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FROM THE PODCAST

Hey there! Yeah, you!

Are you searching for adventure?

Will it be you leading the way someday?

You may not know it,

but someday is sooner than you think.

Something BIG is happening soon.

To the stars!
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AURORA?

Wed, Oct 14, 2:46 pm

Mars

guys I got 5 more days of detention from Baker

Caddie

rly??

Mars

she’s mad cuz I set her desk on fi re

JP

oof

Mars

potassium ignites with hydrogen who knew

Toothpick

it’s called an exothermic reaction

Mars

now you tell me
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Aurora

detention is the WORSTTTT

Toothpick

actually global warming is—more bodily harm

Caddie

ugh Mr. Q is bringing cookies AGAIN

Jonas

dude detention’s bad enough

my stomach can’t take another one of his cookies

Aurora

I’m so done with this school

Mars

Lol is that why u missed English today

Aurora

time for action

Mars

like what

Mars

Aurora?

Thurs, Oct 15, 2:49 pm

Mars

anyone see Aurora 

Jonas

prob skipped
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Sun, Oct 18, 7:50 pm

JP

I lost my math homework someone helpppp

Caddie

u can copy off  me

JP

thx owe u

Mars

where’s Aurora

Toothpick

Maybe she’s sick

Jonas

or out of town

Sun, Oct 18, 8:00 pm

Mars

r u there

Sun, Oct 18, 10:35 pm

Mars

pls write back

Sun, Oct 18, 11:58 pm

Mars

Aurora??
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CODE RED

O
n his way to school Monday morning, Mars kept 

checking his phone for messages. 

So far, nothing. Where was Aurora? Why hadn’t 

she written back? As he reached the front entrance of the 

school, a voice called from behind.

“Mars! Wait up!”

He turned and saw Caddie coming up the sidewalk. Her 

hair was tucked inside her fl annel jacket, and her glasses 

were foggy from the early-morning mist.

She saw his headphones. “Podcast?”

Mars slipped them off and hung them around his neck. 

“Yeah,” he said.

Every morning he listened to Oliver Pruitt’s podcast on 

his way to school. It helped him think. Sometimes it gave 

him ideas, and he could use a good one now.

“Did you hear from Aurora?” he asked.
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Caddie shook her head, watching him carefully. “You’re 

worried, aren’t you?”

Mars grimaced. “You’re not doing that thing where 

you’re in my head? ’Cause you know I hate that.” For as 

long as he could remember, Caddie had the ability to sense 

what he was feeling. She could do it with all their friends 

except Aurora. Aurora was different. She was good at block-

ing out the world. But apparently Mars was an open book.

“I’m not doing anything, honest,” Caddie said quickly.

“Well, it sure feels like you’re in my head.”

“I don’t need to be,” she said. “It’s right there on your 

face.”

“She hasn’t responded to any of my texts.”

“Don’t worry,” Caddie said. “You know how she is. She’s 

probably caught up in some Aurora thing.” They contin-

ued walking as kids jostled past from the school bus parked 

behind them. “So what’s he saying now?”

“Who?”

“Oliver Pruitt. You know, the podcast. You were listening 

to it just now.”

“Oh, yeah.” Mars hesitated. It was always hard to 

explain Oliver Pruitt to anyone, even Caddie. Like, how did 

he describe that strange feeling he got in his throat every 

time he heard this man he’d never met in his life speak? 

“Um, he says something BIG is going to happen,” he said.

“Really? Like what?”
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Mars thought about what Oliver had said this morn-

ing. Something BIG is happening soon. It wasn’t the words 

but how he’d said them, like Oliver had been bursting at 

the seams. Was it a good big thing? Mars didn’t know. “Not 

sure,” he said. “Just something big.”

Caddie had stopped talking because they’d entered the 

school. All the students together in the hall had a way of 

overwhelming her. Mars called it system overload. What-

ever it was, it always took Caddie a minute to adjust to 

everyone’s thoughts crowding around her. By the time they 

got to their lockers, Caddie was better. But Mars wasn’t. He 

was still thinking about Aurora.

“Five days,” he announced, throwing his coat and back-

pack into his locker, where it hit a small poster of Oliver 

Pruitt taped to the back.

Jonas was standing at his locker already, wearing his 

Mariners baseball cap.

“Five what?” he asked distractedly. He was playing Astro 

Surf on his phone.

“Five days since Aurora disappeared,” Mars said impa-

tiently. “Don’t you remember?”

Caddie nodded. “Five days is kinda long, even for 

Aurora.”

“What does that mean?” Mars asked.

“Dude, Aurora skips all the time,” Jonas said.

But not without telling me, Mars thought. Aurora might 



7

be secretive with other people, but she’d always trusted 

him.

“Out of my way, Martian Patel,” said Clyde Boofsky, bar-

reling through the hall. As H. G. Wells’s only sixth grader 

to bench-press a hundred pounds, the Boof was made of 

steel.

“Watch where you’re going, Boof,” Mars said. “Though 

you probably need GPS to fi nd your turd-size brain.”

Clyde fl ipped his fi nger at Mars and kept walking.

“Why does he never bother you?” Mars asked Jonas.

Jonas shrugged. “Because he knows I’d kick his butt.”

It was true. Clyde might have been strong, but Jonas 

towered a good three inches over him.

Mars sighed—he hated being the shortest boy in sixth 

grade.

Meanwhile, Caddie was frowning and holding two 

fingertips to her temple.

“What’s the matter, Caddie? Are you OK?” Mars asked.

She shook her head, wincing. “Ow. I’m getting one of 

those headaches.”

Lately, Caddie’s headaches had turned into warning 

signs. They used to come for small things, like the one 

she’d got right before Mars slipped in the cafeteria, or 

Toothpick got hit in the head with a fl ying sandwich. But 

then they’d come for more serious stuff. Like before her 

brother twisted his ankle in gym, or when her dad lost his 
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job. Each time, there was a quick throb at her temples.

Suddenly a siren blared through the school, echoing 

down the halls.

“Attention, attention, students and faculty. This is a 

Code Red. Please remain calm and proceed with lockdown 

protocol.” The announcement came over the PA.

They all looked at one another. Was it a drill? The fi rst-

period bell hadn’t even rung.

The PA repeated. “This a Code Red. Please proceed with 

lockdown protocol.”

Around them students started running while teachers 

called out. Everyone knew what a Code Red was. Every 

month they had to do the drills. They hid under desks or 

inside classroom closets, and kids would whisper until it 

was over. Jonas always managed to sneak in his phone and 

would zone out on his games.

Not Mars. Each time there was a drill, he’d wonder if the 

dangerous thing he always expected to happen was fi nally 

happening, and life would never be the same. His life had 

changed on a dime before. It could happen again.

“We repeat. This is a Code Red. Please proceed with 

lockdown protocol.”

“Is this for real?” Jonas asked them.

For a moment Mars remembered the podcast. Was this

the big thing Oliver Pruitt had said was going to happen? 
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“Caddie would know,” he said. He whirled around. “Right, 

Caddie?”

Caddie’s face was awash in pain. The siren continued 

to blare.

“Ow!” She clutched her head. “This is real, guys. This is 

real!”



H. G. Wells 

Middle School

PROCEDURE FOR CODE RED ALERT
A CODE RED alert is used when there is an immediate

and imminent threat to the school.imminent

Remember: “Don’t Be Scared, Be Prepared”

PRINCIPAL’S PROTOCOL:

• Make announcement over PA: “This is a Code Red.” 

(repeat 3x)

• Call 911

• Report to the nearest classroom immediately

TEACHERS’ PROTOCOL:

Check hallways for students. Once all students 

are in the classrooms:

• Secure doors

• Turn out lights

• Cover windows

• Hide

• No talking!

• Do not open doors for ANYONE

• Take attendance

• Check email and monitors for updates and when to 

evacuate if necessary

During CODE RED, do not hide in bathrooms, 
alcoves, or hallway closets.
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ON THE OTHER SIDE

H
urry,” Mars told them. “You know where.”

Caddie didn’t need to be reminded. While the 

rest of the students at H. G. Wells were sheltering 

in classrooms, they were heading someplace else. Most of 

the time the janitor closet was a storage room for mops 

and cleaning supplies. But it was also their secret meeting 

place. Aurora was the one who’d fi gured out that the jani-

tor closet was the only place inside the school without a 

camera.

Caddie always worried they’d get caught. It was bad 

enough she kept getting sent to detention. Her mom 

would tell her how she never got into trouble when she was she

young—what was Caddie doing that was different? Was it 

because she was hanging out with Mars Patel?

But Aurora never seemed to care. In fact, she was always 

looking for ways to break the rules. Aurora said they should 
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call themselves the MOPS: Mars’s Opposition Party against 

School.

“Why do we need a name?” JP wanted to know. “And 

why against the school?”

“’Cause Mars is cool,” Aurora said. “And this place 

sucks.”

The MOPS idea didn’t stick, but the closet did. It became 

the place they hid out during Hot Dog Field Day, pep ral-

lies, or any time they didn’t want to be seen in school. 

Aurora went whenever she felt like it (which was a lot). 

Sometimes she would drag Mars with her so they could 

plot their next prank. Once Caddie went to the closet on 

her own without telling Aurora. Epica Hernandez and her 

friends kept spiking the volleyball at Caddie in gym class 

until she had to skip, just to get away from Epica. She’d 

never admit it to Aurora, but it had felt good to escape that 

day.

When they reached the janitor closet, Caddie closed the 

door behind them. Then it was the three of them alone 

with the mops. In the dark.

“Ow!”

“Your headache, Caddie?”

“No, Jonas, your elbow!”

“Well, watch where you’re sitting, Cads.”

Caddie could hear the siren still going outside. Jonas’s 

long limbs seemed to get in everyone’s way, but fi nally he 
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settled down, and so did Mars, though Caddie could feel 

him tense up next to her. It made her tense up, too.

“Ugh, my headache won’t stop,” she whispered.

“What are you seeing in your head?” Mars whispered 

back. “Is it about Aurora?”

“There he goes again about his girlfriend, Aurora,” Jonas 

muttered.

“She isn’t my girlfriend!”

“Right, you just talk about her all the time!”

“Jonas, you have to admit there’s something weird about 

Aurora going dark for fi ve days. No texts, nothing on Insta-

gram. Nobody at home, nobody answering the phone.”

Caddie sighed. Mars always got so defensive about 

Aurora. As far as he was concerned, Aurora could do no 

wrong. Not even when she forgot to call him or she teased 

him about Oliver Pruitt. That’s how she was.

And that’s how Mars was, too.

“Sometimes people go on vacation,” Jonas said. “Like, 

remember when Aurora went to Vancouver without telling 

anyone?”

“That was just one weekend,” Mars said. “And her great-

aunt died.”

“My family’s tight, but we wouldn’t go to a great-

aunt’s funeral,” Jonas said. “I mean, what the heck is a 

great-aunt?”

“Look, Aurora’s been missing for fi ve days,” Mars said, 
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“and now there’s a Code Red in school. And Oliver Pruitt 

said—”

“Oh my god,” Jonas said. “Why’s it always about Aurora 

or Oliver Pruitt? Get a grip.”

“I’m not making this stuff up,” Mars said. “Oliver said on 

his podcast that something big was going to happen. And 

look—Code Red. Aurora gone. Something is happening, is

Jonas. I’m not sure what it is yet, but I don’t think it’s all a don’t

coincidence.”

“Mars is right.” Caddie rubbed her temples. The worst 

part about her headaches wasn’t the pain but the feel-

ings that came with them. Right now it felt like a great big 

blanket of worry was smothering her. “I’m scared, too. Like 

something bad is going to happen. But I can’t see anything 

in my head, Mars. I feel it in my gut.”

Jonas suddenly bent over. “Oh man, speaking of gut,” he 

moaned. “I gotta go.”

“You got to go where?” Mars asked.

“You know, like I gotta go!” Jonas stood up, almost 

knocking over a mop.

“Now?” Mars exclaimed. “You can’t go out there. It’s a 

Code Red. You heard what Caddie said. Something bad is 

going on.”

“Yeah, but I gotta use the bathroom or it’s going to be 

a Code Brown in my pants. I forgot to take my pills this 

morning.” He reached for the doorknob.
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“Jonas, don’t!” Mars pleaded. “What if someone is out 

there?”

“I’m a big guy. I can handle it,” Jonas said as he clutched 

his stomach. Jonas had been having digestive problems 

ever since he could remember. He’d probably visited every 

public bathroom in the Puget Sound area.

Caddie could sense Jonas’s feelings bunching up inside 

him like they did whenever he felt sick. “He’s right, Mars. 

He’s, um, gotta go.”

“And Caddie’s never wrong,” Jonas said. He opened the 

closet door and stepped out. “See you on the other side,” 

he said, and shut the door behind him.

Then it was Mars and Caddie alone in the dark closet.

“I don’t believe it,” Mars whispered.

“I know. I hope he’ll be OK.” They sat in silence. “And 

I know you can’t help worrying, Mars,” she said. “You’re 

worried about everyone. Even your dad.”

He groaned. “Can you stop? Like, I’m not even aware of 

what I’m thinking, and there you are telling me all that.” 

He paused. “And I’m not worrying about my dad, all right?”

“OK,” Caddie said.

No one knew where Mars’s dad was: not his mom, and 

certainly not Mars. The two of them had come to Port Eliz-

abeth from India when Mars was little, and by then his dad 

was gone. Sometimes Mars got packages in the mail from 

him, like cookies or a book. Once he got a toy rocket on his 
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birthday. Caddie knew Mars sometimes slept with it next 

to him, though he’d never told anyone. It was one of those 

things she sensed.

Outside the closet, it had grown strangely quiet. Was it 

just a drill? It was hard to tell.

“Do you think it’s over?” Mars whispered.

Caddie wasn’t sure. “My headache is getting better. 

Maybe it was just nerves.”

“Let’s wait a few more minutes, just in case,” Mars said.

Caddie could feel him trying to sit quietly and not think 

any thoughts in case she sensed them. “It will be OK, 

Mars,” she said gently.

He sighed. “Doing it again.”

She cleared her throat. “Right, sorry.” She shifted her 

weight, trying to pull her thoughts away from him. It’s not 

that she tried to read his mind.tried

Caddie remembered the fi rst time it had happened. 

They were in fi rst grade, and she was crying (as usual). She 

cried a lot then. Most kids did when they fell down and 

scraped their knee. But Caddie cried because she could 

feel the teacher in class having mean thoughts. Genna 

couldn’t do her addition tables. Gavin couldn’t sit still. Lucy 

still wet her pants when she forgot to visit the bathroom 

after lunch. And Toothpick, he always knew the answers, 

and somehow that was a problem, too, for Mrs. Welt. Mrs. 
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Welt never said a word about how much she hated every-

one for just being fi rst graders, but Caddie felt it.felt

So she cried. She cried in class. She cried at recess. She 

cried at snacktime and lunch. Everyone called her a cry-

baby. Everyone but Mars. He would draw smiley faces on 

Post-it notes and leave them on her desk. He would save 

a swing for her on the playground. And one day when he 

sat next to Caddie during recess, she felt it. She felt his 

thoughts, which were Caddie is a lot like me except I’m sad 

on the inside. And then Caddie stopped crying.

Now Caddie never cried. She knew how to get along. 

But something had happened from that day in fi rst grade 

when Mars stopped by at recess. She had always been good 

at telling what others were feeling, but with Mars it was 

different. It was like by feeling his thoughts, she’d become 

connected to him in some mysterious way that even she 

couldn’t explain. And lately, there was something else, too, 

that confused her. Her feelings, which she’d never shared 

with him. But how often did you get stuck in a closet dur-

ing a Code Red?

“So Mars, I know you might like Aurora and all,” Caddie 

started slowly, “and I’m not reading your mind! I’m just 

saying that. But if you don’t like like her, and since, well . . . like

the school dance is coming up, I thought . . .”

Just then an announcement came over the loudspeaker.
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“Attention, students and faculty. Our lockdown is over. 

We have lifted the Code Red. Repeat: the lockdown is over. 

Please return to your classes.”

Mars jumped up. “Code Red is over!”

Caddie got up, too. They blinked and stepped out from 

the dark closet into the brightly lit hall. Students were 

already passing them by on their way to class. Kids looked 

confused but relieved, too, and were already forgetting 

about the siren blaring a few minutes before. Now people 

were saying it had been a drill. Now teachers were telling 

students to get to class. Lockers were opening and shutting 

all around as the school lurched back to normal.

“I’m sorry, what were you saying, Caddie?” Mars asked. 

His curly hair was falling over his eyebrows in waves.

Caddie shook her head. “Nothing.”

“OK. I’ll go fi nd Jonas,” he said, and he was halfway 

down the hall. “See you later, Cads.”

“In detention, right?” she called out to him.

Something BIG is happening soon. That’s what Oliver Pruitt 

had said. Mars thought about that again as he walked 

down the hall to the boys’ bathroom. Last week Oliver had 

predicted a hailstorm in Port Elizabeth, and the next day 

there were marble-size hailstones hitting Mars’s apartment 

window. Oliver had said the San Bernardo Bridge would 

collapse, and it had, though luckily in the early morning, 
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and no one got hurt. He had predicted weather patterns, 

traffi c jams, stock market rallies, baseball wins, and gov-

ernment elections. It seemed like there was nothing that 

Oliver didn’t know. And even though he was world-famous, 

his school, Pruitt Prep, was just a ferry ride away from Port 

Elizabeth, on Gale Island. That was what Mars marveled 

over the most. The nearness.

Of course, there was no chance of ever meeting Oliver 

Pruitt in real life. He also happened to be rich and famous, 

a billionaire inventor with his own line of electric cars, 

high-speed planes, and even space vehicles. In everything 

Mars had read about him or seen on YouTube, people said 

the same thing—how great Oliver was, like no one else in 

the world. He seemed both young and old, with a shock of 

dark hair, neatly shaved, impeccably dressed, with laugh 

lines around his gray eyes, and a faint, impatient smile that 

spoke of something humorous and disdainful at the same 

time. To the stars. That was his motto. Sometimes Mars 

found himself whispering those words under his breath. 

He whispered it to himself now: To the stars. What was the 

big thing that was going to happen? Because so far, Oliver 

had never been wrong.

By now Mars had reached the bathroom. “Jonas, you 

can come out. Code Red’s done,” he called, rapping on the 

door. There was no answer. Mars went inside. All the stalls 

were empty, the doors hanging wide open. “Jonas?”



From: messenger@hgwellsmiddleschool.org

To: Saira Patel <eyesontheprize@zapmail.com>

Date: Monday, October 19, 12:45 p.m.

Subject: Today’s Code Red Lockdown

Dear Parents,

H. G. Wells was placed under a Code Red lockdown this 

morning. Port Elizabeth police o�  cers were immediately 

dispatched to the building. At 8:23 a.m., the lockdown 

was lifted. Probable cause: a technical malfunction 

in our security system. As you know, our brand-new 

security software and surveillance equipment are 

state-of-the-art, and given to us through the generous 

support of an anonymous donor. But rest assured that 

H. G. Wells Middle School is always ready to watch your 

children.

All after-school activities will occur at their normal 

times, including detention.

Sincerely,

Dorena Fagan

Principal

H. G. Wells Middle School
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Mon, Oct 19, 12:47 pm

Ma

Mars! I get email from Principal Fagan. Code Red? Are you 

ok??

Mars

I’m fi ne but Aurora and Jonas r missing!!!

Ma

What does the school say?

Mars

I tried to tell them but no one cares

Ma

Mars, stick to your own business. Don’t get more 

detention

Mars

What about Aurora and Jonas? Someone has to look for 

them

Ma 

That shouldn’t be you. Promise me Mars

Mars

Nothing happened to me

Ma

Promise me you come straight home after detention

You have the GIFT test to study for

Ma

Mars?
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Mon, Oct 19, 2:47 pm

Mars

Now ur both missing?? Write back guys

Mars

Aurora? Jonas? Anyone?
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FROM THE PODCAST

Hey podcast listeners, Oliver Pruitt here.

How has your day been working out?

ANY SURPRISES?

At Pruitt Prep, I train students for surprises.

Not everyone is ready for the challenge.

But maybe you are.

Maybe you’re a STAR IN THE MAKING.

But if you want to get here,

sometimes it means taking matters

into your own hands.

To the stars!

360 Comments  

staryoda     45 min ago

OP for prez guyz . . . like of the universe!!

thisismars     37 min ago

did the big thing happen—was that it??



allie_j     33 min ago

OMG did something happen to you

thisismars     17 min ago

ya my best friends are missing

galaxygenius     16 min ago

maybe OP can help
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LIGHTS, CAMERA, 
DETENTION

T
oothpick was usually the fi rst one to get to deten-

tion because he had his backpack all ready to go in 

sixth period. While everyone else was still packing 

up at their lockers, he made his way down the sixth-grade 

hall, past the mural of rocket ships, which was cool even 

though everyone knows the fi ns on the rockets are sup-

posed to point down, not out. When Toothpick had tried 

to tell Principal Fagan, she’d made that pressed line with 

her lips as if she were going to vomit.

A lot of teachers got that look when Toothpick tried 

to explain something they were doing wrong. He never 

understood why people who were supposedly interested in 

teaching didn’t want to get it right themselves. Toothpick’s 

mom explained that some people were sensitive to sugges-

tions. “Better to keep quiet, Randall” is what she said.

He tried, but it was hard.
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He continued through the seventh-grade hall that had 

the mural with the aliens (who oddly resembled the lunch 

staff), and then it was down the metal staircase to deten-

tion, where Mr. Q had already arrived. Toothpick always 

sat in the same desk near the front, closest to the door. 

This way he could see who was coming. Mostly it was his 

friends, but occasionally there would be other people like 

Clyde Boofsky and his pals, in which case it made sense to 

sit as far from the back as possible to avoid getting paper 

objects (dry or wet) thrown at his head.

Toothpick was arranging his homework assignments on 

his desk when he saw Mars.

“Why am I always here?” Mars said, his headphones still 

hanging around his neck. “Like, I don’t even remember 

when I didn’t have detention.”didn’t

“Me too,” Toothpick said agreeably. “But at least I get to 

fi nish my homework.”

Caddie came in next and sat down behind Mars. Her 

backpack landed on the ground with a thud. “Hey Mars, 

did you fi nd Jonas? You both weren’t at lunch.”

Mars shook his head. “I had to take a math test.” He held 

up a baseball cap. “But look what I found.”

“That’s Jonas’s!” Caddie exclaimed.

Toothpick pushed his glasses up. “Jonas without his 

baseball cap? Highly atypical.”

Toothpick knew because he’d been with Jonas when he 
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bought it at a Mariners game. Jonas had had it on when 

he’d caught a foul ball, and he’d worn his cap every day 

from then on.

“Because he was wearing it when he caught that fl y 

ball,” Mars said.

“Foul ball,” Toothpick corrected.

“Geez, Pick,” Mars said good-naturedly. “Same difference.”

“Jonas wears his Mariners cap,” Toothpick said, “because 

he thinks it will bring him good luck when taking tests and 

talking to girls.”

“Wait, what?” Caddie asked, smiling.

“That’s why Jonas wouldn’t just leave it in the boys’ 

bathroom,” Mars said. “So where is he? I’ve texted him—

no answer. I called his home phone—the number is no 

longer in service. It’s just like Aurora!”

“You’re right,” Toothpick said. “That’s two unexplain-

able disappearances.”

It wasn’t the fi rst time Aurora had been absent, so Tooth-

pick hadn’t thought much of it. In fact, he never talked to 

her except in detention. She was the only other person he 

knew who watched his favorite show, Ancient Aliens. She 

had her own theories about alien life. Aliens didn’t just 

build the pyramids, Pick, she said to him. They’re the ones 

inside it. Why else are the mummies wrapped up? Tooth-apped up?

pick didn’t have a good answer. Most of the time though, 

Aurora was on her phone, texting Mars.
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Aurora being gone—not strange. But Jonas?

“Do you think Jonas moved away?” Caddie asked.

“In the middle of the school day?” Mars asked.

“Folks, let’s get this show on the road,” said Mr. Q, who 

had whipped out his neon-green clipboard. He was very 

particular about attendance. Other than that, though, he 

wasn’t too bad. Sometimes he brought treats to detention, 

but they were usually the healthy kind with fl axseed and 

raisins. Mostly he read the newspaper, and kids could do 

whatever they wanted as long as they were quiet and didn’t 

use their phones.

“I’d hardly call this a show,” Mars said glumly.

“Life is a show,” Mr. Q said, taking out his pen. “Don’t 

you kids know that? We’re all being watched. We’re all stars 

in the making.”

Mars looked up suddenly. “What did you say?”

“I said,” Mr. Q said, enunciating each word carefully, 

“life is a show, Mars. Ah, Epica, can I help you?”

Epica Hernandez had sailed into the room with a sheet of 

paper in her hand. She was wearing a dark gray turtleneck, 

pleated miniskirt, and laced up combat boots. Her fi nger-

nails were painted red today. “There were a few updates 

to the attendance,” she announced breezily, handing the 

sheet to Mr. Q. “Like, more hours added for some people.” 

When she said that, she stared straight at Mars.
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“Way to be obvious,” Mars said. “Or maybe you’re talk-

ing about all your hours.”your

Epica tossed her hair back. “I’ve never been in deten-

tion. Not unless you count the extra credit I get for helping 

out in the main offi ce after school. But that’s a job reserved 

for honors students. You’re probably not familiar with 

that.”

“Yeah, well, you keep reminding us,” Mars said.

“That will be all, Epica,” Mr. Q said. “Thank you for the 

updated sheet.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. On her way out, she looked 

at Toothpick. “Hi, Randall.”

For some reason, Epica always made a point of saying hi 

to Toothpick. And there was something Toothpick hadn’t 

told anyone—he kind of liked it.

“Uh, hi,” he said back. “You can call me Toothpick if you 

want.”

She smiled. “I like Randall better.”

Toothpick’s neck turned red. “Um, yeah,” he mumbled, 

and quickly looked at his homework.

After Epica left, Mr. Q attached the new attendance 

sheet to his clipboard. “Caddie Patchett?” he called out.

“Here,” she said. “But, uh, you can see that.”

Mr. Q said, “We’re making this offi cial. Caddie Patchett, 

check. Here for unruly behavior.”
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“It was an accident. The books fell out of the cart,” 

Caddie said.

“Yeah, I was her reading partner yesterday, and I 

knocked them out,” Mars said.

“JP McGowan?” Mr. Q called out. “Is she here?”

“Are they here, you mean,” Toothpick said. “That’s the 

pronoun JP uses.”

Mr. Q said, “Sorry. You’re right. Are they here? Looks like 

no. Randall Lee?”

“Here,” Toothpick said. “But as I keep saying, no one 

calls me that. Unless you’re my mom.”

“Or Epica,” Mars said, grinning, which made Tooth-

pick’s neck turn red again.

“Check,” Mr. Q said. “Here for correcting the math 

teacher too many times and causing a disruption.”

“The teacher was solving for x when he should have x

been solving for y,” Toothpick explained. “I was pointing 

it out.”

“Yeesh,” Mars said. “This school has the dumbest rea-

sons for detention.”

“Mars Patel, check,” Mr. Q went on. “Here for insubor-

dination, answering back to authority, and being a general 

pain in the—” 

Mr. Q was interrupted by a fi gure squeezing past him 

and sliding into a chair.
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“Hi, y’all. What did I miss?” JP asked breathlessly. “Sorry 

I’m late.”

“JP McGowan, at last,” Mr. Q said, eyeing them. “Here 

for destruction of school property.”

“That’s a new one,” Toothpick said. “Well, not really.”

“I closed the window in Spanish and the glass broke,” 

JP said proudly. “Seriously, y’all, I don’t know my own 

strength.”

Mr. Q was reading through the list. “Aurora Gershowitz? 

Still not here. And what about Jonas Hopkins?”

“They’re both missing,” Mars said despondently.

“Wait, Jonas, too? I thought it was just Aurora,” JP said.

“Jonas disappeared during the Code Red,” Caddie 

explained.

“OK, detention has offi cially started. No talking and no 

cell phones. Please take out your homework and save your 

discussion for later,” Mr. Q told everyone.

Mars tapped his fi ngers impatiently against the desk. 

Usually he didn’t do any of his homework in detention. 

Usually he was devising the next plan for disrupting life at 

H. G. Wells. Two weeks ago during recess, he and Aurora 

had switched all the lights in their English teacher’s room 

with bulbs they could control remotely with their phones. 

All during class, Mars would turn the lights on and off, 

even changing the colors to neon yellow and green, until 
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Ms. DeTemple was ready to have a nervous breakdown. 

Then last week, they got ahold of Clyde Boofsky’s phone 

and replaced the ringtone with a giant farting sound. They 

kept calling him so he sounded like he was ripping big 

ones in front of everyone in science. The Boof yelled at 

everyone to stop laughing, then he was sent to the nurse’s 

offi ce for “excessive fl atulence.” 

But today? Zilch. No ideas. With Aurora and Jonas gone, 

what was the point? Shouldn’t he be thinking about how 

to get them back?

Behind Mars, JP was sketching out a game plan for the 

upcoming soccer match. Today their team was leaving the 

school at four thirty for an away game. “Hey Mr. Q, OK if 

I leave a few minutes early?” JP called out. “My bus leaves 

for Bremerton in thirty minutes.”

Mr. Q glanced over his newspaper. “We’ve gone over 

this before. I have a note from your coach. They’ll wait if 

you leave here immediately after detention. That gives you 

three minutes to get to the bus out front.”

“Only if I run,” JP muttered. JP could do most things 

if they required being strong or fast. It was waiting that 

sucked.

“What happened to Jonas?” JP whispered to Mars.

“I don’t know,” he whispered back. “I think it has some-

thing to do with Aurora.”

“There is a high probability,” Toothpick agreed, looking 
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up from his science homework, which he’d already fi n-

ished so he was making up a few extra problems for his 

teacher to solve. “Of course, there’s a low probability, too. 

Depends on the variables.”

“Like what?” Caddie whispered.

Toothpick listed them. “Time of day, clues found, moti-

vations, hostile presences, weather patterns.”

“That’s everything, Pick,” JP scoffed.

“Ow,” Caddie suddenly said, pressing her head.

Toothpick jerked a thumb in her direction. “Oh, yeah, 

and Caddie’s head.”

The newspaper rustled violently. “I can hear every-

thing,” Mr. Q called out. “You really don’t know what quiet 

means, do you?”

Mars cleared his throat. “Maybe we’re not who you want 

us to be.”

Mr. Q put down his paper, which was open to an article 

titled “No Time for Plan B—Climate Change Is Happening 

Now.” “What does that mean, Mars?” he asked.

JP let out a big sigh. “Look, everybody in this school 

hates us because of who we are.”

“Who are we?” Caddie asked, surprised.

“Freaks,” JP answered. “Outcasts, misfi ts.”

“Losers,” Toothpick added.

“Hey,” Caddie said indignantly.

“I know what you’re saying, JP,” Mr. Q said. “You’re 
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right that the school doesn’t view your gang favorably. 

In fact, the principal has some choice words for all of 

you. You wouldn’t be able to get into Pruitt Prep with her

recommendation.”

“Great,” Mars muttered. “So we’re delinquents.”

Mr. Q’s face softened. “Look, you’re not here because 

you’re bad kids. You’re here because you’re smart kids but 

you haven’t fi gured out how to stay out of trouble.”

“Really?” JP asked. “You think we’re smart?”

Mr. Q smiled. “I’m not the only one who thinks so. But 

it’s like that time you reprogrammed the sprinkler system 

to go off during track practice? That was awful. Brilliant, 

but awful.”

Mars grinned. That was a sick prank. And now Mr. Q 

calling it brilliant? Hearing that got the juices in Mars’s 

brain fl owing again.

“Plus, I see how you treat each other,” Mr. Q said, “and 

the things you wonder about, and I think you kids are all 

right.”

“Thanks, Mr. Q,” JP said. “You’re all right, too.”

Mr. Q picked up the newspaper again. “But just because 

I think that doesn’t mean you get to talk in detention. Rules 

are rules. Remember, they have cameras in every room. 

Somebody’s watching you right now.”

This made everyone automatically look up at the two 

tiny lenses in the far corners of the ceiling. Mr. Q was 
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talking about the new security system that had been 

installed over the summer.

Meanwhile, Mars had sat back in his chair. “All right, Mr. 

Q, we’ll be quiet,” he said casually.

Toothpick, Caddie, and JP immediately looked at him. 

Something was up. They could hear the change in Mars’s 

voice.

He leaned over to them. “I have a plan to fi nd Jonas,” he 

whispered. “Who’s free after nine tonight?”

“Ooooh, count me in!” JP whispered right away.

“Affi rmative,” Toothpick whispered.

“Nine o’clock?” Caddie repeated. “That’s, like, after 

dark. My parents will be home.”

“What’s it going to be, Cads?” Mars said. “To the stars!”

Caddie swallowed. “I guess I could climb out my win-

dow.” She glanced at Mr. Q, whose eyes were glued to his 

newspaper. “But Mars, what on earth are you getting us 

into?”
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A PROMISE 
IS A PROMISE

T
he fi rst time Aurora had talked to Mars was on the 

fi rst day of sixth grade, when she’d told him he was 

sitting in her seat.

“Move,” she said. “That’s my chair. I saw the seating 

chart.”

Mars looked at her, slightly terrifi ed. Were they sup-

posed to have assigned seats already in English? It didn’t 

matter. Mars got up readily and moved his things off the 

desk because Aurora Gershowitz was scary. Not scary like 

Clyde Boofsky or Scott Bane, who were big and tough 

but total dumb-heads. Aurora was scary because she was 

pretty. She’d been in his fourth- and fi fth-grade classes, 

and everything she did seemed to be an act of defi ance, 

from her purple-tipped hair to her spiky wristbands to 

her bright red lipstick when no other girls were wearing 
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makeup. She was also really smart, which meant she 

would fi nish her work way before everyone else did and 

wander off into the hall until someone brought her back 

and said they’d found her opening a locked door, gluing 

shut an open one, turning lights on and off, and generally 

being a nuisance.

As Mars stood there with his notebook and pencil, 

Aurora seemed to reconsider.

“Actually, your chair is in front of me,” she said. “So you 

better sit there.”

Sit in front of Aurora Gershowitz? Wasn’t that more

terrifying? Mars sat down anyway, conscious of all the 

awful things Aurora could do to him with his back turned: 

make faces, shoot rubber bands, laugh at him. But then 

something unexpected happened. A piece of folder paper 

landed in his lap. It was a note from Aurora. For the next 

few incredible minutes, the piece of paper went back and 

forth between them as Ms. DeTemple was busy loading a 

program on the SMART Board.

Why is your name Mars?

nickname

c� l nickname
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And then:

Want to rea� ange DeTemple’s desk when she isn’t l� king?

What d0 y0u mean? Why?

To me�  with her

When Ms. DeTemple announced she was getting some-

thing from the offi ce and would be back shortly, Mars 

turned around and saw Aurora grinning at him. It was 

a smile Mars would come to recognize again and again, 

whenever Aurora was up to no good.

They scrambled to the front desk: pencil case moved to 

the right, papers to the left, books piled on the chair. The 

rest of the class watched with mild interest. It didn’t occur 

to anyone to stop them. Then as a last thought, Mars lay 

the computer monitor facedown.

When Ms. DeTemple came back and Aurora and Mars 

were back in their seats, she stopped and looked at her 

desk, wondering what had happened. The worst was when 

she tried to get the SMART Board to work and the com-

puter screen fl ashed some strange, blinking images of a 

gorilla. Then Ms. DeTemple became really alarmed. Did 

she have a computer virus? Or was she just going crazy? It 
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was a lame prank, but that moment when the rest of the 

class giggled and poked one another was huge.

That’s when Mars got it. This was what Aurora did. She 

caused disruption. Live a little, Mars, she told him. Piss 

people off. She never explained why. But that wasn’t the people offpeople off

point. Being with Aurora was what mattered. And if he 

could help her, he could talk to her, too.

So he came up with the ideas, and Aurora gleefully 

helped carry them out: sliming toilet seats, locking 

computer screens with photoshopped images of Fagan 

wearing antlers on her head, taping beeping circuit boards 

under the desks in the main offi ce, turning off the main 

water supply at school. Each new prank gave Aurora fresh 

delight. And made her like Mars more. Of course, they 

always got caught. Which meant detention, which meant 

more time with Aurora. Which was fi ne with Mars.

The only person not fi ne with it was his mom.

“Why all these detentions now?” she exclaimed. “Mars, 

what is happening to you?”

He wasn’t sure. Except that he was having the time of his 

life. And his friends were, too.

At fi rst, JP, Caddie, Jonas, and Toothpick had been 

skeptical. Why waste your time pranking the school 

when it just meant landing in detention? And who was 

this Aurora anyway? None of them had talked to her 
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before. Then one by one, Mars started enlisting their 

help—Jonas and Caddie played lookout while Mars and 

Aurora switched the light bulbs. JP distracted the Boof by 

enraging him with “Boof jokes” (“What do you get when 

you cross the Boof with a math test? A zero!”) while Mars 

grabbed his phone in math. And Toothpick? Toothpick 

simply loved the challenge of not getting caught. Even 

though most of the time they did, thanks to those pesky 

security cameras.

Still, pulling off pranks—it was the most fun they’d ever 

had. Plus, detention meant they could hang out and chill 

together, and middle school was bearable.

Then last week Aurora had been really upset. In Eng-

lish, she didn’t say a word. In the lunchroom on Tuesday, 

Aurora said she wanted to be alone, and she sat by her-

self, drawing in her sketchbook. After school, she skipped 

detention.

That day, right after Mr. Q read off the attendance sheet 

in detention, Mars got a text from Aurora.

Tues, Oct 13, 3:11 pm

Aurora

meet me back door nr graffi  ti

Mars

wut abt detention
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Aurora 

skip

Mars

b there in 2

Mars got up to use the bathroom. He’d never skipped 

detention before, so he fi gured Mr. Q wouldn’t suspect 

anything. He walked quietly down the hall to the back door 

of the school, conscious of the security cameras along the 

way. Would one of them see him leaving detention? Would 

Mr. Q get notifi ed? Maybe if Mars hurried, no one would 

notice right away.

The back door locked from the inside, so Mars used 

a rock to prop it open. Aurora was waiting for him. She 

looked like a mess. Her mascara was running, and her hair 

was wet. It must have just rained. It was always raining in 

Port Elizabeth.

“Aurora—are you OK?” he asked immediately.

“He was supposed to come,” she said, her voice ragged. 

“First he said he’d come this morning. Then he said lunch. 

Then he said he’d come in the afternoon. I waited here an 

hour. Now I get a text from him, and he’s calling it off.”

“Who?” Mars said.

“My dad,” Aurora said. “We were driving to Port 

Townsend. He was supposed to be here.”

“I thought you weren’t talking to him,” Mars said 
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cautiously. Aurora’s dad had left when she was little, and 

now lived about an hour away, near Tacoma. But she rarely 

saw him. The last time was a few years ago, and it had 

ended badly, with her parents yelling at each other and 

him driving away fast in his car.

Mars had told her about his dad leaving, too, when he 

was three. It was something they shared—the emptiness 

of their dads not being around.

“Maybe something came up,” Mars said. “Maybe he’ll 

send another text.”

“Yeah, well, up his,” Aurora said. She wiped her nose 

with the back of her hand. “I don’t need him. I don’t need 

people who promise things and then don’t do what they 

promise. A promise is a promise.”

“A promise is a promise,” Mars agreed. He didn’t know 

what else to say, so he gave her a hug. As she hugged him 

back, he could hear her heart beating loudly.

“You wouldn’t do that, would you?” Aurora’s voice was 

muffl ed. “Promise something and then not do it?”

“No,” Mars said. “A promise is a promise.”

“Yeah, I know that about you, Mars,” she said softly. 

“You’d come if I needed you. Right?”

“Promise,” Mars said.

Just then the back door opened, and the rock bounced 

away into a puddle.
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“Aurora Gershowitz, Mars Patel.” It was Principal Fagan, 

her voice like gravel. “Please report to detention right away. 

And this will double your hours, by the way.”will

Aurora stuck her tongue out at Fagan as they went 

back inside, following the principal down the hall. But she 

wasn’t crying anymore, her arm looped inside Mars’s so 

they were walking together, their shoes hitting the fl oor 

in unison.

Mars breathed in and out. They were friends, but they 

were more than friends. He’d always come through for her, 

and now she knew. A promise is a promise.

That was the last time he’d seen Aurora.
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FROM THE PODCAST

One caller asks:

“Oliver, how did you get to be so successful?”

Well, I might have private jets and rocket ships 

(yes, plural!),

but that’s not what makes me successful.

It’s because I BUILD BRAINS FOR THE FUTURE.

Here’s a riddle:

I am weightless, yet you can see me.

Put me in a basket, and I’ll make it lighter.

What am I?

First kid to call in the answer wins a prize!

But you’re all winners, right?

To the stars!

410 Comments  

staryoda     48 min ago

it’s a feather duh



allie_j     44 min ago

I know but I’m not saying

galaxygenius     20 min ago

it’s gonna be on the gift test right

wanna_b     18 min ago

my dad says OP is fake

staryoda     15 min ago

maybe your dad is fake

thisismars     10 min ago

OP is the real deal
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NOBODY HOME

T
he plan was pretty simple. They would meet in 

front of Jonas’s house at nine and knock on the 

front door. If no one answered, they would break 

in to look for clues. Mars had never done something like 

that before. But what could go wrong?

At home, dinner consisted of Galaxy Clusters—clusters 

of oats, nuts, and chocolatey goodness fl oating in a bowl 

of cold milk. It was Mars’s standard meal when his mom 

wasn’t home, and lately that was often. Why she was even 

working two jobs in the fi rst place, he didn’t know. Couldn’t 

his dad help out, too, wherever he was? Sometimes his 

mom prayed in the puja room off the kitchen, and he 

could hear her reciting words in Sanskrit while lighting a 

stick of incense. And then it was work, work, work. Beta, 

it’s all for you, she would say. I’ll keep you safe.

Safe from what? Mars wasn’t even sure what she did. In 
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the mornings, she went somewhere with a loading dock, 

and she was in charge of what came off the boat from 

Puget Sound. Fish? Medical supplies? Then in the evening, 

she went someplace else where she had to change fi rst into 

dark sweats. Mars asked her once if she was going to the 

gym. She just laughed and said she was fi ling papers. Who 

fi led papers late into the night?

The front door opened and Saira Patel came bustling in.

“Mars, beta, no time to eat. How are you?” She stopped 

when she saw what Mars was eating. “Galaxy Clusters? 

Again? What did I tell you? Time to eat healthy. Did you 

see what I left for you in the fridge? Dal and rotis and . . .” 

She opened the refrigerator and looked in. “Oh. I thought I 

left it. I must have fi nished it already. Manu, I’m so sorry!”

“It’s OK, Ma,” Mars said.

She tousled his hair. “I had a scare today with that 

Code Red. Glad it was nothing. Maybe some kids pulling a 

prank? It wasn’t you, was it, Mars? You’re still a good child, 

beta. Even if you need a haircut. You’re just like—” Her 

voice broke off.

“Just like who?” Mars asked even though he knew who 

and that Ma wouldn’t talk about it. Instead, she looked at 

the clock. “Look at the time! I’m late! Must change and run, 

Mars!”

“Late for what?” Mars mumbled, but his mom had 

already disappeared inside her room. A few minutes later 
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she came out wearing a dark turtleneck and black leggings. 

For a moment Mars pictured her scaling the Space Needle 

in Seattle or jumping into a dark hole, searching for buried 

treasure. Who knew?

Then suddenly he broke into a smile. “It’s a hole, Ma. 

That’s what makes a basket lighter.”

“You have some funny ideas for baskets,” she said, dis-

tracted. Before Mars could explain about the riddle from 

the podcast, she was already walking out the door. “Mars, 

I’ll be back late, sweetie. I’ll see you in you in the stars!”

“See you in the stars,” Mars repeated, muttering. He 

doubted she had even heard him. They had been saying 

that to each other ever since he was little and she’d dropped 

him off at preschool for the fi rst time. Back then she had 

told him not to worry, that she could see him wherever he 

was, even when she was far away. We are in the stars, you 

and me, she’d told him. Always together.

Well, was she with him right now?

Mars scooped up another spoonful of cereal and leafed 

through a brochure for Pruitt Prep. He’d gone through it 

so many times, the corners were dog-eared. The brochure 

had come in the mail a few months before, and he didn’t 

know how they’d gotten his name or address—he hadn’t 

even taken the GIFT test yet. The brochure was full of pic-

tures of what students did there. Like build robots and cars 

and create special foods to make you smarter. One girl had 
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invented an artifi cial plant that didn’t need anything but 

sunlight, and two guys came up with infi nite Ping-Pong—

Mars wasn’t even sure what that was, but they might still 

be playing it now. Infi nite loops, artifi cial intelligence, 

speed. This was the stuff of Pruitt Prep.

Mars looked back at the envelope from Pruitt Prep. At least 

he assumed it was from them. The envelope had no return 

address, just his real name on it, the one he never used:

  Manu Patel, a Star in the Making  

A star in the making. That was what Mr. Q had said in 

detention today. Was it just a coincidence?

Mars fi nished his cereal and studied the pages with 

pictures of the front of the school. Seeing them now, some-

thing puzzled him. In one picture, the front of the school 

was covered with tall trees. But when Mars turned the 

page, the next photograph of the front showed a clear sky 

with no trees in sight. And there was a moon! How could 

the same building have two very different views from the 

front? Mars picked up his phone.

Mon, Oct 19, 8:32 pm

Mars

can u edit trees out of a photo

Toothpick

Affi  rmative aka wonders of digital editing
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Mars

Because buildings don’t move

Toothpick

Affi  rmative

Mars

cool see u soon

Toothpick 

Over and out

The sky was dark by the time Mars reached Jonas’s house. 

They had agreed to meet across the street next to a large 

pine tree.

“Hi, Mars,” Toothpick said, his voice muffl ed.

Mars blinked. “What are you wearing, Pick?”

Toothpick had a dark ski mask covering his face so 

that only his eyes and nose showed. “I bought this when 

I was learning to ski on Bear Mountain. I thought I’d use 

it now.”

“I already told him he looks ridiculous,” JP said. “This 

isn’t ski school.”

Toothpick glanced at JP’s soccer uniform and cleats. 

“This isn’t a soccer match, if we’re getting technical.”

“That’s different. I didn’t have time to change after I got 

back,” JP said. “We beat Bremerton 2–0. Thanks for ask-

ing.” JP pulled out a sandwich. “And I’m still eating dinner.”

“Where’s Caddie?” Mars asked. “Is she still coming?”
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“I’m here. I’m here.” Caddie came up to them with a 

slight limp and a hole in the knee of her jeans.

“Whoa, what happened, Cads?” JP asked.

Caddie held out a hand. “I’d rather not say. It’s too 

embarrassing. Let’s just say a certain rosebush under my 

window and I aren’t friends anymore.”

“All right, guys,” Mars said. “Everyone’s here. Next step, 

one of us rings the doorbell, so we don’t all call attention 

to ourselves.”

“I’ll do it,” Toothpick volunteered. “And if no one’s 

home?”

“We break in . . .” Mars whispered. He paused.

“Scared, Mars?” JP asked. “’Cause I’m ready to bust in 

there and get the job done.”

Mars smiled. “OK, JP. But let’s try not to break anything 

yet, huh?”

The gang watched Toothpick cross the street to Jonas’s 

house. He walked silently and confi dently, as if he’d done 

break-ins all his life.

“That’s Toothpick: always chill,” Mars said.

“Except for that stupid thing on his face. I’m sorry, but 

if I saw somebody walking by at night in a ski mask, I’d call 

the police.” JP licked their fi ngers, fi nishing the last of a 

grilled chicken sandwich.

Caddie looked at Mars. “Did your mom ask you where 

you were going?”
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He shrugged. “She’s not even home. Like always.”

“My parents are cool,” JP said.

“They’re OK with you here?” Caddie asked, surprised.

“Oh, I don’t tell them stuff,” JP said, grinning. “They 

think I’m asleep in bed.”

“My parents would kill me if they saw me here,” Caddie 

said. “They think I’m studying for the GIFT in my room.”

By now, Toothpick was back. “No sign of Jonas or 

his family. I tried ringing the doorbell, then I scaled the 

perimeter.”

“Say what?” JP asked.

“Good job, Pick. That leaves us with plan B.” Mars’s 

voice dropped low. “Look for rocks.”

“I was worried about this,” Caddie said.

Toothpick watched as everyone searched the ground. JP 

looked for the biggest rock. As they approached the house, 

each with a rock in hand, Toothpick fi nally spoke. “I guess 

your plan was to use the rocks to break a window?”

“Shush!” Mars whispered.

Toothpick pulled up his ski mask. “Wow, it’s hard to 

breathe with this on. Anyway, the rocks aren’t necessary 

and might call attention to us.”

“What other choice do we have?” Mars whispered, his 

breath exploding in a sigh. “If we don’t go inside now, 

maybe the only clues there to help us fi nd Jonas will dis-

appear. This is our best option right now.”


