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Prologue

IKE

Mercury Army Base, Nevada

“Ike! Get down here! Ten-hut!”

Ike Pressure groaned and clamped his hands over his ears. His mom’s voice was as loud as an air siren. He rolled over on his back and stared up at the ceiling. Where did the word ten-hut come from, anyway?

He fumbled for his phone on the nightstand: 7 a.m. On a Saturday, no less.

“Ike!” the voice came again, this time with the force of a sonic boom.

He hopped out of bed jackrabbit fast. Natalie Pressure was known for quick punishment, which usually meant being grounded or having his computer taken away. He didn’t want that to happen. In fact, the reason he was so tired was because he had been up all night playing Shadow Goons, a new zombie apocalypse game. He’d almost made it to level ten before he fell asleep in front of the screen, which is not a good way to get proper rest. But it was too late now. He threw on the same pants and shirt as the day before and headed down the stairs.

He was hoping to get a whiff of bacon, but no such luck. Lately, his mom had been on a health-food kick, and he was the unfortunate victim. No pancakes—too much flour. No sausage—too much fat. God forbid a few slices of crispy bacon. The last few mornings, he’d been forced to try tofu cheese, plant-based sausage links, and some kind of green ooze she’d whipped up in a blender. It tasted like swamp water. Not that he’d ever had swamp water before, but he was sure it would be just as awful.

He sighed.

It was tough being a thirteen-year-old with a drill sergeant for a mom.

The past several weeks his mom had talked a lot about “living sustainably” and “being mindful of the planet.” Ike wasn’t really sure where she was coming from. She didn’t usually talk like this. She was in the military and always had her feet on the ground, with no time for what Ike’s dad called hippie-dippie stuff.

Ike was an army brat, born in Georgia at Fort Moore Hospital. Most civilians thought that the word brat was an insult. Actually, it meant privileged. Like having the opportunity to travel all over the world at a young age. But it also meant going through a lot of stuff most kids didn’t have to worry about. Things like dealing with a parent’s long absence when they’re deployed in an active war zone.

They were stationed in Georgia for five years, which is a long time for the army. His parents told him they could have gone to another base, but they had the option to stay because he was a baby.

After that, moving all the time was never fun. Ike was always the new kid in school, trying to readjust and make friends all over again. Which was hard because he was kind of shy. After traveling the globe for so long, he was glad that his mother was finally serving stateside.

Now here they were in Mercury, Nevada, where Ike’s mom worked on the Mercury Army Base as a US Army Specialist. Ike wasn’t exactly sure what a “specialist” did. She must have explained it to him once, but he didn’t remember. His dad’s job was easy to understand. He was in charge of new army recruits. It was his mission to design the programs that new soldiers had to master before getting out of basic training. He once showed Ike a video where young men and women climbed ropes, crawled through muddy ditches, ran in the blazing sun, and did fifty push-ups. All while being timed by a stopwatch. Ike almost threw up just watching it. He hated physical activity.

He hadn’t enrolled in school yet since it was summer, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. Most kids would have been psyched to meet up with friends during summer break, but he didn’t know anyone at Mercury Army Base Middle School yet. In fact, he hadn’t met anyone in the few weeks that they had been here. He’d seen some kids his age around base housing riding bikes and playing sports, but hadn’t gotten up the courage to introduce himself. What was the point, he often thought. Before too long, there’d be another move, and his family would be stationed in some far-flung destination once again.

Ike pulled a chair back from the kitchen table and sat down. His mother’s nose was buried in a word-search book, one of her morning rituals.

“Where’s Dad?” he asked.

“He had to go in this morning,” she replied, not looking up.

The toaster dinged, and Ike got up to retrieve a slice. “Ow!” he cried, tossing the hot bread onto a plate. He sat back down. The toast looked as dry as the Nevada desert. He scanned the table for jelly, peanut butter, anything. “Uh,” he started. “No jam?”

“Too much sugar,” his mom replied.

Ike sighed and reached for a pitcher of fresh-squeezed orange juice. Sugar-free, of course. His mom smiled, revealing gleaming white teeth. She wore glasses, like Ike, and her hair was exactly 4.0 inches long, just above her earlobes and the collar of her uniform. The military had so many rules, Ike’s head spun whenever he was reminded of them—which was often. Like every other military boy, he got a buzz cut every few weeks. “High and tight,” his father would always tell the barber, as the old guy hovered over him with the clippers. Ike would shrink in the chair, trying to will himself to disappear. He didn’t like getting haircuts and wanted to grow out an Afro, but his dad said he couldn’t do it until he graduated from high school. If that day ever came, Ike often thought. It seemed an eternity away.

Everything having to do with the military was about regulations—from haircuts to lawn care. One time, Ike saw his dad bend down and measure the grass with a ruler. A ruler. It was the most “military” thing he’d ever seen him do. Except for that one time when he threatened to make Ike clean the bathroom with a toothbrush. It was only to prove a point—that Ike wasn’t keeping his room clean—and he stopped him as soon as he got down on his knees to begin scrubbing.

Ike chewed and swallowed the dry toast and washed it down with orange juice. “Gotta go,” he said. “Doing some more exploring today.”

His mom finally looked up from her book. “Oh, really? Don’t go too far, Ike. You don’t know your way around yet. Why not wait for your father to come home, and you can explore together?”

Ike didn’t want to wait. There was nobody he’d rather be with than himself. “Uh,” he started. “Well, I kind of want to go on my own.”

His mom leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. She shook her head, but a smile played along her lips. “You know what we used to call you when you were little?”

“No,” he groaned.

“Little Mr. Play-Alone. You always wanted to be by yourself. That’s why we were so happy when you and Eesha became best friends.”

Ike shuddered.

“Well,” he said, “we were kind of forced to play together.”

His mother scoffed. “Aw, it wasn’t that bad now, was it?”

Yes, Mom. It was that bad.

Ike’s and Eesha’s families had been stationed on the same military base back in Georgia. In fact, both families had lived on the same block. That wasn’t the issue, though. The problem was that everyone thought that Ike and Eesha were destined to become lifelong friends because they were born on the same day. Ike thought that was absolutely ridiculous. Even at five years old, he knew they didn’t really get along. He thought Eesha was loud and rude, and she probably thought he was too quiet and nerdy. Or worse. But that was all in the past now. He barely remembered her.

“You go ahead, Mr. Play-Alone,” his mom said. “Just be back in a few hours for lunch.”

Ike wondered what lunch would be. Something healthy, obviously.

Every time Ike’s family moved to a new base, he did all kinds of research on where they were headed. Mercury, Nevada, was no exception. It was about sixty-five miles northwest of Las Vegas and closed to outsiders, which wasn’t unusual. Most bases were like that, except for a few people who worked in fast-food restaurants or other retail jobs. But the weird thing about Mercury was that back in the 1960s, they tested a lot of nuclear bombs at a place called the Nevada Test Site.

Ike knew there had to be some kind of big military secrets they were hiding. In fact, the base was closed years ago but had recently opened back up, and military families were being assigned there once again. He found that a little strange. When his mom and dad drove him around the army base the day they first arrived, he saw ominous gray buildings everywhere with giant signs that read:

WARNING

RESTRICTED AREA

USE OF DEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED

Ike wondered what all the secrecy was about. His ideas ranged from supersonic future weapons to fallout shelters in case of nuclear attack. He really wanted to explore the buildings, but he knew, growing up in a military family, that rules were rules. Period. But still, it bugged him that he didn’t know. I’ll find out one day, he told himself.

He drained his glass of orange juice and went back upstairs to grab his backpack. A minute later he was headed out the door. “Ike!” his mom shouted. “Don’t let the door bang shut!”

The door banged shut.

Although Nevada was mostly all desert, fourteen percent of the state was forest. And part of that wooded refuge was right through Ike’s back door. When he went for his walks, he used an app on his phone to find out what kind of trees he was looking at. He discovered pines and Douglas firs, their long limbs soaring to the sky; and lots of interesting-looking shrubs and cacti, also called succulents. When they first moved to Mercury, his parents took him to Great Basin National Park, where he saw one of the oldest living trees in the world. It was called the bristlecone pine and was over four thousand years old!

Ike always felt good in the forest. It was one of his favorite things to do. He always imagined he was on an adventure, like a character from one of the fantasy books he liked to read. Sometimes, he’d find the perfect fallen tree branch to use as a staff. A magical one, of course, that could bring a streak of blue lightning down from the sky and vanquish all his enemies.

He wiped his brow. It was hot out, the middle of June. A fly buzzed in his ear and he swatted it away. He wasn’t looking for anything particular, but he always found something of interest. A few days before, he’d stumbled upon a giant white mushroom. We’re talking giant, like ten inches around. The bottom had those weird accordion-like ridges, but they were green! Ike looked it up and discovered that the ridges were called gills. He took a picture of it with his phone and added it to what he called Ike’s Journal of Amazing and Fascinating Things. It was just a folder on his computer, but one day he hoped to print it all out and turn it into a book.

He continued to walk, taking his time and enjoying the fresh air. Birds chirped and tweeted in the trees, jumping from branch to branch. The earth here was red, like clay. Ike bent down and scooped up a handful. He studied it closely, as if he were one of those old-timey prospectors panning for gold. He blew it out of his hand, and it settled back to earth in a huge cloud, staining his white sneakers a dusty red.

The sun was more intense now without the shade of the trees, and Ike felt sweat running down his back. Should have brought a canteen of water, he thought, remembering that his dad had given him one a long time ago. His mom and dad had all kinds of military stuff in a footlocker down in the basement: there were MREs, which stood for “meals ready to eat”; a gas mask, which he used to wear as a kid while running around the house; a folded American flag; a green tent with mosquito netting; a compass; and a bunch of maps. He found the maps fascinating and had a hard time believing that his mom and dad had grown up without cell phones and had to decipher them to get anywhere. That was totally bizarre!

Sometimes, when he was bored, he’d use the things from the footlocker as props for imaginary adventures, usually having to do with surviving a zombie apocalypse. If the day ever did come, he’d be prepared. Or at least that’s what he liked to believe.

He hiked on, venturing farther from his back door than he usually did. He read that there were a lot of old arrowheads in Nevada, but he wasn’t sure where to find them. He made a mental note to do more research on the subject when he got back home. Supposedly, there were old dinosaur bones around, too. Years ago, right here in this part of Nevada, someone had found the fossilized bones of an ichthyosaur, a type of prehistoric sea creature. Its skeleton was almost fifty feet long! Ike wondered what it must have been like to see that for the first time. Whoever had dug it up must have totally freaked out!

He slowed his steps. He was tired. And with the sun blazing down on him, he felt like he might pass out. Last night’s marathon gaming session was catching up to him. His mom was definitely going to tell him to take a shower. But when he finally made it back home, dripping with sweat, she was beaming.

“Uh,” he started. “What’s going on with you?”

She rested her elbows on the table and propped her chin in her hands. “I have the best news,” she said.

Ike’s stomach flopped. One time she told him she had good news, and he ended up painting the inside of the garage.

“What?” he asked nervously.

“The Webbs,” she replied with glee. “Eesha and her family are moving to Mercury! Isn’t that exciting?”

Ike suddenly felt like he was in a movie, where the camera slowly zooms in on the main character’s face for a shocked close-up. It couldn’t be. With all the military bases in the world, she had to come here, to Mercury, Nevada?

He groaned.

“Ike?” his mom ventured. “Ike to Earth.”

“Yeah?”

“Isn’t that exciting?” she said again. “You’ll be able to play together, just like when you were little. It’ll be so much fun!” She sat back and smiled. “Did I ever tell you about the time when you were both in diapers and—”

“Mom!” Ike shouted.

His mother shot him a side-eye.

“Do not raise your voice in this house, Ike Pressure. Do you understand?”

He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Yes, ma’am.”

Natalie Pressure waited a beat before continuing, letting her last command sink in. “Now, I have to run some errands. I’ll be back soon, okay?”

“Okay,” he relented.

Once his mother left the room, Ike let out an exhausted breath.

Eesha, he thought.

It had been eight years since he had last seen her in Georgia. She was probably worse now than when they were kids.

He swallowed the lump in his throat.

“Don’t forget lunch,” his mom called as she headed out the door. “I left some soy hot dogs for you!”

Great, Ike thought. Just fantastic.

EESHA

Jim Sawyer Army Base, Illinois

Eesha Webb took another gulp of nuclear-red fruit punch.

“Buurrpp!”

“Ew!” two voices echoed at the same time. “Gross!”

The chorus came from Jack and Jill Webb, Eesha’s six-year-old twin siblings. She called them nerd-bots.

“I’m telling Mom!” Jack threatened her. “She said burping’s . . . not nice!”

“Yeah!” Jill chimed in. “You’re a . . . you’re a rude-butt!”

In answer, Eesha let out another burp.

Both kids scrambled out of the room, frantically shouting for their mother. Eesha laughed. Could they be any more goofy? she thought.

She took off before the twins returned, out the back door and onto her bike. She sped down the street, pedaling as fast as she could. Her mom would give her a lecture when she got back, but Eesha didn’t care about that at the moment. She knew her mom was a softie. Eesha knew just what to do to appear sorry. She’d stick out her bottom lip until it trembled, promise she wouldn’t burp in front of the twins again, and then give her mom a hug. It worked every time. Dad, on the other hand, was no sucker for Eesha’s antics, which is why she never acted out in front of him.

Eesha raised her head up to the sun as she rode, letting the warm rays bathe her face. She took her hands off the handlebars and spread her arms wide, enjoying the sense of freedom. It felt wonderful. She had no destination in mind, she just wanted to ride. Somehow, she ended up near the main gate. She came to a stop, winded, and studied the guard in the little booth. She was an MP, which stood for military police. It was her job to check the IDs of everyone coming onto the base.

Eesha looked past the little guardhouse and into the distance. Civilians were out there. She wondered what it would be like to zip by the guard and take off into the wild blue yonder. She’d go on an adventure! She’d ride down unknown streets and meet new kids. Buy sneakers at a different mall. Eat cheeseburgers at a new fast-food restaurant. But it was all a fantasy. Kids weren’t allowed off base without their parents’ approval. She’d be in a heap of trouble if she ever tried something like that.

More than anything, Eesha wanted to get away from Jim Sawyer Army Base. According to her, it was the Most Boring Place in the World. She needed adventure. Not the typical camping trip or school outing, but real adventure, like in Amazing Jane, a graphic novel she’d been reading. Amazing Jane was only fourteen, but in the book, she’d stopped a crime ring in Amsterdam, received the Medal of Freedom for foiling a terrorist threat, and still had time to be a rock star! A drummer, no less, in a band called the Ladybugs!

Now that was adventure.

Eesha watched as the guard picked up a pair of binoculars.

And pointed them her way.

She gulped. I’m not doing anything wrong. Just looking. But she didn’t feel like being questioned by the MP, so she turned her bike around and took off.

Back home, Eesha was in for a surprise. Not only was her mom in the living room with the twins, but her dad was there, too.

She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was noon. What was Dad doing home so early?

“Eesha,” her mom started.

Eesha gulped and looked at the nerd-bots. Little tattletales!

“Sit down, honey,” her dad said in his best drill instructor voice.

Now she was worried. What kind of trouble was she in?

Her mother caught her stare, like a deer in headlights. “I’ve got good news,” she said, “and bad. What do you want to hear first?”

Eesha’s right hand flew up to her mouth to chew a fingernail, a habit she was trying to break, without much success. “Um, bad?” she ventured.

“You’re grounded,” her dad immediately announced. The twins clapped.

Eesha bolted up from her seat. She shot eye daggers at the twins, who seemed to be enjoying the spectacle. “For what?” she complained. “For burping? C’mon, Dad!”

“Burping?” her mom repeated, dumbfounded. “No, it’s not for that, but thanks for telling us.”

Eesha closed her eyes in resignation. Jack and Jill snickered and made faces.

“It’s for leaving the twins unattended,” her mom clarified. “I’ve told you about that before. You are not to leave this house without telling me or your father where you’re going!”

Eesha opened her eyes and sat back down. She was definitely on The List now. She didn’t know what The List was, but her mom and dad had threatened her with it more times than she could count.

“Your mother’s right,” her father added. “We’ve told you this before, Eesha. Over and over.”

She looked up and attempted the trembling-lip move.

“Don’t even try it,” her father warned.

She wilted.

“But,” her mother said, holding up a finger. “We’ve got good news, too.”

Eesha raised her head, hopeful. What could it be? A new bike? Her own laptop? Oh my god. They’re going to let me get that drum kit I’ve always wanted!

But it was nothing of the sort.

“We’re moving,” her mom announced, and looked at her husband, who took her hand. “Daddy just got his transfer papers!”

Eesha’s eyes lit up. “Moving? Where? When?”

“In a few weeks,” her father replied. “Still a lot to sort out first. You know the military. They make you fill out paperwork just to go to the bathroom!”

He laughed a little too loudly, and then looked to his wife for agreement. She ignored him.

Finally, Eesha thought. We’re getting out of this boring place!

Maybe they’d be moving to Japan, she hoped, being a big fan of manga. Or Germany or France!

“So?” she asked, excited now, her knee pumping up and down like a piston. “Where are we going?”

“A little place called Mercury, Nevada,” her mother said.

Silence.

“Nevada?” she finally replied, tilting her head. The word felt funny in her mouth. She didn’t know too much about Nevada. It was a lot of desert, she knew that much. And it was near New Mexico. They’d never lived in the Southwest before, she realized. Actually, it might be kind of cool. “Great,” she said. “Sounds like fun.”

Mrs. Webb looked at her daughter and smiled. “Best of all, we’ll be on the same base as our old friends, Natalie Pressure and her family. You can see Ike again!”

Eesha’s smile froze on her face.

Ike Pressure.

He’d have to be a full-blown nerd by now.

Eesha’s parents thought that she and Ike shared some kind of special destiny because they were born on the same day on the same army base. But Eesha had nothing in common with him. Except that they were forced to play together when they were little.

“Isn’t that great?” her dad exclaimed. “The birthday kids ride again!”

Eesha closed her eyes.

What did I do to deserve this?
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Chapter One

It didn’t take long for the Webb and Pressure families to meet up for their reunion. Ike wasn’t looking forward to it.

The designated meeting spot was a picnic area a few miles from the army base. Other than the trip to the Great Basin, it was the first time he’d been off base in Mercury.

Military bases are self-contained universes. Everything a family could ever need was right there. A grocery store—called a commissary; the PX, which stood for post exchange, similar to a Walgreens or Rite Aid but with more stuff, like clothes, appliances, and the like. There were even McDonald’s and other fast-food restaurants. But it was all contained within the base’s perimeter.

When people talked about military bases, there were two things to remember. People lived on base housing, which was like any neighborhood, except for all the houses looking the same, and then there was the installation itself—where military personnel worked—also called the base. So, if someone said they were going to the base, they were talking about the military installation. But at the same time, you lived on the base. But not where people worked. Confusing. But that was the military. Standard operating procedure.

On the way to the picnic area, Ike peered out the window. The natural landscape was beautiful with red mountains and stony cliffs in the distance. Large birds wheeled in a blue sky. He wondered what it was like hundreds of years ago. It must have been unspoiled. No plastic bottles on the side of the road. No roads, for that matter. Clean, sparkling rivers and lakes. Buffalo grazing on the plains. Ike felt sad when he thought about how people treated the Earth now. Humans were awful. Now there was pollution and trash everywhere, and it was getting worse every day.

At the picnic area, Ike’s dad unloaded a cooler full of cold drinks and all the fixings for burgers and hot dogs. His mom had made her special potato salad and lemonade. Ike had to admit, he was looking forward to eating. His mom had agreed to a special food “cheat day,” probably because she knew his dad wouldn’t want to eat soy dogs or tofu burgers on a day like this—a reunion with his old basketball buddy, where they would reminisce about sports and whatever other boring stuff dads talked about.

Ike leaned back in one of their green-and-yellow lounge chairs. A few other families were opening car trunks and setting up supplies. Ike saw a little boy and his dad inspecting their fishing rods. Ike didn’t like fishing. Actually, he’d never even been fishing. The thought of hooking a fish inside its mouth seemed really cruel to him. At least some people threw them back in the water. His dad liked to fish, but had never asked him to go. Ike often wondered how his dad really felt about him. He was pretty sure he had wanted his son to be like him—into sports and manly stuff—but that wasn’t Ike. At all.

It was a beautiful day for a cookout. Their table was near the edge of the woods, where trees provided some shade from the Nevada heat. A slight wind stirred in the treetops. Ike was nervous, wondering what it would be like to see Eesha again after all this time. He tried to tell himself it wouldn’t be too bad, but deep down, he knew it probably would be.

He wiped a hand across his sweating forehead. People said that Nevada was supposed to have dry heat, whatever that meant. To Ike, it was just hot. His mom had told him to put on one of his dad’s baseball caps, but Ike didn’t like wearing them. They make me look dorky, he’d told her several times.

“Here you go, champ,” his father said, pulling a soda from the cooler. “Pretty hot out here today.”

Ike took the drink and raised it to his lips. It felt good going down, and he almost drank it all in one long gulp. He wanted to burp, but he knew his parents wouldn’t approve. “Thanks,” he offered instead.

His dad wore a white polo shirt, khaki shorts, and military issue sunglasses. His shorts were way too high on his waist. If there were a magazine called Dorky Military Dads, he’d be one of the models. His biceps were like boulders, though. He once told Ike that he was a champion wrestler in college and almost went pro. Ike wasn’t sure what pro wrestling was really like. The only wrestlers he’d ever seen were the guys on TV in weird outfits and masks who threw each other around the ring like cartoon characters. He certainly couldn’t imagine his father doing that.

Ike heard his mother sigh. She glanced at her watch and wrinkled her brow. “I told them to be here at 1300 hours.”

“Maybe they had car trouble or something,” Ike’s dad put in. He already had the grill going, and the smell of cooking meat made Ike’s mouth water. His dad stood over the flames like a cooking general, a spatula in one hand and a mitt on the other.

Ike knew that 1300 hours meant 1 p.m. military time. It was based on the 24-hour clock and was easy to remember. Noon was 1200 hours, 1 p.m. was 1300 hours, 2 p.m. was 1400 hours, and so on and so forth until you got to midnight, which was zero hour and looked like this: 0000.

Ike had absolutely no idea why the military had its own time system.

He took another sip of soda, then whipped out his phone and tried to log onto Shadow Goons but couldn’t get a signal. He sighed.

“I see a car,” his mom called out hopefully.

Ike shaded his eyes with the edge of his hand. A giant black SUV was slowly approaching, its huge tires crunching over the small rock-and-gravel path that led up to the picnic area. Why do they have to be so big? he asked himself. Ozone-destroying dinosaurs.

“That’s them!” his mom shouted with glee. Ike slowly got up and followed his parents to the vehicle.

The big SUV pulled up next to them in a cloud of red dust. The window came down with a hiss, and a blast of cool air wafted out. Mr. Webb was wearing aviator sunglasses and chewing a toothpick. He smiled, revealing gleaming white teeth. “I’m looking for a man who thinks he can play basketball but ain’t got no game,” he said around his toothpick.

Ike jumped as an explosion of laughter cut through the hot air. The doors flew open and the Webbs poured out. While Ike’s mom and dad hugged and clapped their old friends on the back, two kids scrambled from the back seat. Jack and Jill, Ike’s mom had said. Twins. They hadn’t been born yet the last time he saw Eesha. They didn’t speak, only stared at him like he had three heads.

The rear door opened on the other side. And then, as Ike held his breath, Eesha Webb unfolded her long limbs from the back seat.

She was taller than him, perhaps by a few inches at least. Her hair was long, bunched up into little braided buns on her head. Ike noticed the green high-top sneakers and blue gym shorts, as if she had just come from playing basketball. Her shirt read: JIM SAWYER ARMY BASE GAZELLES.

For a moment they just stared at each other. Ike didn’t know what to say. It was almost like a standoff. He suddenly came to a decision. He had to be polite. At least try. His parents were expecting them to get along. He let out a nervous breath and pushed his glasses up on his nose.

“Hi,” he said.

Eesha cracked her neck to the side, like she was warming up for a fight, but instead returned the greeting.

“Hey, dork. What’s up?”
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