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  1
Sardeth’s Reach


Maddie’s cuff flashed: emergency. She squinted past the alert to the outline of the water exchange warehouse ahead, adjusting the weight of her hydration pack as sweat poured down her back. Today’s rations wouldn’t distribute themselves, and she’d promised Stephie she’d cover the afternoon shift—no time for emergencies. 
She pedaled more slowly, watching if the few other people out in the baking sun seemed bothered by an alert. Her cuff might be malfunctioning. A man leaned against the wall up ahead, arguing with another man sitting on a milk crate. A woman pushed a shopping cart filled with tires across the street. None of them seemed bothered by much of anything, but none of them wore cuffs either. 
It flashed again. “Code Red. Seek shelter immediately at the compound.”
She never stopped in this neighborhood until she reached the warehouse, but now she rested both feet on the ground, her heart pounding.
“Is that gadget saying you’re lost?” The man leaning against the wall flashed a cold smile.
She ignored him and tapped her cuff. The alert didn’t go away. Code red. A credible threat. This didn’t feel like a drill. Was it a threat on her life? She spun her bike around. She’d text Stephie to explain as soon as she made it back to the penthouse, but now she listened for screeching tires or other signs that someone was closing in on her as she pumped her pedals harder.
A news helicopter thundered overhead, chopping the air as it carved a path back toward Center City. Her path. Her cuff flashed again; the device’s incessant plea sent her pedaling so fast her chest burned. As she passed Rittenhouse Square, a new fear set in; she’d made it back from Kensington with no interruptions. If this wasn’t a threat to her life—Maddie gripped her handlebars, needing to feel something solid. Where was Uncle Gus? They’d talked days ago. A business trip, somewhere in the Pacific, checking on some assets. Routine. Nothing to worry about.
Maddie’s stomach dropped as she skidded onto the sidewalk in front of her building. Mr. Henry burst outside. His cuff also blaring red. “Inside!” he shoved her bike at an attendant as he pulled her through the door.
Breathless, Maddie choked out. “What happened, Mr. Henry? Is he ok?”
The doorman shook his head vigorously. “Of course, he has to be fine.”
Maddie nodded. He had to be fine; couldn’t be dead on an island in the middle of nowhere. Too many people depended on him.
Mr. Henry shuffled Maddie into the service elevator. “Might already be cameras in the lobby.”
Sound seemed muffled as the doors closed, and the air in the elevator felt too thin, like when the atmospheric stabilizers in the domes malfunctioned. But Maddie only guessed what that felt like by gauging the depth of the dark shadows under her mother’s eyes and the exhaustion in her voice as she explained there was nothing to worry about, just recalibrating the machines. Routine processes and all that. Her mother would put on that exhausted smile, a constant reminder that up there, the most basic elements of survival required constant vigilance.
Vigilance and uninterrupted supply missions.
But there must be a plan to keep the colony going if something happened to him. A detailed plan, in binders with color-coded tabs. Copies in triplicate. Certainly, there was a plan. Maddie just wished she could see it now. The next shipment of life-giving supplies would go out on schedule. No disruptions. That would be spelled out in the plan. But many times, she’d heard rushed conversations in hushed tones behind his office door, negotiating for this and that to ensure the colony had what it needed. He’d tried to keep those conversations private, but Maddie knew. She kept tabs. Supplies were running low.
Maddie’s chest burned, each breath seeming to bring less oxygen than the last. Without Uncle Gus orchestrating the supply chain, how long until those careful calibrations failed completely? Her mother had never seemed farther out of reach than she did right now.
The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. Maddie pulled off her bicycle helmet, which suddenly seemed too tight for her head.
“Should I send up someone to sit with you?”
Mr. Henry’s face seemed distorted in size.
“I’m fine,” Maddie answered.
She didn’t remember walking to the door and opening it, but found herself standing in the foyer of the penthouse apartment, the whirl of the chopper blades vibrating through her body like an uninvited guest.
Massive dragonflies. No, that didn’t make it better. A tornado roaring in from somewhere hot and dry. Drier. Also not better. Maddie covered her ears, fighting to block each whomp, whomp, whomp. How close were those blades to the house? Damn company better have great insurance. She made her way to the window and peeked behind the curtain. A telephoto lens longer than her arm stared back. Snap. She yanked the curtain closed. How fast would they circulate that picture? What headline would they use?
Billionaire Missing, Niece Distraught
That would get the clicks.
Chop, chop, chop. The blades ripped apart what should have been a quiet Tuesday. Uneventful, home alone, but not worried, not chewing on nauseating fear. Maddie wiped her sweaty hands on her pants and tapped his picture again. How many times had she tried to call him since she’d walked through the door? More than ten? Less than ten? She wasn’t sure.
Three, now four lonely beeps. A signal pinging off a cold satellite. A satellite with only one job. A job it was currently incapable of performing. She turned off her cuff in disgust, then hurriedly switched it on again. What if he called?
Dammit. “Where are you, Uncle Gus?” She tapped his image again. More beeps. If she were honest with herself, she hadn’t expected to feel this way. Affectionate was not a word anyone would use to describe her uncle. Calculating, paranoid, distracted. Those words all applied. But more than being worried about the colony, she was worried about him. Maddie ran her hand through her hair and turned on the news; a wall of controlled and concerned panic reflected at her. The news cycle refreshed, with a photo of her peeking out. They’d brightened it. She looked scared. Four minutes- that’s how long it took them.
The ticker racing along the bottom of the screen sent her slowly sinking to the couch as the news anchor took the stage. Her smooth, blond hair and perfect, nude lips completed the package of polished, professional concern. “It’s been five hours since an assassination attempt on Transcendia founder Augustus Sardeth. His condition and whereabouts remain unknown.
Assassination attempt. Maddie’s chest tightened. Code red. As bad as it could be.
The news anchor’s eyes flashed. Maddie studied every airbrushed detail of the woman’s sculpted face on the giant screen. This was her moment. As long as he stayed missing, or even better, turned up dead, she’d stay on screen, dispassionately reporting the facts.
The facts.
Maddie fought back tears. Augustus Sardeth. Richest man in the world. Billionaire founder.
More facts.
Uncle Gus. Only living relative on planet Earth.
Maddie stabbed his picture again. He must have a small army with him. These people may have tried to kill him, but surely they failed. The signal bounced around the dark vacuum of space, again unanswered, unheard.
Maddie picked up the chiseled yellow diamond from its pedestal on the console table. No matter the temperature in the apartment, the diamond always felt cold, as if it carried the depths of space. The weight felt right in her hand. She squeezed it tight, a gift from the leader of an island she’d never heard of. Her uncle had a way with people.
The blond news anchor ceded control of the world’s attention for a few minutes to turn to an expert in a sharp blue suit, his hair freshly trimmed—enough time to spruce up for the biggest story of his career. With distractingly white teeth, he launched into what he didn’t know. “We know the attack destroyed the Transcendia research facility where Mr. Sardeth was staying, but not much is known about the group who carried out the attack. We believe they are eco-terrorists working in the north Pacific region. The words ‘Terra Primera’ were spray painted on the side of a building on the property.” The footage panned to a building with hastily spray-painted words. Maddie wondered if they cared their words were so sloppy. “The Sentinel recently reported that Terra Primera was also spray-painted on an oil tanker that sank in the same region three months ago under suspicious circumstances.”
Maddie’s cuff lit up with an incoming call. Her heart leaped to her throat and sank again as she saw it was only Olive. Maddie tapped decline. She would want answers. They all wanted answers. 
He has to be ok. Why? Because you’re too precious to be left alone? Too precious to be abandoned? 
She turned up the TV to push the nasty thoughts out of her head. He’s just getting somewhere safe.
The news anchor leaned in with another question. “How many people make up this group?”
The expert, with his expensive suit and bleached teeth, didn’t know.
“Are the police any closer to catching them?”
Again, no answers.
Maddie tasted metal and realized she’d bitten her cheek until it bled. Whoever did this should bleed, too. They must suffer. The television looped back to the photo of her peeking through the curtain.
The news anchor put on her most sympathetic voice, dripping with condescension. “Mr. Sardeth’s niece must be so worried.”
Maddie dug her nails into her palms.
“We wish she’d sit down for an interview, but so far, she’s declined our requests.” Her wide eyes seemed to plead directly to Maddie. Look, we’re not bad. We just want you to tell the whole world how horrible this is for you, over and over. Was sending this incessant chopper their way of asking nicely?
Maddie muted the anchor and watched the screen pan to two other supposed experts with no information and then flashed a prepared statement by Transcendia assuring the world, and by world, they meant the stock market, that the Mars Colony was more than just one man. The colony was two hundred people who relied on regular shipments from one man, but the statement didn’t say that.
The penthouse’s virtual assistant chimed in a cheerful tone. “Sunset in twelve minutes.” Maddie sucked in a breath to stop her bottom lip from quivering. The first night after her mother had left, Uncle Gus invited Maddie to watch the sunset from the crow’s nest on the second floor. He had folded himself into the small space, sitting beside her on pillows while they watched the sun paint the spaces between the buildings in reds and pinks. He’d never done it again, but the pillows were still up there. She checked occasionally.
Only half an hour until her regularly scheduled call with her mother. Her stomach knotted. Fifteen hours. That’s how long it took to get a news feed to Mars, so unless someone had already made a special call, Maddie would deliver the news. But what news? Vivien would ask who did this. Maddie grabbed her laptop and searched for the name of the group spray-painted across the destroyed Transcendia buildings. Nothing. No manifesto, no concrete links to previous crimes. It was as if they hadn’t existed until yesterday. She rubbed her arms against a sudden chill.
Maddie had to have more answers than he’s missing. Someone tried to kill your brother. No, I don’t know anything else. She couldn’t handle seeing the pain, the worry, and Vivien’s unspoken question: Will the colony be safe? Maddie had to talk to him, and soon. The ticker ran across the bottom of the screen. “Massive explosion at Transcendia research facility on a small island in the north Pacific, Augustus Sardeth’s last known location. Mr. Sardeth’s condition is unknown. Terrorism suspected.”
So few words. A tear slipped out. The reflection of two spiral staircases in the window framed her face. Scared. Alone. How much would they give for that photo? How much would they take? She shuddered and wiped her cheek, rolling her shoulders back. He’s fine. He had a small army to protect him, just out of satellite range. It happens out there. And the colony will be fine. She bit the inside of her cheek again. So why hasn’t he called back?
The helicopter hovered, beating the air and driving an insufferable thudding in her head. Its relentless pursuit of The Story. The almost empty penthouse apartment with the nearly orphaned niece. Tragic.
Maddie punched a pillow, and her cuff lit up. A black square danced across her arm—unknown contact. Hot fear shot up the back of her neck. What if it were a Transcendia employee calling to confirm the worst? Or what if it was one of the terrorists calling to tell her she was next? Her finger hovered over the square. If she didn’t answer, she’d never know. The square danced again, more urgently now. She stabbed at it.
“Hello?” She held her breath. The video feed on the other side stayed off. A static voice came through.
“Maddie. I’m sorry I couldn’t call before.”
“Uncle Gus!” Relief flooded her, but her heart pounded. “Are you hurt?”
“We just got service, but my cuff was compromised.” The loud whir and hum of his chopper filled the feed. “Don’t leave the house. I’m sending protection for you.”
“For me? Are you hurt?” Static. Thump, thump, thump of chopper blades. A different rhythm than the news chopper outside. The thuds clashed chaotically in her brain.
“Not too bad. Just a few cuts and bruises. But I can’t come home for a little while.”
“You should go to a hospital!” Tears flowed freely down her cheeks now.
“I’m ok.”
“Why would anyone do this to you?” The question was silly and naïve. Augustus Sardeth had not become a billionaire by saying please and thank you, but the little girl inside her had risen up and shouted out the question. 
A high-pitched whine broke up their transmission, drowning out his response. She didn’t ask again. “Have you talked to your mother?”
“Not yet. We have a call scheduled soon.”
“Tell her I will call her as soon as I can. I need to find out how big this thing is.”
A rock formed in Maddie’s stomach. She wanted to ask if the next shipment was on time, but it seemed in bad taste. “When are you coming back?” She asked instead.
“I don’t know yet. Don’t worry, though. We’ll find out who they are. Stay inside until the protection comes.”
“You think they’re after me?”
The connection dropped, and Maddie’s knees buckled. She slumped to the rug, feeling the whir of the helicopter blades vibrating her cells. She would assure Vivien her brother was alive, which must ensure shipments would stay on course—but staying inside, waiting on protection? It made the plush surroundings of the penthouse feel like a prison. She reached for her cleats and helmet but stopped. For years, she’d tried to distance herself from her uncle’s empire, working at the water exchange, avoiding public appearances. Now, that separation meant nothing. The media had plastered her picture for the world to see, branding her as Sardeth’s heir whether she claimed the role or not.
But who was this group that dared attack her uncle? If she wasn’t a target before today, it made sense she would be now, unless they were only after him. She shuddered. Her uncle would turn the tables on them- he always did. Anyone who attacked Augustus Sardeth would need to run very far, very fast. She settled on the couch and wrapped herself in a blanket, watching the door, waiting for whoever her uncle would send.






  
  2
Time to Train


Scorching sun seared down, indiscriminate of its next victim. Enzo wiped sweat from his brow and stood tall, shoulders back, head forward, as Mai demanded. Mai the commander, not Mai the mother. He so rarely interacted with Mai the mother these days. How many times had they stood for inspection before? Countless. Shoulder to shoulder, but this time, he stood more alone than ever. 
“We lost family yesterday.” Mai paced the line, examining each of them. Young. Old. Tired. Broken. Ready to die. Ready to fight. Her soldiers. The ones who made it back.
Enzo dug his nails into his palm. Her impatience caused this. Even Avram had tried to convince her they weren’t ready. Then he had to go and prove it. Enzo hadn’t seen her shed a tear for her father yet. If Avram were here, he would stand up to her, tell her this was the cost of not staying focused on saving their land and clean water. This was the cost of straying too far from the mission. But he couldn’t say that anymore.
“But we can’t rest. We’ll cry for our family after we’ve won, but Sardeth may be on his way to get us right now. We have to be ready.”
Sardeth’s name twisted like a knife in Enzo’s gut, but so did Mai, acting like they hadn’t brought this on themselves. But Mai said Sardeth may have made this inevitable when he came to their island, stole their fresh water, and poisoned the fish with runoff from his strip mines. When he moved on to another island to repeat the cycle, he demanded they act.
“Time to train. Enzo, Teega, face off.”
Enzo squared his shoulders, trying to muster the will to fight. A few village kids sat on a short wall, watching with interest, until their mothers came and hurried them along. Mai’s stupid plan had taken them from being a militia group the local police pretended to pursue to being Interpol’s new main target. Because Terra Primera had gone after Sardeth and missed. Enzo had to treat every sparring match like his life depended on it because now, more than ever, it did.
Enzo’s muscles tensed, but his arms felt like lead. He wanted to take every hit coming to him. Each punch felt earned. He could blame Mai all day, but it was his fault Avram was dead. He had stalled, not planted the charge, and not been on time to be backup, which left Avram exposed.
Teega stepped close, jabbing with a quick right hook. Enzo took the hit square in the jaw. Pain reverberated up the side of his face.
“This is not a game!” Mai screamed from the sidelines. “Fight him or fight me!”
Would he fight her? Would that feel better than laying punches on his only friend? But she might not stop.
Teega came in with another right hook. Repeating moves, trying to make it easy. Enzo blocked, as if his body was sworn to protect him even if his brain didn’t want to.
Mai flashed a switchblade on the sidelines. “I can make this harder if you need a bigger challenge.”
Enzo’s fist shot out from muscle memory, looking for Teega’s ribs. Teega batted it down an easy block. They each took a half step back, circling each other.
Teega came fast, slamming his shoulder into Enzo’s chest while raining lightning punches into Enzo’s sides. He tightened his abs but took the onslaught. The punches landed solidly. He’d feel every one tomorrow. His heart pounded in his ears. Good, he was alive. He pushed Teega’s shoulders back. These were well-rehearsed dance steps. Not good enough yesterday, not good enough today.
Mai shouted again from the sidelines, letting her blade catch the light, and Enzo dug the toe of his worn-out boot into the dirt, pivoting to the side. If he didn’t fight back, she’d make this much worse. He pushed Teega to the ground, face first, then sprang on his back, pounding his fists into Teega’s gut.
“Take it,” Mai waved the knife toward Enzo.
Suddenly, it wasn’t Teega lying on the ground taking a beating; it was Avram taking his last breath. Enzo blinked hard, trying to push the vision aside, but couldn’t land another punch. Instead, he laid his hand over one of the holes, one of many, pretending to stop the bleeding while Avram tried to look brave. Blood slipped between Enzo’s fingers as he pushed down harder.
“I’m sorry, kid.”
Had he said that?
Teega bucked Enzo off, bringing him back to the fight, and slammed him in the stomach. Once, twice, Enzo doubled over in the dirt, curling up, protecting his core. Dirt sprayed into his eyes. Was Teega hitting harder, or did it just hurt more? Avram’s sad eyes stared back at him.
“Enzo!”
Was that Mai?
The sharp pinch of a blade at his throat brought Enzo back to the moment. He hadn’t even seen Teega take it.
“Match.”
Teega closed the switchblade and handed it back to Mai, helping Enzo up.
“What happened to you?”
“I was about to ask the same thing.” Mai crossed her arms and stared down her nose at Enzo.
“I got distracted.”
Mai looked deep into Enzo’s face. He thought for a minute that she understood, but she turned and spat in the dirt in disgust. “You must be ready to do what it takes to win. Lucky for you, Teega’s on our side. Loser makes lunch for everyone.” She tossed him a leather pouch. “Make it work.”
Enzo stared at the pouch. What did it mean to win when he’s lost so much? But Avram had gone on the mission. He’d supported Mai. Would he want Enzo to keep going now?
“Hey, I’ll help. I feel bad I wailed on you so hard,” Teega said, clapping him on the back.
Enzo spat a mouthful of blood onto the spikes of a palm. “Then come on.”

      [image: ]Fifteen minutes after their sparring match, fishing lines stretched over the scratched and dented sides of the canoe, gently rocking in the shallows of the bay.
“What are you going to do about it?”
Enzo took a sharp breath and winced. None of the others would have asked him that. No matter how much Enzo wanted to be just another part of the team, he was still Mai’s son. It created distance. Most of them probably still thought of him as a kid. Not ready, not serious. But Teega was only three years older than Enzo, and he’d been there ever since Enzo remembered. A sparring partner, a friend, a brother. None of that meant Enzo wanted to answer the question. What could he do? He hadn’t been able to save Avram—what good was he to anyone? Enzo studied the bend where the fishing line met the water.
“Sardeth’s men murdered your grandfather.”
The ocean lapped lazily at the sides of the boat. Enzo wanted to scream. He knew what they did; he was there, and where was Teega? But it wasn’t Teega’s job to protect Avram. That had been Enzo’s job.
“Set the charge, then cover me.” Avram had said before he broke for the helipad.
He knew the plan. Set the charge under the main house, blow that, then cover Avram while he takes out the helicopter. But Enzo failed. There was no explosion. And then they all failed.
“I guess you’re him now,” Teega said.
Enzo whipped his head up. He had to blink his eyes to clear the image of his fishing line wrapped tight around his friend’s thick neck. “What?”
“Avram was our explosives expert, and you were his assistant. So, now you’re our expert.”
The crack of bullets ripping through the night surrounded Enzo, each finding its target. He was back there, holding Avram in his last moments. He didn’t deserve to die like that. Enzo looked away slowly. “I can’t replace him,” he whispered.
Teega’s line pulled, and he calmly reeled it up. A fish blackened with slime hung limp, barely twitching. He picked up a rag from the bottom of the boat and wrenched it from the hook. It splashed back into the water with a thud. “I hope Sardeth does come here looking for us. I want to shove one of these down his throat and watch him choke on his creation.”
Vengeance was clear for Teega. He’d lost his family years ago. He had to believe they’d succeed if they just kept trying. Enzo’s line wiggled. He pulled up a silver squirmer, a good size with a nice sheen. “Sardeth could blow this island back into the ocean without getting anywhere near us,” Enzo said.
“You think Mai will make us sit here and wait until he does?” Teega said.
“You want to go after him?” Enzo asked.
“Don’t you?”
Another version of the same question. Teega wasn’t letting this drop. A barracuda slipped between their lines and circled back around—sharp spikes dripping with goo. A born killing machine with no defense to this black poison. And what about the bigger fish that eat the poisoned ones? How much longer did any of them have?
Earlier that morning, while Enzo cleaned their pistols and rifles, he’d been ready to hijack a jet bound for the U.S. East Coast to storm Transcendia’s headquarters. But that pure rage seemed to have smoldered in a suffocating defeat. He might blame the pounding he took, or the futility of this tenacious barracuda, swimming along even after the black slime had taken hold, but the thought of even leaving this canoe again became too much. Anything more than lying down right here forever seemed like a ludicrous overestimation of his abilities; just let his aching body sink into the wood.
Enzo didn’t offer an answer, and Teega didn’t press. Instead, he caught another fish, a healthy one this time, one that wouldn’t eat their insides as they ate it. They fished in silence, and when the bucket held enough, Teega picked up his paddle, signaling they were done. Reluctantly, Enzo did the same. The cool water lapped at his shins as they pulled the outrigger onto the sand. Everything took more effort. He only wanted to stay in one place and have the world move on without bothering him. 
While Teega cleaned a fish on the beach, Enzo stared down an open stretch of sand. How long would Mai let him lie there face down before she dragged him off by his ankles? Not long enough. His hand brushed the money pouch Mai had given him. People had to eat. He took in a shuddered breath and forced himself to start the walk to the village.
The vegetable stalls that made up the small market looked the same as always, but every eye seemed trained on Enzo, each step scrutinized. Avram had been one of theirs. Terra Primera had sacrificed him, bringing Sardeth one step closer to siphoning the last of their water reserves. The weight of their stares kept Enzo’s eyes to the dirt. Were they whispering, or was that in his mind? He followed the well-worn path to the stall with the best price on rice and put the money on the counter without looking at the hunched man overseeing the staples. He’d get in and out as fast as possible. No words. Enzo picked the bag he wanted and slung it over his shoulder. As he did, he accidentally caught the man’s eye. Enzo braced for judgment, but the man’s lip quivered, and he said quickly, quietly, “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Enzo sucked in a quick breath, determined not to cry here. He nodded and turned on his heel, back to the path and out of the market. The rice on his shoulder weighed more than any he’d ever carried.
“He was proud of you.”
The soft voice stopped Enzo, but he didn’t turn around. Maybe the owner of that voice would understand if he had to keep moving, shuffling forward with the burden on his shoulder. But Avram would have turned around. He never begrudged a friend a smile, and this man was his dearest friend. Enzo dropped the sack of rice, its weight suddenly unbearable. Danny’s long, skinny arms wrapped around him, pulling him close. Enzo spun around, burying his head in his grandfather’s best friend’s shoulder. For the first time that day, he wept. The tears came hot and fast, spilling down his cheeks. He didn’t hide them.
“I’ll find the money,” Danny said. “We can still send you to school. You deserve the chance for a better life.”
Enzo lifted his head and wiped his eyes as the other faces zeroed in on them. Some of their expressions were open, concerned. Others judged, their eyes condemning the choice he made, the choice Avram made. Enzo sucked in his pain and stood up straight. “You can’t do that. You have your own children and grandchildren, and I have Terra Primera. They are my family. I will do whatever they need.” Enzo stared at the ground.
Danny grabbed his chin, turning his face up, forcing Enzo’s eyes to meet his own. “Your mother changed Terra Primera. She made you soldiers. But you are not a number, Enzo, and violence is not the only answer.” Tears welled up in Danny’s eyes. “Before you left on that mission, Avram told me he’d found a boarding school to send you to, and he was close to convincing Mai.”
All the wind left Enzo’s lungs as if he’d fallen on his back from a great height. His knees wavered as the weight of losing Avram slammed down on him all at once. He met Danny’s eyes. “That’s all gone now because I let him get killed.”
Danny stepped back. “You can’t tell yourself that.”
“Sardeth is coming for us, and someone has to be ready.” Enzo heard Mai’s voice in his response. “And Avram would want me to protect everyone here.” He added softly.
“This violence only gets people killed.”
Enzo looked out to the trees, and it became clear. He may have had a chance at a better future, but that door closed with Avram’s last breath. He thought of the barracuda slicked with slime but still pushing on. “We’re all just swimming around waiting to die.”
“You’re too young to think like that.” Tears welled in Danny’s eyes. “Avram wanted you to have a future.”
Enzo sucked in a breath and slung the rice sack over his shoulder, shifting the weight to settle it. “I have a future. It just might be shorter than most.” He was committed to Terra Primera now—whatever happened, whatever it cost him. He tried to clear his head as he walked back to the camp, but all he saw was Danny’s pain as he walked away.






  
  3
The Letter


The mundane, soft hum of the tires on the road soothed Maddie’s nerves, but every time the letter poked her leg, another rush of adrenaline took over. She’d missed school the day before, stared at the penthouse walls, waiting for Uncle Gus to find a suit and a camera, to tell the world he was safe, still in charge, no matter what remote corner hid him. The press conference that cleared her to return to the normal world happened at 5 pm, Philadelphia time. And the next morning, the letter came. 
Her cheeks burned. She’d barely stopped herself from showing the letter to the driver as she climbed into the shiny black car. Even Mr. Henry had grinned like a schoolgirl as he handed it to her. She’d wanted to rip it open right then, but Olive made her promise to wait to open theirs together. Maddie caressed the subtle grooves of the seal. Now that she knew Uncle Gus was safe, the letter was all she thought about.
Traffic slowed at the art museum. This car was the first change Terra Primera caused in her life. Uncle Gus insisted on a driver, something he’d pushed for years, but she’d been able to resist until now. Her trusty bike waited in the garage while she stretched out on leather seats. While the car idled, Maddie studied the camps. So many more than the last time she’d come this way. People came to the city from everywhere, hoping to find clean water and food. More thirsty, hungry people meant longer lines at the water exchange.
She ran her fingers across the embossed gold lettering. Madeline Westing. This letter was for her only, but what did it say? Did it curse her to another year of prep school hell? Or invite her to the greatest adventure of her life? A shiver ran up her arm despite the hot May morning. She studied the seal, strategizing how to open it without damaging the beautiful crest. But she had to wait; she’d promised.

      [image: ]The bell rang as Olive strolled into class, scooting into the desk beside Maddie’s. She looked effortlessly cool, wearing ripped tights with her hair pulled into a hasty ponytail. Maddie knew from experience the look was anything but a rushed blunder. What a day to be late. Maddie drummed her fingers on the desk, trying to catch Olive’s attention, but she seemed suspiciously interested in the beginning of the lecture. When the shiny black car had dropped Maddie off that morning, she’d searched all of Olive’s favorite hiding spots: the willow tree in the quad, the spot behind the second-floor staircase. Out of desperation, she’d even looked in the library. Nowhere. And Olive hadn’t answered any messages. Maddie rested her hand on the letter in her pocket. Only another week and a half until this school year would be history. And she might never come back. Her stomach lurched as she thought about where she might go instead.
Maddie spied Olive’s letter poking out of the front pocket of her backpack. Was the edge of her envelope folded up? She wouldn’t have opened it, would she? Maddie darted her eyes back and forth, studying the other students. How many of these kids applied? If they applied, they must have their letters, too. Who looked happy? Who distraught? But all the students seemed bored or tired.
Olive stared straight ahead, engrossed in a chemistry lesson for the first time in her life. Maddie tore the edge off her notebook paper, balled it up, and thumped it over to Olive’s desk. Right now, Maddie needed her friend to remember that chemistry bored her to tears. They could both get a hall pass, run out, open their letters, and learn their fate. The paper ball sailed past her desk.
Mr. Nelson’s droning voice retreated into the background as Maddie wondered for the thousandth time why the pretty, outgoing Olive had put her arm around Maddie in the ninth grade and declared they would be friends. Maddie balled up another piece of paper and sized up the right trajectory.
“Ms. Westing, we’re waiting.”
Maddie flattened her palm over the paper ball and sat up at attention. Her cheeks grew hot, and she willed the redness down without much luck. Mr. Nelson pursed his lips and crossed his arms. None of the words coming out of his mouth this morning had penetrated her excitement. With a sinking feeling, she realized she had no other option. In a clear tone, she asked, “Sorry, sir, what’s the question?” Titters erupted.
He sighed. “Describe how electronegativity influences the formation of chemical bonds.”
Maddie stared at the blank board, picturing the section of her notes describing electronegativity. She’d studied it last night on the upper right-hand page. She could see it, but what did it say? Mr. Nelson’s eyes grew larger as his impatience grew. 
After an agonizing silence, Abby Creighton raised her hand high and smiled as if she were posing for the yearbook. “I can answer, Mr. Nelson.”
Of course, Abby, the girl who made it her life’s mission to knock Maddie down a peg.
Mr. Nelson squinted at Maddie. “Please do, Ms. Creighton.” Before she began, he added, “Ms. Westing, take notes.”
As Abby babbled on about polar covalent bonds, Maddie seethed. Abby better not have applied, or—Maddie smiled to herself, imagining Abby crying over her rejection letter. Abby wrapped up her answer, and the bell rang, cutting off Maddie’s satisfying image. Olive sprang from her seat and rushed to the door. 
“Olive, wait!” Maddie scooped up her notebook and ran after her, waving her envelope in the air, enjoying its hefty weight. “Let’s open our letters.”
“No time now.” Olive flew down the hall. “Let’s open them after school,” she called back.
Afterschool? It was 9:45. Why would she want to wait five and a half hours to find out whether she made it in? Olive disappeared around the corner.
Maddie stopped running. Her stomach clenched as she studied the embossed gold seal displaying a large M with two A’s in a circle. Even though she’d been looking at it all morning, the reality began to set in. Getting into the Mars Ascendance Academy wasn’t just about the program—it was the ticket to see her mother again after seven long years. Acceptance meant ten months of training, then straight to the colony and her mother. Rejection meant another year in this hell, and no telling how long she’d have to wait to get to Mars, at least until grad school. If she missed this, it might be another six or seven years before she’d be with her mother. Daily video calls only took their relationship so far. Maddie had to get to Mars. Someone slammed into the back of her in the hallway, sending the envelope sailing out of her hand as if in slow motion.
“Oh, so sorry. I didn’t see you completely stop in the middle of the hall,” Abby said mockingly.
“My letter!” Maddie dove for the envelope now being kicked down the hall.
“Virginia,” Abby called out in her best high-society accent, “be a doll and fetch Maddie’s letter. Let’s all find out together if she’s leaving here for good.”
Everyone in the hall had stopped now, riveted by the show. A brunette with long glossy hair picked the letter up off the floor. “It would be my pleasure.”
“Ha, ha, very funny. Give me that!” Maddie lunged at Abby’s partner in evil, but two boys from the rugby team snatched Maddie back, holding her as she squirmed. A rejection would give them ammunition for merciless teasing all next year. She should have taken Judo when her uncle recommended it.
Abby smiled, performing for the crowd that packed the hall. “It’s perfect for us either way. If you get in, we don’t have to see you anymore, but if you are rejected, we all get to experience that humiliation with you. I couldn’t possibly pass up the chance.”
Virginia held out the envelope, taunting Maddie. “So, what do we think? Rejected or accepted?”
The crowd yelled back, laughing, “Rejected!”
Maddie wanted to shrink into the floor. She’d have to find a new school for senior year if they were right. She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back tears. Virginia ripped open the envelope, shredding the logo to pieces that fell noiselessly at her feet. Gum-smacking Virginia was about to tell her if everything she’d trained for since kindergarten had been enough. She would not cry in front of these people.
Virginia read out: “Congratulations. We are proud to offer you…blah blah…” 
The room spun. Happiness? Sadness? Maddie couldn’t put her finger on the feeling. 
“Boring! Of course, she got in.” Virginia flung the letter in Maddie’s direction.
Maddie dove for it. “He didn’t even know I applied,” she shouted as her fingers closed on the stiff card.
“You really expect us to believe the man funding the whole thing wouldn’t know if his niece applied?” Virginia said.
“You keep coasting by on your uncle’s money; doesn’t bother me. We’re the real winners here. Now we don’t have to look at your face next year,” Abby said.
Maddie caught a reflection of ripped tights in the display case glass. She whipped around.
“What does the rejection letter say, Olivia?” Abby cackled as she walked away, arm in arm with Virginia.
Olive winced at the use of her full name. “It says your mom is as ugly as you,” she yelled down the hall.
Rejection? Did Abby know what was in Olive’s letter, or was she just being hateful?
“You haven’t opened yours yet.” Maddie wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a question.
Olive shrugged. “Sorry, I couldn’t wait.”
“You made me wait!” Maddie laughed. “Whatever, it’s fine.” Excitement and fear fought for dominance, resulting in excited jitters. Maddie had gotten in. The reality would take time to sink in.
Maddie’s jitters cooled as she realized Olive wasn’t smiling. “And…”
Olive chucked her letter into a trashcan. “Thanks for trying.”
Maddie reached for it but stopped herself. “Are you sure?”
“Um, yeah, I can read,” Olive said.
Maddie’s head spun. “But we’re supposed to go together.”
Olive clapped her on the shoulder. “Looks like you’re on your own. I mean until you get to the colony. I’m sure your mom won’t let you out of her sight once you’re there.”
“But I don’t want to go without you,” Maddie whispered, feeling the ground shift beneath her. Since her uncle had announced plans for the academy the year before, it’s all they had talked about. “This was our plan, to do this together.” The hall suddenly felt too small, too hot. She needed some air to think.
“Well, plans have changed,” Olive said, tight-lipped. “I mean, unless you want to put it off for a year. You could tutor me, and you know you’ll get in again.”
Maddie’s mouth went dry. Going to Mars without her only friend seemed impossibly isolating, but to put off seeing her mother for another year, after waiting seven long years? Olive must not understand her as well as she thought she did. 
“I can’t do that,” she whispered.
“Get to class, ladies.” Mr. Forest, the gym teacher, ushered them down the hallway.
Olive walked away without turning back.
Maddie stopped. “I don’t feel so good.”
“Do you need to see the nurse?” Mr. Forest asked.
Watching Olive walk away felt like an ending—one Maddie hadn’t prepared for. She needed to be anywhere but here. The letter in her pocket felt heavier than ever. “I’m going home.” Maddie headed toward the doors.
“You can’t just walk out of school, young lady,” he called behind her.
Maddie unclipped her respirator mask from the handle of her book bag and put it on. She tightened the straps as she pushed open the double doors. A thick haze dulled the sun. No one came after her as she walked through the gate.

      [image: ]Maddie stood on the train platform, looking down the empty tracks. A woman with plastic bags heaped around her sprawled on the ground beside an open bench. She had no mask and paid no attention to the dust whirling around her, her vacant stare fixed on nothing. 
The driver Uncle Gus hired either wasn’t tracking Maddie’s location or wasn’t looking at that feed. If he were, a black car would have come screeching around the corner to collect her by now. She’d never walked out of school before. She half expected someone to come running down the street shouting her name. But who would bother? Mr. Nelson jogging in his loafers with no socks? Definitely not.
Mars. Without Olive. Without her only friend. Maddie needed to be alone. To think, to breathe, to process this news. Olive had plenty of friends. She’d bounce back, but for Maddie, this was it.
After ten months of training at the academy, it would be all masks and suits from here on out. One false move, and you’re vaporized. A life lived in domes. Every move planned in advance, as Vivien had done for the last seven years. How much different was that from her life now? If she lived by her uncle’s rules, she’d travel from one building with state-of-the-art filtration to the next in a luxury vehicle with security. Never lone bike rides with no destination.
The woman with the bags spasmed into a wretched coughing fit until she spat a brown wad onto the platform. Maddie tightened the straps on her respirator mask, a nervous habit. Three boys who looked about Maddie’s age raced up the platform steps, shouting and laughing. They stopped when they saw Maddie. One slid his eyes over her pristine school uniform, his sneer widening. Her pulse quickened as she pulled at her sleeve to hide her latest edition cuff. Where was the train? The woman with the bags hacked up another ball of something brown, and the boys made a big show of jumping away. It may not have been a show. New diseases swept through all the time.
The train roared around the corner, screeching to a stop, and Maddie hurried on, breathing a sigh of relief when the boys didn’t follow her. From the hard plastic seat, she took in a city softened through the filter of dirt-crusted windows. Tents covered every inch of open ground, stretching for at least a mile in every direction. She didn’t know these neighborhoods, but they reminded her of an article about a small town in western PA that collapsed into the ground while everyone slept. The entire town, swallowed by a sinkhole. Some people said it happened because their water was diverted to the city.
These desperate people were being left behind. Maddie knew her uncle had enough money to fix these problems. But she also knew what he would say if she asked him to do more. He’s thinking bigger, building for the future of humanity, which wasn’t on a dying planet. Tents stretched in every direction. She clutched the letter, her future, a one-way ticket to Mars. It felt like a dream, even as her chest tightened; so many people left behind.
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Branded


Enzo rinsed rice in the sink of the small, shared kitchen. Mai had put him on lunch duty again after another lackluster match. He stepped outside, pouring the milky water onto his favorite fern, then soaked the rice in fresh water again and set it on the hot plate to boil. Mai treated preparing food as punishment, but it was straightforward. He knew what was required. He rinsed some leafy greens and examined the mango collection, setting aside the ones that needed another day. 
Teega had the grill ready for the fish. This is when Avram would come in and select the perfect peppers from his favorite plant. He’d scoot Enzo aside to make everyone’s favorite garnish of vinegar and hot peppers for the rice. The small pepper plant waited. Enzo gave it a drink of collected rainwater, but otherwise left it alone. They ate mostly in silence under a circle of trees, sitting on folding chairs in various degrees of breaking or broken. No one mentioned the missing ingredient as they ate bland rice. Good. He wanted them all to feel Avram’s absence.
Mai broke the silence. “I know our last mission felt like a failure, but if you still want to be a part of this group, there’s a chance for you to earn your brand.”
Enzo slowly put down his fork. Mai seemed to address the group, but he was the only one who slept and ate daily with Terra Primera with no brand. His face burned as if she’d slapped him, but the only way to earn a brand was to accept a solo mission. Was she giving him a shot at his own mission after that failure? And so soon?
“Our bold attempt has attracted the attention of a powerful person.” She paused. If she expected applause, she didn’t get any, so she continued. “The person wants us to work with them.”
Concerned looks bounced around the faces of the team. Enzo couldn’t shake the feeling that this chance at a solo mission also seemed like a setup. First, she expanded Terra Primera’s reach past saving their island to strike the richest man in the world, and now she wanted to partner up with someone else. Enzo’s skin prickled. They had never worked with or for anyone else. Avram would have a lot to say about this.
Mai nodded, acknowledging the discomfort around the circle. “We struck when we had the chance, and Sardeth ran. We don’t have the resources to look for him, but now we have an opportunity to go after his pet project.”
Enzo looked at the others, and the blank stares relieved him. Where was this going? At least the others seemed just as confused. Mai continued.
“Sardeth is funding a school for students bound for the Mars colony. The person who contacted me has secured a spot for one of us in that academy.”
“But why?” Teega asked.
“Disruption.” The word seemed to make Mai glow from the inside. “We’re going to hit Sardeth in his heart.”
Enzo’s blood ran cold. “My solo mission is to attack a school?”
Mai waved her hand, dismissing his concern. “This isn’t just a school. It’s a training academy for the future leaders of the colony. These people will make the colony a viable option for more to turn their backs on Earth.”
Enzo’s stomach gurgled, and he suddenly worried he’d eaten bad fish. “You’re asking me to hurt students?”
She brushed off his concern again. “No one wants it to come to that. This is a targeted mission. Sardeth has built a state-of-the-art passenger shuttle designed for the fastest run times ever between Earth and Mars. The students will use it to train, and at the end of the course, it will transport them to the colony. You will infiltrate as a student, blending in with the class, then blow up the shuttle. We’ll also need to take other steps to make sure the classes don’t continue.”
“Blow up their shuttle?” Pressure squeezed Enzo’s head. He imagined the students, smart students, watching their dreams go up in smoke. “But he’ll just build another one.”
“Sardeth has a lot of money, but this shuttle is exceptionally expensive, even for him.”
Teega balled his fist and punched his cupped hand. “I’d rather shoot him in the actual heart.”
Mai nodded. “This mission wouldn’t have been my first choice, either. I prefer to be much more direct, but the person who contacted me believes the academy's mission will get us noticed on the mainland, so more people will stand up and fight for Earth.”
“I thought we were just trying to stop Transcendia from stealing our water,” Teega said.
“Yes, Teega, but with Sardeth expanding the colony, we have to think bigger. Who else will fight for Earth if we don’t?”
He rubbed the back of his neck, and something in Teega’s face changed. “Since when do we trust rich people with secrets?”
Mai’s expression hardened, but she didn’t answer. Instead, she addressed them all as if standing behind a podium. “I knew Sardeth funneled Earth’s money and resources into the colony, but I wanted to believe it was someone else’s fight. Now I understand: our number one fight must be ending the Mars colony. Earth doesn’t stand a chance while the richest man in the world pours everything he can into building a viable Plan B.”
Enzo flinched. With these words, Mai extended their fight larger than he ever imagined. That was bad enough, but something else nagged at him. Mai believed no one got rich without stealing from someone. Sure, a person may be born into wealth, but that meant they were from a family of thieves, and thieves had to be stopped. Bombing freighters meant stopping thieves. Teega was right, and Enzo couldn’t hold the question back any longer. “Who is this person who has completely changed your vision?”
Mai rolled her shoulders. “They choose to be called the Operator because they believe it’s safer to withhold their identity, even from me. So, I don’t know who they are, but the Operator wants to hurt Sardeth and bring more people to our cause. That makes them a powerful ally. That’s all I need to know. Going after the shuttle is a smart move. Blowing this one up will set him back and send a message to the deserters. Abandoning Earth has risks.” Mai’s eyes settled on Enzo. “My intel says the Academy students are in their last year of school before university; that means 17 or 18.”
Enzo squirmed. “I can’t pretend to be a top-notch science student. We probably only have five years of school between all of us.”
She fixed her gaze on Enzo. “You sneak off to read books when you should be cleaning guns, and you build bombs. You’re the only person who can pull this off.”
Teega whistled low. “He’s also the right age.”
Mai clapped Enzo on the shoulder. “This is your first solo mission, boy.”
Enzo’s mouth went dry, his brain emptied, and all the questions crowded in. “I’m going to the U.S.?” He pulled his fingers through his hair. “To blow up a space shuttle?”
“Passenger shuttle, yes. We’re hitting Sardeth where it hurts, but also sending a message to these students that running to Mars is not the answer. We have to fix Earth.”
“But he’ll just build another one. That won’t stop the colony.”
“Then we will blow up the next one, too.” Her stare was cool and even. She wasn’t asking. This was an order. Her face softened a little. “I wish we could convince Sardeth to stop poisoning our water and stripping our land to build his stupid off-world empire, but he’s made it clear he won’t listen, so we will make his colonization as hard as possible. This might not stop him, but as long as I’m alive, nothing he does will be easy. That is my mission.”
Mai had a way of making the most ridiculous plan sound simple and inevitable. It’s how she’d transformed a bunch of underfed, angry fishermen into a paramilitary group capable of sinking an armed freighter. Avram had started Terra Primera to send a message. Mai took control and demanded that message be heard.
Terra Primera. The world called them terrorists, and they were the only family Enzo had ever known, but he had options: walk away, get better at fishing, or get hired on one of the massive ships always docked at port. He didn’t have to do this. Danny’s words came back to him - Avram had wanted him to go to school and have a future. Now, he’d be destroying





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MISSION X

AGAINST

-
~

"KRISTEN ILLARMO





OEBPS/images/f8be0591-4d25-4dcb-ae38-41de51a373ed.png





OEBPS/images/6311a054-a68a-4c07-9388-3e06e2df3220.png
MISSION X

AGAINST

THE
RED
SKY

KRISTEN ILLARMO






