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Praise for One Giant Leap




⭐️ Editor’s Pick, BookLife by Publishers Weekly

⭐️ Gold Medal, Mom’s Choice Awards




“Relatable characters ground a story that’s suspenseful, funny, and heartwarming.” —Kirkus Reviews




“One Giant Leap provides a vivid first-person account of space travel in all its terrifying glory precisely because it comes from someone who hasn’t yet learned how to filter his unabashed wonderment. This exciting science fiction adventure is geared to readers looking to push their boundaries.” 

—BookLife by Publishers Weekly, EDITOR’S PICK




“One Giant Leap is an exciting science fiction title for young readers; it honors the history and future of space travel during its hero’s fantastic adventure.” 

—Foreword Reviews




“Gartner’s trademark cinematic writing makes you feel like you’re right there in the middle of the action. Mixed with humor and heart, kids will love this adventure!” 

—Sam Subity, author of The Last Shadow Warrior




“A heart-pounding, zero-g adventure, with kids who save the day, and a few mysteries thrown in for good measure. It’s like Gravity meets Space Case. I couldn’t stop reading!” 

—Adam Perry, author of Ghosts Come Rising




“Smart, fast-paced, an absolute must for anyone who dreams of space. STEM fans, take note! This thrillride is for you!” 

—Katie Slivensky, author of The Countdown Conspiracy




“Ben Gartner is the master of middle-grade voice. I was instantly hooked on this fast-paced space adventure. It’s the perfect blend of action, visual storytelling, and mystery.” 

—Fleur Bradley, author of Daybreak on Raven Island




“Space enthusiasts and newcomers alike will appreciate the attention to detail in this meticulously researched adventure story. In turns fascinating, hilarious, and terrifying, you won't be able to put this one down.” 

—Kerelyn Smith, author of Mulrox and the Malcognitos




“One Giant Leap is your next great sci-fi read! An authentic narrative voice, a cinematic tone that reels you in, and a perfect mix of action, mystery, and humor.” 

—Lee Edward Födi, author of Spell Sweeper




“Perfect for readers with their head in the stars, this STEM-rich space adventure grounds itself in real science, honest emotions, and the familiar challenges kids face.” 

—Shawn Peters, author of The Unforgettable Logan Foster




“One Giant Leap is a thrilling love letter to the past, present, and future of international space exploration, launching readers on a harrowing adventure beyond the Kármán Line fueled by Gartner’s signature fast-paced storytelling and meticulously researched details. A worthy middle school homage to The Right Stuff and For All Mankind.” 

—Refe Tuma, author of Frances and the Monster




“An excellent, STEM-focused narrative that will inspire middle grade readers. With moments of true emotion and self-realization that anchor the story in the complicated realities of adolescence.” 

—Mary Lanni, reviewer for School Library Journal
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To my sons, who propel me to great heights.




To the brave adventurers who blast off into space, and to the thousands of people who make that possible. 
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The International Space Station (ISS) travels about 250 miles (400 kilometers) above Earth at 17,500 miles per hour. That is 4.86 miles per second.

The temperature up there fluctuates between 250 degrees Fahrenheit in the sunlight and -250 degrees Fahrenheit in the dark. And because the ISS circles Earth every ninety minutes, the station heats up or cools down every forty-five minutes. That’s a lot of wear and tear for a ship that started construction in 1998. It also means that every day, the ISS astronauts get to experience sixteen beautiful sunsets.

The Gateway outpost near the Moon, on the other hand, is about 240,000 miles away. That’s almost a thousand times farther than the ISS. Its orbit perpendicular to Earth’s means the sun will rarely set on Gateway. 







Chapter 1

I’m pretty sure I’m about to die in space. And I just turned twelve and a half.

The frayed end of my tether whips around like a lasso as I flip front over back and sideways. 

I see the long blue smear of Earth hurtling past. The silver hull of my ship, the Aether, whizzes by in a blur before I gasp at the once-glorious International Space Station. Now, just wreckage. The ISS spits pieces that twinkle in the sunlight. Sparks sizzle and blink against the black backdrop of the endless universe. 

My spin continues until all I can see is the void of deep space, punctured by bright pinpricks of gaseous stars millions of light-years away.

The horizon of Earth again, with its clouds and land and water. Home.

The shiny tube of my ship, the Aether. It’s. So. Close. And yet, it can’t save me. 

The ISS, Earth, the Aether, and here we go again on this terrible merry-go-round— You get the picture. It’s not good. I close my eyes.

I’m tumbling, and I think I’m squirting oxygen from my life-support backpack, which isn’t helping my somersaults. My suit is losing pressure. At least that’s what I guess is causing the fuzz in my brain. It’s hard to think. My vision is narrowing, dimming, like I’m about to wink away. 

And the thing that I think is actually going to kill me? Water is leaking from somewhere inside my suit. Quickly it builds up and clings to my face like a wet rag. It’s a film over my eyes, it plugs my nose, and it slides into my mouth like alien slime whenever I try to cough. I shake my head violently to jiggle the liquid free, so hard that a nerve cries out in my neck. The head-whip kinda works, and I’m able to suck in a tiny breath. I choke down some water and, though the idea sounds ludicrous, I think, Am I going to drown . . . in space?

At this point, you might be asking, “What is a twelve-year-old doing in space?” 

And I’d say, “That’s what you’re worried about? Not that I’m going to die?!” 

It’s cool. Let me answer both questions. Why I’m one of the first kids in space, and how I ended up in this mess, adrift from my craft and about to become a permanent orbiting satellite. If I don’t plunge into the atmosphere and burn up first.

I’ll pause my death scene to explain a bit about how I got here. Because that’s a thing, right? Aren’t you curious how I got into this impossible quagmire? It’s a pretty amazing story. And 100 percent true.

The books I tend to enjoy reading are about kids being brave, or learning how to be, and I’d like to tell you this is one of those. But I’m not feeling it right now. 

To be fair, in those books the kids are fighting fantasy monsters that disappear into dust when you stab them, or they’re in a simulation, or a video game, or you kind of know everything’s going to be all right, right? It’s fake danger.

This story is different. This one’s real. I honestly don’t know how I’m going to survive this. Adrift in space with my oxygen running low, all alone, spinning uncontrollably, a water leak in my suit threatening to drown me.

It all started innocently enough when a harmless package arrived in the mail . . .







Chapter 2

I shall call it the Package of Destiny. 

And yes, it came via the regular old postal mail. Not a flying owl. Not an email or a telegram, but that thing in between. Pieces of paper hand carried by a real person to our actual physical mailbox. It always feels special to get a real piece of mail, doesn’t it? 

I’d built an automated mail-fetching device that would trigger when it detected added weight inside the mailbox. I constructed a slide-out tube of lightweight plastic that sat on top of a finely tuned postal scale inside our box on the street. The mail carrier would insert our letters and junk mail, which would weigh down the scale, which would trigger a servomotor to start, which pulled the tube on a steel cable around a pulley attached to a block of wood right outside our front door. Our porch had a covering so you could shake out your umbrella or stomp off your boots before you came into the house. This is handy if you live in the Pacific Northwest, where it rains a lot. My invention meant that we could get the mail from our box on the curb zip-lined to our door without taking off our slippers. Once you had the deliveries in hand, another button push would send the container whirring in reverse along its cable until it nestled itself back into place inside the mailbox on the street. Pretty simple piece of engineering, really.

That day’s mail was special. Not like “birthday money in the mail” special. No, this was no check for twelve dollars from Great-Aunt Mary (she sends me the amount of my age). Nope, this was something far greater. Life-changing, I can safely say. Maybe even life-ending, but I didn’t know that then. 

A plain manilla envelope that, once I opened it, I’d never be able to go back to “before opening the Package of Destiny” again. I brought it inside and laid it on the little table in our kitchen. I stared at it.

I wanted to hold on to this anticipation and not spoil the thrill of the possibility that I could be accepted. I waited hours, keeping myself busy with other things, enjoying this feeling of potential, taking side-glances at it every time I walked through the kitchen. 

The sun set. No one was home, as usual, lately.

I was standing in the dim light, just staring at the Package of Destiny, still not sure if I really wanted to open it and learn my fate. I didn’t want to read words of rejection, because then the hope would end.

It practically glowed as I read my name for the hundredth time: 

 Finley Ridley Scott

 327 Ganymede Circle

 Gossamer, WA 98099

My stomach did a flippity-flop, and not because it still felt weird to see my name next to our new address. For the other hundredth time, I read the return address in the upper-left corner:

 Axis Space

 1 Dream Loop

 Estrellas, CA 93400

I was surprised they’d sent it snail mail. I mean, the application and submission had been online, and this was a cutting-edge space travel and tourism company that had sent people around the Moon. But I was glad they did, because it was exciting to hold a physical packet in my hand. 

Finally I succumbed to curiosity and ripped it open. A few stickers fell out. And bookmarks in the shape of the Minotaur Heavy booster! And a very cool patch for the StellarKid Project, which showed tiny little versions of the ISS, the Gateway outpost, the Moon, and four stars representing the four winners.

As awesome as the swag was, I ignored it and the brochures and went straight to the letter. It was addressed to “Mr. Scott.” Glad to see they got my name right. Since my last name is more like a first name and my first name is more like a last name, I answer to Scott too. But people who know me call me Fin.

Dear Mr. Scott,

As you know, the StellarKid Project received tens of thousands of applications from children ages ten to fifteen from all over the world. Reviewing the submissions and making a decision to invite only four of those deserving applicants was an immensely difficult challenge. 

However, at Axis Space, we relish a good challenge. And it is clear that you do too. 

Your submission of the SAFER (Simplified Aid for EVA Rescue) was analyzed by—

Oh, come on already! I really wanted to skim and get to the verdict, but also savor every word. And part of me feared the answer would not be what I needed, so why rush to the doom? 

If I didn’t get accepted, that would be okay, I lied to myself. That’s what I expected anyway, not to be a Chosen One, so it wasn’t as if it’d be a big surprise. I’d never won anything before, and this would be like a truckload of winning lottery tickets. 

All this swag and the colorful brochures and the hand-signed letter is awesome enough, right? I tried to convince myself, but I couldn’t. Working on the SAFER had been fun and felt like a win on its own. I mean, the thing would save lives. 

But who was I kidding? I really hoped this contest would be my ticket out of here. Not only would I get the once-in-a-lifetime dream trip of flying into outer space and around the Moon, but it would also be about as far away from my problems at home as I could possibly get. 

Enough, Fin, just keep reading!

Your submission of the SAFER (Simplified Aid for EVA Rescue) was analyzed by a team of top-notch rocket scientists and mission planners, and was deemed a revolutionary lifesaving tool that we plan to add to our standard equipment. We would like to test it in microgravity, which is where you come in.

On behalf of the sponsor of this trip, Toyohiro, we are honored to invite you to the Axis and NASA training facilities in Houston, Texas, in preparation for your trip into space aboard our flagship Aether spacecraft. If you accept, you and a guardian will visit the International Space Station before your three-day trip to the Gateway outpost orbiting the Moon. From there, you will coast near the lunar surface before returning to Earth. During your journey, in the safety of the spacious Aether spacecraft, you will test a prototype SAFER unit manufactured by Axis and NASA engineers, based on your initial design. 

This weeklong journey and all training for you and your guardian will be fully paid for by Toyohiro, the artist-scientist benefactor who has already so generously donated much of his fortune to schools and libraries around the world.

If you accept this all-expenses-paid adventure, please have your parent or legal guardian sign the enclosed contracts and return them to Axis Space within 72 hours of receipt. We are eager to begin your training.

You are a magnificent young person and we thank you for your scientific contribution to humanity. Your voyage will advance spaceflight and help drive our passion for exploration.

The mission of Axis Space is to make space travel readily available to everyone. Thank you for helping us achieve that dream. 

Sincerely,

Jennifer Gabardon, PhD

CEO, Axis Space

And a handwritten note below: Can’t wait to meet you, Fin!

I could barely breathe. I staggered and plopped into a chair at the little round table in our kitchen, choked out a breath, and read the letter again while chills coursed over every inch of my skin.

This was not what I’d been expecting.

It must be a joke. Who would do this to me?

I turned the paper over. Nothing on the back. I examined the letterhead. The Axis logo looked so real, the white swoosh of the A with a red arc through it like a rocket headed to space. The forger had done a miraculous likeness.

I checked the envelope again, peeled the sticker, bent the patch. Someone had gone to great lengths to fool me.

I laughed at myself. It must be real. Right? It had to be. I knew it was.

I leaned back in my chair. This kitchen looked different, like I was in an alternate version of my own life, the fading sunset light coming in through the window over the sink brighter than it had been just a moment ago, “before” I’d opened the Package of Destiny and read the letter. The world had changed.

Am I going to space? 

I stared at the letter.

I had a golden ticket. This priceless piece of paper glowed before my eyes.

I shivered and exhaled, staring at the empty signature line on the contract.

RELEASE OF LIABILITY

Oh, that didn’t sound good.

To make it all come true, I had to tell my parents. And that would be difficult.







Chapter 3

You see, both my parents were at the hospital. Not like “at the hospital for a quick minute,” but more like “basically living at the hospital.” Well, Dad came home to shower and get fresh clothes, but Mom was still recovering from her work accident, in which she’d almost died. Dad was by her side as often as he could be. I had gone a few times, but I didn’t like it there. I don’t want to talk about that right now. 

And I hadn’t exactly told them about my secret entry into the StellarKid Project contest. 

Uncle Dennis would check on me when my dad stayed late with Mom, or I’d head over to his house. Uncle Dennis lives three streets over on Callisto Street.

With the Package of Destiny in my backpack, I jumped on my old clunker bike, which was too small for me, and pedaled like a circus bear over to my funcle’s house. I call him that because he’s my fun uncle, my funcle. He’s let me drive his car a few times in the empty mall parking lot. But don’t tell my mom that. She wouldn’t have approved of me driving yet, or of me biking in the dark. Lucky that she wasn’t there to stop me. Oof, poor choice of words. Her accident was anything but lucky.

“Uncle D?” I announced myself as I entered through the back door.

“In here,” he said from the living room. “Grab yourself a soda. I’ll take a root beer.” Nighttime soda is also something my parents would disapprove of, but gotta love the funcle.

I grabbed two and went into the darkened room, the glare of the television strobing on my uncle’s face. He was watching a survival reality show called Alone in Alaska.

“These clowns don’t know what they’re doing. I could totally win the million bucks,” he said, cracking open the root beer. Uncle Dennis had been an Air Force pilot for a bunch of years but was grounded because of something to do with his vision. He hadn’t loved that change of pace, and his growing gut reflected the slowed-down lifestyle.

“I need to talk to you, Uncle D.” I set the Package of Destiny on the coffee table on top of some old National Geographic and Aviator Life magazines.

“Oh?” He looked over at me. He knew I didn’t usually say that sort of thing.

I nodded, biting my lip.

The TV winked off, and he stood to turn on a lamp. “You had dinner yet?”

“No. Not hungry.”

That was also something I didn’t say very often.

“Fin, you all right? What’s up?”

“The Package of Destiny.” I nodded toward it on the table. “It’s gonna change everything for me.”

“The Package of Destiny.” He said it with a dramatic flourish and a clenched fist. “What is it?” Uncle Dennis sat back down. The couch wheezed dust satellites into the air around us.

“You’ve heard of the Artemis program?”

“The NASA program, sure. Everyone’s heard of it. Put the first woman, first person of color, and the next man on the Moon since the last boots left in 1972. Amazing, isn’t it?” He took a slug from his root beer. “What about it?”

“And you’ve heard of Toyohiro?”

Uncle Dennis frowned and scrubbed at his scraggly beard. “Think so. Rich dude, right? He’s like two hundred years old or something?” He grinned.

I chuckled. “Something like that. So, have you heard of the StellarKid Project?”

“I have . . .” he singsonged, leading me to go on.

“I entered.”

“You did? That’s awesome.”

“And I won.”

Uncle Dennis spit root beer through his nose. “Ow! That burns.”

I laughed.

He wiped his face with his shirt. “Wait, really? You won?”

“Well, I’m one of four kid winners.”

“Fin!” He stood and threw his arms wide, spilling more root beer onto the carpet. “Really?! That’s amazing!” He bent over, set the soda down, and put his big hands on my shoulders. He stared at me with his eyes as wide as they would go. “Fin. Really? You’re not pulling my leg?”

“Well, I think so. Read this.” I opened the Package of Destiny and handed him the letter signed by Dr. Jennifer Gabardon, the leader and public face of Axis. The woman you can find all over the Internet and who I’d studied for years. I idolized her, still do. She doesn’t care what anyone thinks. She’d make wild, outlandish claims about the future or her company’s goals, people would scoff, and then she’d make it happen anyway. With her leadership, Axis was regularly ferrying people and supplies to the ISS and to the Gateway outpost, as well as to another new station, the Genesis, being constructed for space tourism in low Earth orbit by a private company.

Uncle Dennis sped through the letter, tracing the words with his finger. He scrubbed at his beard, shot glances at me, and read the letter yet again.

“Fin, wow. Wow.” He fell back onto the couch, shaking his head. More dust particles launched into the atmosphere. “This is very, very cool. I’m speechless. And jealous.”

“There’s one problem.” I sighed.

“What?” He turned his head to me and paused. Realization hit. “Oh.”

Then a second later, with our eyes locked, he added, “Ooooh.”

“Yeah.”

He held up the letter, tracing his finger again until he found the snippet for which he was searching. “‘This weeklong journey and all training for you and your guardian,’ it says, Fin. ‘Your guardian.’ It doesn’t say it has to be a parent. I mean, obviously your mom can’t go, and I’m sure your dad would love to, but—”

“There’s no way he would leave Mom right now.”

“No way.” Uncle Dennis shook his head firmly in agreement. “And you? Are you okay to leave your mom right now?”

“There’s nothing I can do.”

“Well, maybe not.” He looked away. “This is an amazing opportunity, Fin. I think your mom will want you to go.”

I waited until he took a drink from his root beer.

Now.

“I want you to go with me, Uncle D.”

Perfect timing. More root beer shot from his nose.

“Ow! Quit doing that to me. It hurts!”

I laughed. “Totally got you.”

“Wait, are you joking?”

“I want you to go to space with me.” I snorted. “Don’t hear that every day.”

“No, you certainly don’t.”

“The catch, though,” I said, letting it hang for a moment, “is that you have to help me get Mom and Dad to sign the forms. You have to talk to them with me.”

Uncle Dennis lowered his eyes. “I see. I get it now. Okay.”

He itched at his chin. “Fin, I’m honored. I mean, it’s a no-brainer that you’d choose me, but still, I’m flattered.” He smirked. “And of course I want to go with you, Fin. But talking to your parents is something you need to do. I can’t do that for you.”

“I don’t want to,” I snapped, and stood. “I want to get out of here, Uncle D. Far away from all this mess, my mom in the hospital, me basically living alone. But I can’t tell them that. Come on.”

“I wonder if you want something else,” he said, one finger on the dimple in his chin.

“I want to go to space, of course.”

“Mm-hmm.” He nodded slowly, examining me.

“What?”

“The hardest part is being honest with yourself. Trust me, I know this.” He rolled his eyes. “And once you figure that out, the next-hardest part is telling someone you can trust with those things.”

He stared at me, expecting something. I had no idea what.

I shrugged.

“It can take time, but think about what you really want. You say you want to get out of here, that you don’t even want to talk to your parents about this awesome thing you did, but there just might be something else going on.”

“Funcle, come on.”

“Think about it. That’s all I’m saying.” He threw his palms up in defense. “And if you ever want to talk, I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

“Actually, there is something.”

“Okay.” He settled into the couch cushion and put on an “I’m serious and listening” face.

“Honestly?”

“Of course.”

“I honestly want pizza right now.”

A smile arced across his lips and he pulled me in for a hug. “I love you, my little Fin-kabob.”

“I know, Uncle D.”

He stood, pulled his phone out of his pocket, and told it to call Pizza Planet, our favorite pie place. “That’s right, Jimmy. The usual. Pineapple, pepperoni, green peppers, and black olives.”

He hung up.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “Visiting hours. You’re coming with me.”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll even put on pants.”

“Wow, you really want to go to space.”

“You could say I have high hopes.”

Oh man, poor Uncle D, such a groaner. But I loved it.

I laughed, but I had a pit in my stomach that wasn’t hunger. It was from thinking about seeing my mom tomorrow. I loved my mom, but I hated that place.





Chapter 4

Who loves the hospital? That’s right, no one. It smells funny, and the lighting is weird, and there are very few people smiling. I didn’t even like to make eye contact or breathe in the germs. Of course, I loved my mom enough to push through that stuff. But I still hated to go. I hated seeing her in bed with tubes attached and reliant on other people if she had to pee. It was depressing and freaky.

Uncle D was with me, so at least that helped. 

“She just fell asleep after physical therapy,” Dad said in the hallway outside her room. I peered in through the little rectangular window, and a breath caught in my chest. She looked dead, pale and frozen in time. Then I saw her eye twitch, and I released my breath. I wanted so badly to hug her right then. 

I pushed open the door and ran to her and threw my arms around her. She stank of B.O. and old sheets.

“Fin—” My dad half-heartedly tried to stop me.

I didn’t want to cry, so I didn’t. And even though she needed a shower, it was still my mom’s stink.

She didn’t wake up. I looked at my dad. He’d followed me in. “Is she okay?”

Uncle Dennis ran his hand over my mom’s head of blond hair.

My dad adjusted his glasses and then scratched his eyebrow. Oh, geez, if he was tearing
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