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THE FORGOTTEN FORTRESS

I REALLY MISSED MY DAD. THAT WAS THE FIRST THOUGHT THAT CROSSED my mind when my eyes fluttered open to a sunny summer morning. The air was filled with the scent of fresh-baked bread, and I could hear pots and pans rattling in the kitchen of our cottage, but all I wanted to do was shove my head under my pillow and make it all go away.

Instead, I rolled out of bed and shuffled into the living room, which was uncharacteristically spotless. Eric’s usual tangle of video game consoles and wires was tucked neatly away, and everything was dusted and buffed to a high shine.

Mom and Eric wore running clothes, which meant it was Tuesday, Thursday, or Sunday—since Monday, Wednesday, and Friday were the mornings they went to the community pool to swim laps, and on Saturdays, even my mother agreed it was okay to sleep in.

“Hi, Gills!” Eric called brightly through the kitchen door. He was whisking eggs. “You missed a great 5K this morning.”

Five-kilometer runs, unlike my father, were not something I missed. Ever.

But Eric’s been on a fitness kick. “You never know when you’ll have to outrun an exploding rocket ship,” he liked to say.

The thing was, we hadn’t had to outrun a rocket ship in nearly ten months.

Mom was chopping veggies. “We’re making a frittata,” she said. “Do you know where your father keeps the cast-iron pan?”

Yes. He’d tossed it after an attempt at pancakes brought the fire department to our door. But there was no way I was going to tattle on him. “Umm . . .”

Mom got that knowing expression on her face anyway. She turned to the pad she’d stuck to the fridge door and added cast-iron pan to the growing list there.

I rolled my eyes. That list wouldn’t even exist if she hadn’t run out on us in the first place. Dad had been on book tour for the past two weeks, and Mom came home from Asia to babysit us.

Before he left, Dad told me I wasn’t allowed to call it babysitting, but I don’t care. It’s not parenting if you’re here for less than a month.

“I guess I’m going to make another shopping trip,” Mom said. “Gillian, why don’t you come along? We can get you some new school clothes.”

“I don’t need any,” I grumbled.

She gave me a small, pained smile and turned to Eric. “Don’t whisk too much. You’ll bruise the eggs.” Then she looked back at me. “Gillian, dear, may I see you in private for a moment?”

Eric shot me a look, then pretended to be fascinated by the bubbles in his bowl.

She brushed past me and down the hall, and I stomped along behind her, fuming. Did she honestly think that lecturing me in another room was somehow saving my dignity? Eric wasn’t stupid—he knew I was being dragged off to get in trouble.

Mom ushered me into Dad’s office, then shut the door. This was the only room in the house that, so far, had been safe from Mom’s influence. She hadn’t dared to touch Dad’s towering piles of books, notes, photos, and old film reels. But don’t give her too much credit. It’s not that she didn’t want to, it’s just that, unlike the kitchen or the living room, it was tough to know where to start without ruining Dad’s secret organizational system.

Her expression was one of motherly concern as she crossed her arms over her chest. Behind her, on either side of the door, were eight-foot stacks of Dad’s new book, The Forgotten Fortress. The black and electric blue of the cover nearly matched her turquoise running outfit and smooth black ponytail.

I matched her stance, crossed arms and all, and stared back at her. “Go ahead and give me that oh-so-important private information about what school clothes I need.”

Mom raised her eyebrows. “Gillian, you’re almost thirteen. Did you want me to talk about bras in front of your little brother?”

I felt my face heating. Bras?

She sighed. “Kiddo, I know it’s rough that I haven’t been here. Believe me, I wouldn’t have gone to Asia if there’d been another option. But there weren’t a lot of universities that would have me after . . .” She gestured at Dad’s desk. “Well.”

After the destruction of Dad’s academic reputation and, by association, hers. Both Mom and Dad were history professors, but Dad’s controversial research had gotten the whole family in trouble. Ever since the scandal, it had been tough for either of them to find teaching work. Mom had spent the last year studying foot binding in China and pretending she had never married him.

So what if she couldn’t get a real job in this country? Dad had made it work—teaching part-time classes at the VA Hall and the occasional seminar to his kooky conspiracy theorist friends. And now he was back, better than ever, with a book that was putting his name on the map.

Thanks to us.

“But I’m here now, and I have a great offer from a school in Idaho. I’ve been trying to find a time to tell you, but you’ve been avoiding me since I got here. Eric is really excited about the idea.”

“About you living in Idaho?” Why, because it was only half as far away as China?

“About us living in Idaho,” Mom said.

What? I couldn’t have heard that right.

“With your father doing all this visiting lecturing, you guys are going to need something steady. And it would give us the chance to get to know each other again.” She looked at me like I had the option to say no, but I knew I didn’t. My parents were supposed to split time with us, according to what their lawyers agreed when they got divorced.

And that meant I was moving to Idaho. Getting a bra and moving to Idaho. This was the worst day of my life.

She spread her arms like I was supposed to hug her. I just sniffed and turned around.

“Okay,” she said, and I heard another sigh. “I’m going to figure out breakfast. We can maybe do omelets or something. I trust your father didn’t ruin the griddle?”

He totally had, in an ill-fated grilled-peanut-butter-sandwich incident.

“Come on out when you’re ready, and we’ll chat more about it. I made fresh-squeezed orange juice.”

Of course she had. Everything with Mom was just perfect.

I heard the door close behind her, and then a soft thump. I turned around to find one of the copies of The Forgotten Fortress had fallen off the stack.

I picked it up, flipping open the cover to the dedication page.

To Gillian, Eric,

Savannah,

Howard, and Nate.

Without whom

Omega City would have remained buried.

Exactly. If Dad’s career was going well now, if the family reputation was improved enough that Mom was getting tenure-track offers in Idaho, then it was because of Omega City, which meant it was because of what we did. Me, and Eric, and our friends.

We found the clues in Dr. Underberg’s diary that led to the secret entrance. We followed them and went into the lost, half-drowned bunker city that was Dr. Underberg’s lifework. We got chased by thieves and risked our lives and proved that Dr. Underberg wasn’t some crazy old scientist.

Well not just some crazy old scientist, anyway. Everything in Dad’s book was based on the information we’d uncovered. And now Mom wanted to move Eric and me to Idaho? What would Dad do without us? He was still researching his new book on the Arkadia Group, the secret organization that had buried Omega City and threatened anyone—from Dr. Underberg to my father—who tried to expose them. What would happen if we left him alone?

I knew my dad. When he was deep into his research, he sometimes forgot to eat.

I glanced up at the piles of paper still littering Dad’s desk, trying to imagine how chaotic it would get, and saw the message light beeping on his office phone. This was exactly what I meant. Dad was terrible at checking messages on the road, with no one to remind him.

I pressed play.

Good afternoon, my name is Dani Alcestis, and I’m calling on behalf of Elana Mero and the Guidant Technologies Foundation. This message is for Dr. Sam Seagret. Ms. Mero is very interested in—

Eric chose that moment to barge in. “Gills, Mom says breakfast is on the table—”

“Shh!”

—your children to the Guidant campus at Eureka Cove to discuss your experiences and potential opportunities for us to learn from one another.

I grabbed a pen and started writing down the phone number on the back of an old map of Area 51.

“What’s going on?” Eric whispered, but I’m sure he could hear the message as well as me. The Guidant Foundation was inviting Dad to speak at their high-tech campus—and not just Dad. Us, too, as “participants in the Omega City adventure.”

I wonder if that meant Savannah and Howard and Nate, too?

I hopped up and down in excitement as I finished jotting down the message. This was perfect. Dad had been all over the country promoting his book, but clearly these Guidant people had actually read it and realized the part that we kids had played in bringing Omega City to light. This was the first time anyone had bothered asking us to talk.

If we started joining Dad at his lectures, then there was no way we could move to Idaho. Dad would need us to stay close, so he could bring us to his events. I imagined standing in front of a crowd of people and talking about scuba diving though an underwater parking lot and up a flooded elevator shaft. I pictured Howard on a stage in his silver Omega City utility suit.

Or maybe we’d all be wearing them. Would they want us to bring them along?

“We have to call her back!” I said when the message finished playing. “This will be awesome for Dad. And us.”

“Guidant,” said Eric, impressed. “The tech company? Why would they want to talk to Dad?”

“Um, because he’s a genius?” Guidant was a huge technology firm. They made computers, software, apps, phones . . . and probably a lot of other stuff. Eric would know better than me.

“But he’s a history professor,” Eric corrected. “Well, ex–history professor.” Still, he looked thoughtful. “I heard that if you work for Guidant, your whole family moves onto their property. They call them tech campuses.”

“Like university housing?” Even when Mom and Dad had still been married and teaching at the same university, they hadn’t wanted to live in the professional housing the school provided. Mom had called it “substandard.”

Then again, Mom hadn’t yet known how bad it could get, like Dad forcing us all “off grid”—camping in a tent for weeks on end to protect us when the scandal first broke. That’s what had really pushed Mom over the edge.

“Well, that’s it, then,” I exclaimed. “Omega City is the original tech campus!”

“True,” Eric said, though he didn’t sound too sure. “Are you sure they want him to lecture? Maybe they want a better battery for their laptops—Underberg’s battery.”

I held the phone in both hands, hesitating for a moment. Well, Dad could figure that part out, right? I started punching in numbers.

“Wait!” Eric yanked the phone out of my hands. “You can’t call them back.”

“Yes I can,” I cried, and grabbed it back. “They invited us, too.”

Mom poked her head in the door. “Guys? Cold eggs are the worst. Come on out.”

I hid the receiver behind my back. This was none of her business. She didn’t have anything to do with Omega City.

But Eric didn’t seem to realize this. “Dad just got an invite to the Guidant campus at Eureka Cove,” he announced. “And they wanted to know if we could come, too. You know, all us kids. All expenses paid.”

Mom smiled. “Really? What an exciting opportunity! After breakfast, we’ll call your father and see if he can work it into his schedule.”

Eric gave me a smug look. Mama’s boy. I watched him hand my notes over to Mom, then trudged after them as they headed back into the dining room. Silently, I took my place at the table, trying not to enjoy the aroma of fresh bread, melted cheese, and spicy sausage. Breakfast looked delicious. Blecch.

“This could be such a fun vacation for you,” Mom was saying as she filled my glass with fresh-squeezed orange juice and handed me a new linen napkin. “Especially if we can get permission from your friends’ parents to take them along. Won’t that be wonderful? A big last trip with your friends before you move away.”

She would bring that up. Just when everything was going so well, too.
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HIGH (TEMPERATURE) FASHION

“DO YOU THINK YOUR MOM WOULD DO MY COLORS NEXT?” SAVANNAH asked, standing in front of the mirror on my closet door and holding up my new purple dress.

I sat on my bed, surrounded by piles of new school clothes and, yes, three training bras. Mom had finally forced me to go shopping. “You look good in everything,” I said.

“No,” she replied with a laugh, and grabbed the edge of my utility suit from where it hung in the back, behind my old Easter dresses. “I look awful in silver, remember?”

“Utility suits are hardly high fashion,” I pointed out.

“Tell that to Howard. You know I saw him sweating through that thing four different times this summer down at the baseball fields?”

“What was he doing at the baseball fields?” I asked.

She gave me a look. “Gee, I don’t know, Gillian. Golf?”

“I didn’t know he played baseball,” I said. When had everyone gotten so sporty? First my brother and running, and now Howard?

“The team’s called the Rockets,” Savannah said. “Maybe he got confused.”

That sounded far more likely. As far as I knew, Howard had one interest and one interest only: outer space, and the means of getting there. He’d very nearly headed into orbit with Dr. Underberg last fall.

Savannah rooted around my closet for another minute, then pulled out a green blouse. “This stuff is kind of fancy for school, don’t you think?”

I pretended to be very busy examining the fastenings on my stupid new training bra. I still hadn’t managed to tell her about Idaho. I was hoping for some kind of last-minute miracle. “My mom picked it out.” And what would she know about what I liked to wear?

“Well, your mom has excellent taste,” Savannah said. “Isn’t it nice to have her back?”

“No.” I tore the tag off a sweater. A thick, Idaho-friendly sweater.

Savannah slipped the shirt off the hanger and over her head. “I’m starting to worry about you, Gillian. I know if my dad ever bothered to come back to town, I’d be glad to see him.”

I had no idea why. Savannah had never even met her father. He didn’t know what he’d missed by walking out on her mother before she was born. Whereas Mom supposedly loved us, and she still left. Now she thought she could just come back, babysit us for a couple of weeks, then drag us away from Dad and Savannah and everyone else to go to Idaho?

“I don’t trust her,” I said. “She’s not one of us anymore.”

“Us and them again?” Savannah asked. “She’s not Fiona.”

“She’s not Fiona?” I spluttered. “That’s the best you can do?” The last time I’d seen my father’s evil ex-girlfriend, Fiona, she’d been covered in ash, completely deaf, and had just tried to blow up Omega City and trap us underground forever. The woman had been a member of the Arkadia Group, for Pete’s sake! No, my mother was not Fiona. That didn’t mean we were best friends.

“Well,” said Savannah, pulling out another dress from my stack and primping in the mirror. “You should be nice to her anyway. She’s driving us all up to the Guidant campus to meet Dr. Mr. Seagret. If you get grounded, it’ll ruin the whole weekend.”

That was true. The Guidant campus was an hour and a half east, and Mom had offered to drive Eric and me as well as Savannah, Howard, and Nate out there. But I was pretty sure Nate, Howard’s seventeen-year-old brother, was only coming because Guidant was just a short bus ride away from one of the colleges he was looking at.

“She can’t ground me if she’s leaving,” I argued. “She won’t be home to babysit.”

There was a knock on the door and Mom peeked in. “Oh, Savannah, that looks very nice on you.”

“Thanks, Dr. Mrs. Seagret!” Savannah beamed at her reflection, shaking out her long blond hair, which, thanks to the summer and copious amounts of lemon juice, was even lighter than usual.

“I just put lunch on the table,” Mom said. “We’re having ham sandwiches.”

Savannah made a face. “Didn’t Gillian tell you I’m a vegetarian now?”

“Oh.” Mom looked disappointed. “Well, we have cheese. Let me get you some cheese.”

Savannah bopped down the hall and I followed. Why was everyone so ready to fit Mom back into their lives? Cheese sandwiches and training bras did not make up for walking out on us when everything fell apart.

We joined Eric at the table while Mom retrieved some extra swiss cheese for Savannah. I looked at the spread before us with dismay. It was like she was fattening us up for something. Why did everything she served have to look so delicious?

“So, what inspired your vegetarianism?” Mom asked my friend as she sat down.

Eric piled ham on his sandwich. “Her eternal quest for attention?”

Savannah glared at him. “Actually, I read some articles—”

“About vegetarian movie stars—” my brother interrupted.

“Eric!” I cried.

“Well, yes, they were about movie stars,” Savannah admitted. “But they were also about the terrible conditions in factory farms, and how much pollution the meat industry causes. Anyway, after I read that—”

“You wanted to be just like them!” Eric clasped his hands under his chin and batted his eyelashes.

“I wanted to take more personal responsibility for what I eat,” Sav said smoothly, as if he hadn’t spoken. “If Omega City taught me anything, it’s that we only have one Earth to live on, so we have to treat it as well as we can so we never actually have to take shelter in a place like that.”

“What a wonderful sentiment,” said Mom.

Savannah looked at Eric and stuck out her tongue. He took a big bite of his meaty sandwich.

“You should share that story with the Guidant people next week,” Mom said.

Our trip was all set. Mom was driving the five of us kids to meet Dad at the Guidant campus in Eureka Cove for the weekend. We’d be taking a tour of their facilities, talking to the engineers about the things we’d seen in Omega City, and even having a special dinner with the Guidant CEO, Elana Mero, herself.

“In fact,” she went on, “maybe each of you should work on a little statement about what your trip underground taught you.”

That was a great idea. Darn it.

“There were a lot of things that I felt like I lost in the last few years,” Eric said. I winced. “Like sailing and scuba diving. But when I was in Omega City, I realized that I still knew how to do those things, and I was glad that I had those skills when I needed them. Now I just want to be ready for whatever comes along.”

My sandwich felt like cardboard in my mouth. Exploding rocket ships, indeed.

“What about you, Gillian?” Mom made the mistake of asking.

I put my sandwich back on my plate. “What I learned is that it’s important to believe that Dad knows exactly what he’s talking about, even if everybody else has abandoned him.”

Everyone at the table fell silent. Mom put her sandwich down and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Excuse me . . .” She left the table. A few seconds later, I heard her door shut.

“Gillian!” Eric kicked me under the table. Hard. “What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me?” I asked, incredulous. “What’s wrong with you? You were just as mad at her last year as I was! And now it’s all 5Ks and swimming lessons and moving to Idaho.”

“What?” Savannah asked. “What’s this about Idaho?”

“I was mad,” Eric said, “because she was gone. But now she’s back.”

“Oh, great!” I threw my hands up in the air. “All’s forgiven! Hey, Fiona hasn’t tried to kill us in ten months, is she okay now, too?”

“Mom,” Eric said in a dangerous whisper, “is not Fiona.”

Savannah nodded. “I’m with Eric on that one. I can’t believe you, Gillian.”

“Fine!” I pushed away from the table. “I’m used to not being believed.” I stomped outside. On the porch, our cat Paper Clip was snoozing on the glider, her striped yellow tail flicking lazily back and forth.

She was a traitor, too. One woven ball filled with catnip and the cat was Mom’s slave. And I loved Paper Clip, but honestly, that kind of behavior was enough to make me agree with Dad that felines were completely untrustworthy.

I paced the porch, bristling. No one followed me outside. No one did anything. Some best friend. Some brother.

Some mom.

One week until I saw Dad again. He would understand what I was going through. He wouldn’t be all hunky-dory with Mom just because she never burned our dinner and knew how to run a vacuum and liked to jog at sunrise and bought me school clothes.

Maybe he would even insist we couldn’t move. Maybe Dad would see how helpful we were at Guidant and want us to come to more of his events. I had to be here, to encourage Dad with his next book . . . and make sure he didn’t light the kitchen cabinets on fire while brewing coffee.

Though, to be fair, that had only happened once.

I hopped on my bike and sped off down the dirt road leading to our cottage. Clearly, Savannah and Eric weren’t on my side. I needed to hang out with people who would be. And that meant I needed the Nolands.

BY THE TIME I got to Nate and Howard’s house, the August sun had turned my ponytail into a frizzy mess and made my shirt stick to my skin. I stood on their front porch, wiping streaks of road dust off my face with the back of my sweaty hand.

“Gillian,” said Mrs. Noland, when she came to the door. “What a surprise. Are the boys expecting you?”

“No, ma’am,” I replied. “Are they home?”

“Nate’s got a shift at the pool,” Mrs. Noland said. “But Howard’s out back”—she hesitated—“testing a hypothesis. He says.”

Right. Of course. “Should I go around?”

She pushed open the screen. “Come through the kitchen. You look like you could use some lemonade.”

I probably looked like I could use a whole bath of lemonade. In the kitchen, Mrs. Noland loaded up a tray with two glasses, a tall pitcher of water for the lemonade, and a bowl of pretzels.

“We haven’t seen you much this summer,” she said as she stirred the pink lemonade mix into the water. “Of course, Howard’s been so busy with the baseball team. Have you been to any of the games?”

“No,” I admitted. “Howard didn’t mention he’d started playing.”

Mrs. Noland looked at me. “Oh, he doesn’t play, dear. He runs the stats.”

“Oh.” That made more sense.

“Anyway, the boys are so excited about the trip next week. Ask your mother to take lots of pictures. I think it’ll be great for Nate’s college applications, that he’s giving advice to engineers at Guidant. I’ve already told him he should write his application essay about Omega City.”

“Okay,” I said. Did that mean Mom was staying for the whole thing? That wasn’t supposed to be part of the deal.

I headed out to the backyard, loaded down with the tray. The heat out here was even worse than it had been on the ride over, as the tall fence seemed to keep out even the breeze. Howard’s yard was totally devoid of trees, and the sky was a bright, solid blue. I spotted Howard right away, or at least, a Howard-shaped object. He was lying perfectly still on a vinyl chaise longue in the middle of the yard, encased head to foot in his Omega City utility suit. Even his hood was up.

I hurried over as quickly as my tray of dishes and lemonade would allow. He was going to get heatstroke in that thing.

“Howard!” I cried. “Are you all right?” I put the tray down on the side table. There was a solar-powered radio there, tuned to some news channel.

“Yes,” came his voice from inside the dark visor. “Is that lemonade?”

“Yeah.” He sounded so calm.

“What color?”

“Um, pink?”

He sat up and unzipped the hood, pulling it down around his face. “That’s the only drawback of this thing,” he said. “The dark visor really distorts the visible spectrum.”

I stared at him, openmouthed. I’d expected him to look like he’d just stepped out of a steam room, dripping with sweat in the hot summer sun. But he seemed nice and cool.

Howard was examining the contents of the pitcher. “I hope she remembered to account for the dilution of melted ice in the mixture this time. But at least it’s pink.”

“You only drink pink lemonade?” Howard had a lot of weird rules about food, and none of them, unlike Savannah’s, were based on what he’d read in a celebrity magazine.

I might be mad at Eric, but he was totally right about the vegetarianism.

“If it’s from a mix, I only drink pink,” he said. “If it’s real, I won’t drink pink, because they make it with strawberries.”

“So why do you only drink pink from a mix?”

He frowned. “I won’t drink pink if it’s real.” As if that made sense.

I still wasn’t sure I understood, but I poured us some lemonade anyway. On the radio, a news announcer was talking about a newly discovered comet. “So what’s your hypothesis? Your mom said—”

“Shh!” Howard turned up the volume. “I want to hear this.”

“—Capella satellite, designed to detect and monitor near-Earth objects, will be assisting NASA when the comet passes within three hundred thousand miles of Earth this month. This will be the closest space object to pass by Earth this decade.”

“Wow,” said Howard. “That’s close.”

And Howard would know. Of course, thanks to Howard and Dr. Underberg, I knew all the relative distances, too. The moon was about two hundred and forty thousand miles away. So this comet was super close.

The radio announcer started talking about some environmental disaster, and Howard flicked the switch and grabbed a glass of lemonade. “My hypothesis,” he said. “I’m testing the cooling functions on the suit. It’s twenty degrees in here, at the lowest setting. In Celsius, of course.”

“Oh. Cool.” Actually, I had no idea what that would be in Fahrenheit, and Savannah wasn’t here to do the math for me. But it must be cool. “Wait, is that why you’ve been wearing your suit to the baseball games?”

“Yes,” he replied. “It’s hot out there, and the dugout doesn’t have any air-conditioning.”

I laughed. “Savannah said she thought it was because the team is the Rockets.”

“What would that have to do with me wearing an Omega City utility suit?”

“Because it looks like a space . . . never mind.” I sat down on the edge of the lounger and put up my hand to try to shade my eyes from the sun. It didn’t work so well, especially since Howard’s silver suit was bouncing rays all over the yard.

Still, baking alive was better than my house with my mom and her fan club. I knew for sure that Howard would have no interest in my mom. If it wasn’t about NASA, he didn’t care.

“Are you looking forward to the trip to Guidant?” I asked.

Howard fiddled with the hexagonal zipper pulls on his suit. Their faceted surfaces glittered in the sunlight. “I’m not sure. I think it’ll be fun to see the technology on the Guidant campus, and I’m glad that my parents are letting Nate and me go alone, because they’ve never let us go anywhere without them before. Except Omega City, of course, and they didn’t know about that.”

No, no one’s parents would have let their kids go exploring a drowned underground city. Not even my father.

“But I don’t know what they want us to tell them. They have your dad’s book. Everything we know about Omega City is already in there.”

“There’s always more to tell,” I said. “That’s what Dad does every day. Meets with people who have read his book and tells them more details and lets them ask questions.”

Howard hesitated for a moment. “But if he didn’t put it in the book, didn’t he have a good reason?”

“Like what?”

“Like protecting Dr. Underberg.”

“You mean because he tried to get a bunch of kids to run away to outer space with him?” I admit, if you hadn’t been there with us, underground, while Omega City was being drowned under water and explosions were rocking the cavern, Dr. Underberg’s offer to make room for us in his rocket ship might have struck you as a little . . . odd. Even in the moment, only Howard had considered it—and Nate had to practically beg him to unbuckle himself from his seat on the ship and escape with us.

And it was a good thing, too, since Dad never did find out what had happened to Dr. Underberg after his ship took off.

I wasn’t a space expert like Howard, but I did know how hard space travel was even on young, healthy astronauts. It had been ten months since Knowledge had rocketed into the stratosphere. Even if Dr. Underberg somehow had a fully operational life-support system in place—which was unlikely, given the state of the rest of Omega City—it didn’t mean that an eighty-six-year-old man would survive such a voyage.

“No,” said Howard. “Not about that. But Dr. Underberg had secrets to keep. What if by talking about Omega City, we accidentally tell them?”
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CAKE AND CODE BREAKING

THE DAY BEFORE WE LEFT FOR EUREKA COVE WAS HOWARD’S BIRTHDAY, and his parents invited Savannah, Eric, me, and our moms to come out with them for pizza. Even though we weren’t sure if it counted as a birthday party, Mom insisted we bring gifts. She even drove us to the mall to shop, but since the mall didn’t have a NASA store, we were sort of at a loss. We wandered up and down the aisles of the toy store, as Mom pointed out Star Wars Lego sets and astronaut ice cream.

“He’d only eat it if it’s Omega City brand,” Eric said, which was true. And, obviously, the ice cream was not.

“It’s not like there’s anything space-related that we’d know about but not him,” Savannah pointed out as we left the store empty-handed. “The only thing I can think of that Howard might want for his birthday is a ride in a real rocket ship. You know, the one he didn’t get in Omega City.”

That reminded me of our conversation the other day. After I’d talked with Howard, I’d gone home and read through the sections about us and our adventures in The Forgotten Fortress, looking for any important details Dad might have left out, but that wasn’t Dad’s style. He was the one who found out other people’s secrets, and told the whole world.

Still, it was sweet that Howard wanted to protect Dr. Underberg.

“Hey, guys?” Mom had stopped in front of a fancy stationery store. “What about a space pen?” She pointed at a sleek silver object in the window. “This says it was designed by NASA and has been used on all manned missions since 1968. You could go in on it together. They’ll even engrave his name on it.”

I had to hand it to Mom. That was a pretty good idea. The pen was silver, like a little rocket ship, and came in a box with a NASA seal and certification and everything. We debated for a while about what the engraving should say. At first, we’d all thought Howard, but Mom suggested that H. Noland or Howard Noland might look “more professional.”

“But he’s not a professional,” I said. “He’s a sixth grader.”

“I like H. Noland,” Savannah said, ignoring me. “It’s dignified.”

“Yeah,” Eric agreed. “Plus, we have to pay by the letter.”

We chose a nice block print and the man engraved the pen, and even wrapped it in pretty blue paper with a white ribbon.

As we walked out of the store, Savannah shook her head, grinning. “If you told me a year ago that I’d be spending two hours picking out a present for Howard Noland’s birthday, I would have laughed in your face.”

“Yeah, especially if I told you that it was an engraved pen, and you agreed with Eric about what the engraving
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