
   My parents blink at me. For a second, their expressions sag, and I can tell they’re both a little let down. But soon the disappointment’s gone. Pride takes its place.
 
   “Of course,” Mom says.
 
   “We’ll get it all cleared with Principal Lochner,” Dad adds. “We’re supposed to check in with him now anyway. Meet us in the cafeteria for dinner? We want to hear everything.”
 
   I hug them both again. “You got it.”
 
   I watch as they reactivate the auto thrusters on their luggage and head toward the command bridge. In their place, Ari and Becka pop back into view, like they’ve been waiting just down the corridor this whole time.
 
   “How’d that go?” Becka asks.
 
   I smile. “A little awkward, to be honest.”
 
   “Well, you’re a little awkward, so that tracks.” She deadpans it so perfectly that we all burst out laughing.
 
   “I thought you needed to get ready for your triple date?” I ask.
 
   “I rescheduled,” Becka says. “There’ll be plenty of time for zero-g dodgeball.”
 
   Ari’s grinning from ear to ear, practically bursting out of his skin. “Besides, on our way aft to find Jan, we overheard Harriet and Georgia. Did you know they just finished bringing the new shuttles online? Best in the system. Hybrid human-alien technology.”
 
   He fast-blinks at me. Becka raises her eyebrows.
 
   “Is that so?” I ask.
 
   “Someone should really test them,” Becka says. “Make sure everything’s on the up and up, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Just a quick loop around the block,” Ari adds, all innocent. “Can’t be too careful.”
 
   “For old times’ sake,” Becka agrees.
 
   I grin and salute them both. “Aye aye, Captains.”
 
     
  
   
   Questions for Discussion
 
    
    	Why is Jack angry at his mom at the beginning of the book? How do he and his parents deal with their issues at the end of the book?
 
    	How and why has Ari changed since Jack last saw him?
 
    	Hunter has gone from being Becka’s bitter rival to seeing her as a mentor. What are some successes and failures in his efforts to be a better person? What qualities does he still need to work on?
 
    	Jack and his friends are nervous about high school. What’s an example of a time you’ve had to deal with a change in your life? What made it easier or harder?
 
    	How does Orientation use Jack’s biggest fear against him? How does thinking about Ari and Becka get him through it?
 
    	What does Ari discover about the Minister’s plans? What similarities does he see between the Minister’s activities and the way Sol’s society is set up?
 
    	How do Jack, Ari, and Becka convince some of the Minister’s allies to abandon her cause?
 
    	Why do Jack, Ari, and Becka agree to reverse the Quarantine for the other systems even if they can’t bring back the inhabitants of the Sol System?
 
    	Jack and his friends have a lot of help over the course of the story—from the 118 itself, from their classmates, from Gingerbread, and even from Doctor Shrew. Which character made your favorite contribution to the mission?
 
    	What do you think the next school year will be like for Jack and his friends?
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   Last but never least, thank you to my JPST writing friends who heard the first snippets of Seventh Grade vs. the Galaxy way back when, and whose investment in Doctor Shrew’s journey I’ve so appreciated and enjoyed all these years.
 
   It’s really been years, hasn’t it? By the time this comes out, in 2023, it’ll have been four years since the first book was released, even though 2019 somehow feels like it was four hundred years ago. But time flies when you’re having fun, so if not for Jack, Becka, Ari, and the rest, these last few years would have been even longer. Thanks, PSS 118. Have a great summer. And good luck in high school.
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