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FROM THE PODCAST

Hello, podcast listeners. Oliver Pruitt here.

Greetings from space!

I hope you’re still tuned in.

Because if I know you listeners,

you’re the kind who don’t give up.

We haven’t given up on you, either.

Or on returning to Earth.

� ere’s just one pesky problem to solve:

Where IS Earth?

At least I have my son on board with me—

although Mars made me swear not to reveal that secret.

Oh dear. Did I just do that? SHHH.

To the stars!

30 Comments  

staryoda     41 min ago

Mars is ur son???????

allie_ j     33 min ago

I knew it



galaxygenius     26 min ago

fake news Mars is fake OP is fake

staryoda     19 min ago

not fake news check the IP address

neptunebaby     15 min ago

I don’t get it why can’t he fi nd us

andromeda     12 min ago

maybe he doesn’t know what’s going on

allie_ j     9 min ago

u mean he doesn’t know about earth :(
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LOST IN SPACE

T
he problem with your voice cracking was that it was 

hard to call dibs on the last spaghetti taco.

Which was why Mars and Toothpick lost and Aurora 

scored the win.

“No fair, our voices cracked,” Mars said. “And I called it 

fi rst.”

“According to Droney, Mars and I tied,” Toothpick said, 

referring to the Pruitt drone he had single-handedly captured 

and reprogrammed. “But Droney only counts seconds to the 

hundredth decimal. If we went further, I edged you out, Mars.”

“Who cares what your drone says? No one could hear either 

of you,” Aurora said gleefully. She tore off  the wrapper, and 

a lone strand of spaghetti drifted away before she caught it 

and put the dish in the microwave. One of the joys of space 

travel—fl oaty food.

It had been close to six months since Mars and his friends 
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had boarded the Manu 1 and left the Martian Colony in a state 

of impending doom. At fi rst it was just a matter of survival on 

the spaceship. Like having enough food for everyone. But there 

were other problems, too. JP was spooked by the space toilet. 

Toothpick wanted to learn how everything operated and left ng operated and left 

training manuals fl oating around the crew cabin. And Aurora 

bossed everyone around while Oliver Pruitt holed himself in 

the fl ight room with his podcast equipment. He was techni-

cally the only one who knew how to fl y, but it didn’t exactly 

help since they’d lost Earth’s signal right after leaving Mars.

Aurora was furious when she found out. “What do you 

mean, Earth’s gone?”

No one was sure. A few moments after takeoff , the signal to 

Earth had disappeared, leaving the Manu 1 stranded in space 

and all contact with Earth and the Colony dead. After consult-

ing the manuals, Toothpick decided there was a malfunction 

in the shuttle’s communication system. “Earth is probably still 

there. Or not.”

“� anks, Sherlock,” Aurora said.

Toothpick said the best thing was to keep track of the 

months. “Our coordinates have been entered for Earth, and 

it takes six months to get there. So after six months, maybe 

we’ll be home.”

Right now, that was their best plan. Meanwhile, they were 

left to bicker over the food.

Not everybody joined in.
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“Gross,” JP said. “I can’t believe you guys would fi ght over 

a spaghetti taco, two words in my opinion that should never 

belong in the same sentence.”

“If we were on Earth, I’d totally agree,” Aurora said. “But 

since we’re stuck in this nightmare called Lost in Space, we 

have to settle for gross.”

“Well, count me out,” said JP, who had been repurposing 

Swedish meatballs and dried vegetables by microwaving them 

and eating them between pieces of toast. “Right now, sand-

wiches are about the closest thing to a religious experience I 

can get here.”

“Until you run out of bread,” Aurora said. “It’s pathetic. We 

were never supposed to be on board for what, fi ve billion years?”

“Actually, six months,” Toothpick corrected, “according to 

Droney’s extrapolation data.”

“Affi  rmative,” Droney chirped. “� e Manu 1 has been in 

fl ight 178.4 days.”

“Does that mean we’re close to Earth?” JP asked. “Shouldn’t 

we see something by now?”

“It would appear so,” Toothpick said. “But so far, nada.”

“I miss training outside,” JP said wistfully. “We’ve been on 

this ship for so long. Lifting weights is not the same as running 

down a soccer fi eld.”

“And I need a haircut, people,” Aurora said, glowering. “I’m 

not Heidi.” She was wearing her hair in braids, but she’d man-

aged to weave colorful plastic strips in them and cut her bangs 
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jagged across her forehead so she still looked like the rebel 

she was.

“You need a haircut?” Mars said, pushing back the black 

locks curling around his ears. He had taken to cutting his hair 

himself, but it was still growing at a furious rate.

“� e joys of becoming a teenager,” Toothpick observed. He 

didn’t seem to mind too much. He had pulled his hair into a 

small bun while he did experiments in the service module.

� ey were all changing. Mars had grown taller. Toothpick, 

too. But Mars was changing in ways he hadn’t expected. In 

the mirror, the face staring back at him had become leaner, 

his jawline more distinct, until it seemed he was starting to 

resemble . . . but that couldn’t be happening. � e news he’d at couldn’t be happening. � e news he’d 

found out right before leaving the Colony had been so shock-

ing, he no longer could bring himself to accept it. Besides, 

wasn’t Oliver Pruitt a pathological liar? Which was why Mars 

had made him swear to keep it secret. � e only other person 

on board who knew was JP, who had been in the room when 

Oliver Pruitt had told Mars.

“But Mars, why keep it a secret?” JP had asked. “Don’t 

you want Pick and Aurora to know? She’ll freak. It’ll be 

entertainment!”

“� at’s just it,” Mars said. “Aurora hates Oliver Pruitt, and 

Pick isn’t exactly a fan. And just wait until we get back to Earth. 

If word gets out that I might be related to the most hated man 

in the universe, everyone will be hating on me, too.”
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JP was skeptical. “It doesn’t work that way. Pick and Aurora 

wouldn’t hate on you. I don’t.”

But Mars was adamant. “We don’t have proof. So let’s keep it 

secret for now. When we get back to Earth, I’ll talk to my mom.” 

He swallowed. “If she’s OK, that is.” He hadn’t heard from her 

since the day at the Colony when she had managed to call in 

for a few seconds before being cut off . � ere had been no way 

to contact her after that. It was an unknown that haunted Mars.

“I’m sure your mom is fi ne,” JP said quickly. “She has to be. 

And listen, bro, your secret is safe with me. Can’t speak for 

Pruitt, though. Liars keep lying, ya know.”

Liars did keep lying. And Oliver Pruitt surely would keep did keep lying. And Oliver Pruitt surely would keep 

hatching plans. Which was why Mars was obsessed with keep-

ing an eye on him whenever he could. For all he knew, Oliver 

Pruitt was lying about Earth disappearing, too.

“� ere are two enchiladas left if you want one,” Toothpick 

informed Mars.

“� anks, Pick. Maybe later.” Mars fl oated out of the crew 

cabin to go check on Oliver Pruitt. He was about to open the 

hatch to the fl ight cabin when he was struck by a hurtling 

shape that nearly sent him into a tailspin. “Cupcake!” Mars 

yelped. “Watch out!”

Cupcake was young, but she was still the size of a small 

elephant, with boundless energy. No one even knew when 

the tardigrade had snuck on board. In fact, no one even knew 

much about tardigrades, period. � e fi rst time Mars and his 
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friends had seen one was at Pruitt Prep. � at one was named 

Muffi  n, and she was huge and terrifying. When they got to 

the Colony, they discovered more of these creatures that 

were equally huge and terrifying. But by then Mars was able 

to befriend them, and he became conscious of their intelli-

gence and personality. � ey weren’t just immense animals 

that could live and breathe comfortably on Martian soil; they 

seemed to have a mysterious acceptance of Mars that he could 

never quite explain.

Cupcake was no exception. She was bright-eyed (all ten of 

her eyes) and smart, and her clear favorite was Mars, whom 

she made a point of charging into at every turn. In space, these 

leaps of aff ection became twirls in zero-gravity air.

“Cupcake, you goof,” he said, rubbing her back in the spot 

that she loved. Cupcake responded with a sound halfway 

between a woof and a grunt.

In the midst of this boisterous greeting, the hatch to the 

fl ight deck opened to reveal Oliver Pruitt. While everyone 

else had seemed to change, Oliver had remained essentially 

the same. He was the world’s most illustrious, brilliant inven-

tor, with a huge cache of money to fund his advanced school, 

Pruitt Prep, on Earth. He’d launched his most daring experi-

ment: a fully functioning colony on Mars, designed and run 

entirely by kids. It was a success—until of course the volcano 

erupted and spewed molten lava, the tunnels collapsed, and 

a dangerous ash cloud blew over everything. At that point, 
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Oliver had abandoned the Colony and its inhabitants with an 

ease that shocked Mars. How could Oliver leave all those kids 

behind—including Daisy, Julia, Orion, Axel, and . . . Caddie? 

If they were to survive, they would need to get more oxygen, 

fi x the tunnels, and fi nd enough to eat.

� e worst part was that Mars had left them, too. He had 

boarded the same spacecraft, never dreaming that Caddie 

wasn’t inside with him until it was too late. And now here he 

was, millions of miles away with no way of knowing whether the 

Colony had survived all that destruction. It would take a miracle 

to rebuild. And Caddie—was she OK? It was the other fear that 

gripped him, along with the absence of his mom. � e only way 

to know for sure was to return some day to Mars. For Caddie.

“� e prodigal son,” Oliver Pruitt announced dryly, fl oating 

calmly outside the fl ight deck.

“Stop calling me that,” Mars said.

“It’s just an expression,” Oliver said. “It means a person 

who repents and asks for forgiveness.”

“Shouldn’t that be you? Shouldn’t you be the one who’s 

sorry for what he’s done?”

“I’ve never heard of a prodigal father,” Oliver said. “Dads 

have to make do, I fear.”

“Stop saying that, too,” Mars said. “I don’t want anyone to 

hear you.”

“Mars, it’s like I was saying on my podcast; I think we 

should—”
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“First of all, I don’t even know who you’re reaching if we 

don’t have a signal,” Mars said. “And second, you better not be 

telling anyone on your podcast about me. I don’t want anyone 

to think what you’re saying is true because—” He was inter-

rupted by an alarm blaring overhead.

“WARNING—NAVIGATION SYSTEM FAILURE.”

Mars and Oliver looked at each other.

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure,” Oliver said.

� e spaceship suddenly lurched. � en inexplicably, it 

began to pick up speed.

Mars felt himself get pushed to the wall. “Did you just make 

us go faster? How can you control the throttle from here?”

“I can’t,” Oliver gasped.

� e door behind Mars opened, and Toothpick, JP, and 

Aurora tumbled in.

“What’s going on?” JP asked. “Stop it, I’m getting carsick.”

Oliver disappeared into the cockpit.

“According to Droney, we’re accelerating,” Toothpick said.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Aurora asked, bracing herself 

against a wall.

“WARNING—NAVIGATION SYSTEM FAILURE.”

“But I thought we didn’t know where Earth is,” JP said. “Or 

is it nearby? Maybe the spaceship is heading there on, like, 

autopilot.”
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“I’m afraid not,” Oliver Pruitt said. He had returned to the 

door of the fl ight deck, looking pale. “� ere’s something I 

didn’t tell you before. We ran out of fuel. A long time ago.”

“What do you mean we ran out of fuel?” Aurora said slowly. 

“You mean we’ve been . . . ?”

“Drifting, yes,” Oliver Pruitt said. “Our initial thrust has 

been keeping us going in the same direction since the fuel ran 

out. � ere’s just been enough to keep the lights on. I thought 

we would manage until we found a solution, but now we’re 

picking up incredible speed. Only it’s not us.”

“If it’s not us, then what’s making us accelerate?” Mars 

asked. “Who would know?”

Everyone looked at Toothpick.

“Do you want the good news or the bad news?” he asked.

“Both,” JP said. “Tell us the bad fi rst.”

“� e bad news is that it’s probably a wormhole,” Toothpick 

said. “� at’s the only force capable of pulling us this way. And 

we can’t control it.”

“Oh my god, we’re getting sucked in, aren’t we?” Aurora 

said.

“Pick, what’s the good news?” yelled JP.

Toothpick pushed up his glasses. “� e good news is that at 

least we don’t need fuel now.”

“� at’s not good news!” Aurora said. “Why are we talking? ot good news!” Aurora said. “Why are we talking? 

Shouldn’t we do something?”
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Around them, an alarm bell started to sound as Oliver 

Pruitt clicked a control pad on the wall of the compartment 

they were in.

“� ere are fi ve of us and fi ve launch pods,” he told everyone. 

“Each of us jumps in one, and we’re off . I’ve already entered 

the coordinates. Who’s in launch pod 1?”

“Me!” Aurora said immediately. Within seconds, she was 

outfi tted and grabbed a helmet from one of the racks. Oliver 

Pruitt removed a panel from the fl oor to reveal a small, dark 

cavity with a padded interior, swivel seat, and a fully auto-

mated computer dashboard.

“Jump in and strap yourself up,” he told her.

Aurora peered in and swallowed. “You mean in there?” She 

took a breath. “OK, anything is better than a wormhole.” � en 

she climbed in, and Oliver sealed the pod shut.

“� ree, two, one,” Oliver counted down, giving her time to 

buckle up, and then he pressed a button. “Launch pod 2? JP?”

“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” JP wailed. “OK then, what 

do I have to lose?”

� ey grabbed their space helmet and jumped into the sec-

ond unit.

Toothpick was next. “Mars, ad astra,” he said. Moments 

later he was sealed in with Droney.

“Mars, you’re the last one, so you will have to eject yourself, 

son,” Oliver said somberly. 

“Why am I last?” Mars sputtered. “Aren’t you the captain?”
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“� at’s only in the movies, son,” Oliver said. “When you get 

inside, press the blue button, then the green one.”

“But, wait, what if I mess up?” Mars had watched his friends 

scampering into their pods with barely any hesitation. Were 

they really that brave? Or was there no time to have second 

thoughts? “And why won’t the wormhole suck the launch 

pods in, too?”

“� e ship has no power,” Oliver told him. “But the launch 

pods do. Maybe that burst will be enough to escape. Who knows? 

Sometimes, Mars, you have to take a chance. To the stars!”

With that, Oliver Pruitt jumped in and disappeared behind 

the closed door of his capsule.

“WARNING—NAVIGATION SYTEM FAILURE. THIRD 

AND FINAL WARNING.”

From behind, Cupcake reared up to Mars.

“Cupcake, looks like we gotta launch ourselves,” he whis-

pered. “I don’t even know if my friends are OK. Or if Oliver 

Pruitt . . . ?”

Cupcake nudged Mars into the last pod. � e unit had 

seemed small, but there was surprisingly room enough to 

squeeze in a baby tardigrade. Quickly, he buckled up. “OK, 

girl. We’re going to do this.” Mars eyed the dashboard, breath-

ing fast. “Where is the blue button?” He saw it and pressed 

it. “I wonder what it does. Who cares at this point, right? OK, 

Cupcake, here we go.” � en Mars pushed the green button and 

felt a supersonic blast . . .
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ALT

M
ars opened his eyes to the sound of a bell ringing. He 

felt his legs wobble, and he realized he was stand-

ing. Not in the compartment of the launch pod, but 

on solid ground. In fact, he was standing in the hallway of . . . 

H. G. Wells Middle School? � e bell continued, then stopped. 

It was the fi rst-period bell—a sound Mars had heard every day 

in sixth grade until he’d stopped going to school. In fact, he’d 

stopped being on Earth. But now, for some unexplainable rea-

son, he was back in school.

“Yo, Earth to Mars,” said a voice. It was Jonas, standing next 

to him. � ey were in front of their lockers. “Five days, I know, 

I know. You don’t have to keep telling me.”

“Five days?” Mars repeated. Dazed, he sucked in his breath, 

wondering what had happened. Wasn’t he inside the cramped 

pod with Cupcake? � e blast of the pod launching had shaken 
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him to the core. But surely it couldn’t have brought him here. 

Could it?

“� at’s what you just said,” Jonas said. “Until you went into 

that trance just now. But we all know. We get it. Five days.”

“Five days . . . ?” Mars repeated for the second time.

“Five days since Caddie went missing,” another voice said.

Mars whirled around to fi nd Aurora. She had come up from 

behind while he and Jonas were talking. Her hair was a plain 

dark brown, neatly parted to one side. Gone were the plastic 

ties and jagged bangs. He looked closely. Was that a barrette 

in her hair?

“We know, Mars,” she said. “Five days since she’s been 

gone, and now you’re like, we gotta fi nd Caddie. Even though 

everyone knows Ms. Safety First is probably fi ne.”

Jonas snickered. “Yeah, Caddie’s gotta be careful like Mars 

gotta have his headphones.”

Mars reached up and was shocked to feel his familiar wire-

less headphones hanging around his neck. Not only that, he 

was wearing the same hoodie his mom yelled at him all the 

time to wash. Same hoodie. Same headphones. Same school. 

But something was very, very diff erent.

“Wait, Caddie is gone?” he asked. “But this has happened ie is gone?” he asked. “But this has happened 

before. Except it wasn’t Caddie.”

“What happened before?” Jonas asked. “Us being late to 

class? ’Cause that’s what’s gonna happen now.”
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“No! Not late. It was Aurora who was supposed to be miss-

ing. Not Caddie.”

“Gee, thanks, Mars,” Aurora said. “Way to make me feel 

needed.”

Mars shook his head. “Sorry. � at came out wrong.” He 

tried to clear his head. What was going on? It was like he was 

in some bizarre dream, only it felt like a nightmare, too.

Meanwhile, Aurora and Jonas started walking. “Come on, 

Mars,” Aurora said. “Jonas is right. We’ll be late, and you know 

what that means.”

Mars hurried next to them, still dazed and disoriented. 

“Detention, yeah,” he mumbled.

“Detention?” Aurora repeated. “Wait, what planet have you 

been on?”

Did she really just say that? � is was getting weirder and 

weirder.

“Guys, you have to believe me.” He swallowed. “Something 

unexplainable is going on.”

“What’s unexplainable,” Jonas said, “is how come Mars 

isn’t wet when he just came to school? Are you some miracle 

maker that rain doesn’t stick to you?”

“Huh?” Mars said.

“It’s pouring outside!” Aurora said. “Good thing I had an 

umbrella. You know Mars never has one, right, Jonas?”

“Well, he doesn’t have to if he’s a miracle maker!”

Mars felt a sudden jolt to his shoulder.
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“Out of my way, Martian Patel,” said Clyde Boofsky, barrel-

ing through the hall.

It was him again, the Boof. Only . . . ?

“Watch where you’re going, Boof,” Jonas called out. 

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

Clyde fl ipped his fi nger and kept walking.

“I was supposed to say that.” � en Mars noticed something 

else. “Jonas, you’re short!”

“Ha, ha, we can’t all hit our growth spurt like you, dude,” 

Jonas said good-naturedly.

Growth spurt? Mars started to panic. � ere were so many 

things he could explain away in his head, but not the fact that 

now he could see the top of Jonas’s Mariners baseball cap.

“No, I’m sorry, Jonas. � at’s not what I mean. You don’t get 

it. You used to be tall, like, way taller than me.” Mars could feel 

himself stumbling over his words. But what was the right way ht way 

to explain the impossible? “All of this has happened before. 

Only it was Aurora missing. I swear. And Caddie was with us 

when there was a Code Red.”

“Code Red?” Aurora stopped walking. “Like a drill?”

“No, like a real Code Red,” Mars said desperately.al

Suddenly a siren blared through the school, echoing down 

the halls.

“Attention, attention, students and faculty. � is is a Code 

Red. Please remain calm and proceed with lockdown proto-

col.” � e announcement came over the PA.
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Aurora and Jonas glanced at Mars.

“How did you know that?” Aurora asked.

“� at’s what I’m trying to tell you!” Mars looked at them. 

Did they fi nally believe him?

� e PA repeated. “� is a Code Red. Please proceed with 

lockdown protocol.”

Around them students started running, teachers calling out 

to them in the hall.

“Well, shoot, maybe it is a Code Red,” Aurora said.

“Or a drill?” Jonas said.

“No, I told you, it’s real,” Mars said. Maybe they were fi nally 

getting it. “� is is when we go to the janitor closet.”

“Hey, that’s not a bad idea,” Jonas said. “Come on.”

“Yes, no . . .” Mars said. “Wait, guys!” Jonas and Aurora were 

already two steps ahead of him.

“We repeat. � is is a Code Red. Please proceed with lock-

down protocol.”

Mars ran behind Aurora and Jonas as they headed to the 

janitor closet.

“Hurry, Mars. You don’t want Fagan seeing you,” Aurora 

said. “She likes us, but you know how she is about the rules.”

“Since when does Principal Fagan like us?”

Aurora gave him a strange look. “You’re being weird, Mars. 

She’s liked us since always. We’re the good kids, remember? 

Quick.” She pulled him inside the closet and closed the door.
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“When were we the good kids?” Mars burst out.

“No off ense, but you’re starting to get on my nerves, Mars,” 

Aurora said. “Ow, Jonas! You just elbowed me!”

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

Aurora rubbed her arm. “Dang, now we’re missing class 

because of this annoying drill.”

Mars leaned forward and clutched his head in disbelief. 

Everything was repeating itself, from the janitor closet to Jonas 

elbowing Aurora. Only it was Caddie who was supposed to 

be here. But he’d told everyone that already. He felt his head 

throb. Now he was the one getting the headache, too. Outside he was the one getting the headache, too. Outside 

he could hear the siren going as he tried to make sense of this 

strange reality.

“Let me see if I can get this straight,” he whispered. “If 

Caddie’s gone and Aurora’s here, then what about Toothpick 

and JP? Are they around?”

“Of course,” Aurora said. “Where else would they be?”

“But Aurora,” Mars said. “Don’t you remember the launch 

pod? � e Martian Colony?”

“Launch pod? What are you talking about, Mars? A Martian 

Colony?”

Jonas snickered. “Sounds like my video game. You sure 

know how to spin one, Mars.”

“But I’m not spinning anything,” Mars said, frustrated. 

What would it take for his friends to believe that what he was 
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saying was true? “I’ve done all of this before. � e Code Red, 

the closet, us here. I just need to know what’s happened to 

Caddie.”

“� ere he goes again about his girlfriend, Caddie,” Jonas 

muttered.

“She isn’t my girlfriend!”

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

“What!”

“Sometimes people go on vacation,” Jonas said. He sud-

denly bent over. “I gotta go.”

“You got to go where?” Aurora asked.

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

ing over a mop.

“No, you can’t go!” Mars exclaimed. “� is has happened 

before, too. Don’t do it. It’s bad.”

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

“A Code Brown in my pants,” Mars fi nished. “� at’s what 

you said last time. It’s because you forgot to take your pills.”

“Whoa, how’d you know?” Jonas moaned. “Sorry, I’m outta 

here.” He reached for the doorknob. “Don’t worry, Mars, I can 

handle it.” Jonas opened the closet door and stepped out. “See 

you on the other side,” he said, and shut the door behind him.

“I don’t believe it,” Mars whispered. “He said that last time, 

too.”

“Mars, he’ll be OK,” Aurora said. “He’s right—he can handle 

himself.” She paused. “Mars, sorry about what I said a minute 
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ago. You’re not getting on my nerves. I mean, you are a teeny 

bit, but I know you didn’t mean you wish Caddie was here 

instead of me, right? Because now that we’re alone, I wanted d of me, right? Because now that we’re alone, I wanted 

to ask you something. I know you might like Caddie, but 

since she isn’t here and the school dance is coming up, I was 

thinking . . .”

“I can’t talk about the school dance right now!” Mars cried. 

He stood up. “� is is bad. I’ve got to go out there. Jonas needs 

me.”

“But Mars—” Aurora called out.

Mars burst out of the janitor closet. Just a few minutes ago 

he had been in the launch pod with Cupcake. What had hap-

pened to her? And his friends? And Oliver Pruitt? Either he 

was in a dream or . . . Toothpick’s words came suddenly back 

to him. It’s probably a wormhole. � at’s the only force capable 

of pulling us this way. He ran to the bathroom. � e last time 

he’d been through this scenario, Jonas had disappeared.

“Jonas, Jonas are you there?” he shouted.

He stopped at the door.

“Hey Mars,” Jonas said from the sink. “Yeah, I’m here. 

Where else would I be?”

Mars was stunned. Everything that had happened before 

was happening now. Except Caddie was gone. And Jonas 

was here. In the bathroom where he said he would be. “I—I 

don’t get it,” Mars stammered. “If you’re here, then . . . where 

am I?”



15 30

FROM THE PODCAST

Hello, podcast listeners!

Today the questions go deeper.

It’s about asking ourselves, what’s real?

Is there a higher consciousness?

Can we choose who we want to be?

Because maybe I want that pair of alligator-leather shoes.

Maybe there’s someone I should spend more time with.

What do you want?

Or more importantly, what will you give up,

to get what you want?

Because remember, 

THERE’S ALWAYS A PRICE! Ha!

To the stars!
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staryoda     45 min ago

ur annoying

allie_ j     33 min ago

u have a point

allie_ j     33 min ago

do u mean how much is it to go to Pruitt Prep

also is there a discount since ur missing

galaxygenius     20 min ago

I wanna eat galaxy clusters kinda always

oreocookies     16 min ago

real is what you make it

thisismars     14 min ago

is this real????
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ENRICHED

O
K, Mars had gone through a wormhole. Maybe that’s 

what it was. A weird wormhole where he’d jumped 

back in time to his old life, except with some crucial 

diff erences. Aurora was here. Jonas, too. But Caddie was gone. 

Who else was missing from this life? What about his mom? He 

really needed to see her. Now. He missed her, and he had so 

many questions about everything.

He made it as far as the front doors of the school, and then 

he saw it was pouring outside, the sound of the rain coming 

down like drumbeats on the corrugated awning outside the 

doors. � e rain seemed unusually hard and unpleasant. By the 

time he got home, he would be a soggy noodle. Maybe it was 

better to hang out a little longer here. His mom was probably 

still at work, and the Code Red seemed to be over as everyone 

started returning to class. And if he did stay, he could try to 

fi nd out what was going on. Like where was Caddie?
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Even after all this time, Mars still remembered that she had 

social studies with Mr. Sequim fi rst period. So he went there 

next, now that everyone was back in their seats after the Code 

Red. Maybe Aurora and Jonas were wrong and Caddie had 

been coming late to school, slipping in unnoticed. He tried to 

think of another explanation as he got to Mr. Sequim’s door. 

But when he peeked in, Caddie’s chair was empty. He knew 

because in every class she had, Caddie always took the seat 

closest to the door. � at was Caddie. Around the corner was 

the sixth-grade hall, so he went there next to try her locker. 

When it wouldn’t open, he used a paper clip he saw lying on 

the ground to pry the door open (a trick he’d learned from 

Aurora—the old Aurora, at least).

Caddie’s locker was empty, too. No backpack, no books, no 

fl annel jacket.

Down the hall, he saw Principal Fagan talking to a student. 

He tried to scramble away, but it was too late. She had seen 

him. “Mars,” she called to him. “Please come see me.”

He walked to her reluctantly. “I was just on my way,” he 

started.  “Since the Code Red is over.”

“Great to see you, Manu,” Fagan said. “I appreciate all the 

hard work you and your friends are doing on the rain project.”

“Rain project?” Mars stammered. “Are you sure?”

“You saw how much rain we were getting and decided to 

do something about it,” Fagan said, smiling wide. “Now the 

H. G. Wells outdoor swimming pool is the talk of Puget Sound!”
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“Right!” Mars said.

“� at Aurora was so resourceful, getting a contractor to 

build the pool using funds from a school grant,” Fagan said. 

“And the way that Toothpick and JP designed a water fi ltration 

system all by themselves? Just incredible.”

Actually that did sound epic. He crossed his arms. “So what did sound epic. He crossed his arms. “So what 

did I do?”

Fagan just smiled as she walked away. “Mars, Mars. Always 

so modest. I hope you’re not late to class now.”

For a moment, Mars stood in the hall, blinking in bewilder-

ment. Fagan thanking him? � is was a totally diff erent world. 

An alternate Earth. But instead of reveling in it, Mars decided 

he’d had enough. He headed straight into the gym and hid 

behind the bleachers. Safe at last. From everyone.

From here, he could see the rain as he looked out the giant 

windows fl anking the gym. Man, it was raining hard. Aurora was raining hard. Aurora 

had been right. He didn’t think he’d ever seen so much rain in 

Port Elizabeth. In fact, now that he thought about it, there had 

been so many comments on Oliver Pruitt’s podcast about the 

weather—not just about rain, but fl ooding, too. And through-

out the world. Kids had been posting those comments when 

he was still on Mars. But he hadn’t had time to think about 

it then. Not with all the stuff  that had been going on at the 

Colony. Now that he was here in this alternative world that 

seemed to predate everything, even his trip to Mars, the rain 

was even worse.
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Was this climate change? Or something bad about Alt 

Earth?

He sighed, feeling his spirits sink further. Nothing was 

making sense. Not the weather, not Fagan, not school, not 

anything. Why was Caddie gone? And if he’d really traveled 

through a wormhole, why hadn’t his friends and Cupcake 

traveled with him, too? He wondered then if there was some 

other version of himself running around on Alt Earth, too. 

� at would be freaky. He wasn’t sure he’d want to meet that � at would be freaky. He wasn’t sure he’d want to meet that 

alternate Mars. Maybe that Mars had done something for the 

pool, too. Like peed in it.

Mars reached for his backpack and opened it. He wasn’t 

sure how he even had it or where it had come from, except that 

he’d found himself wearing it along with his headphones and 

clothes when he was at the lockers with Jonas and Aurora. He 

felt his stomach growl as he rummaged through the backpack, 

and oddly, he found a bagged lunch inside. A peanut butter 

and jelly sandwich with potato chips and a box of raisins. OK. 

He pulled them out and started eating.

It was good to eat. He hadn’t realized he was so hungry. He 

rummaged some more and pulled out his phone. Had that 

been there all this time, too?

He opened his messages, which were fi lled with texts 

from Aurora: Where are you? Where are you? Where are 

you???? � ere were no other texts. It was like his whole life 

from before had been erased. He thought for a moment and 
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started a new text. He wasn’t even sure she’d receive it, but 

he had to try anyway.

Mon, Oct 19, 12:20 pm

Mars

I’m back on earth only it’s alt earth

and ur gone, not aurora

Am I dreaming?

I know I say I hate it but I rly wish u could 

read my thoughts and tell me wut to do

For the rest of the day, Mars decided to go to his classes: 

social studies, technology, math. He still remembered his 

sixth-grade schedule, too. None of his friends were in these 

classes, except for math, where he usually sat behind Caddie, 

but today, there was an empty desk in front of him. When the last 

bell rang, Mars stepped out of class and Aurora accosted him.

“� ere you are,” she said. “You’ve sure been hiding yourself.”

“Um,” Mars said. Aurora, with her neat brown hair, frankly 

made him nervous. Since when did Aurora look so  .  .  . 

groomed?

“I know you’re not yourself today, Mars,” Aurora said. “Like 

maybe that Code Red rattled you. But you’ve got come back to 

reality. Just follow me, OK?”

Mars relented. He didn’t want to, but Aurora always had 
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this way of making him do what she wanted. “I guess we’re 

going to detention,” he said wearily. So far he hadn’t seen 

Toothpick or JP. Maybe they would be the same. Maybe that 

was what he needed. A little bit of normalcy.

“Why do you keep bringing up detention?” Aurora gave 

him the same baffl  ed look he was used to getting from her 

now. She opened a door to their left and Mars found himself 

in a bright, sunny classroom he had never seen before.

“What is this place?” Mars asked. Did detention look better 

on Alt Earth, too?

“Enrichment, of course!” Aurora gave him a light punch in 

the shoulder. “Look, Epica’s here already.” Aurora waved to 

Epica Hernandez, who was seated at one of the desks. Epica 

waved back breezily to them.

“Mars!” she squealed. “We’re getting new planners today, 

and I’ve color-coded mine already!” In the old world, Epica 

was a 4.0 student, Toothpick’s girlfriend, and a pain in the 

butt. She looked pretty much the same here, too.

Aurora pointed to Mars’s headphones. “You better put 

those away. Mr. Q doesn’t like it.”

Before Mars could respond, he looked toward the front of the 

room and found his detention teacher sitting behind the large 

desk. Only Mr. Q wasn’t wearing his customary black-rimmed 

glasses and checkered shirt. Instead, he wore gold-rimmed 

spectacles and a merino wool sweater with beige slacks. He 

also sported a crew cut, and a leather briefcase rested on his 
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desk, even though the old Mr. Q was vegan and supported ani-

mal rights, and would never use products made from “dead 

animals.” � eir old detention teacher had been socially con-

scious but, as Mars would later fi nd out, totally evil.

“Mars, come in, we’re getting delayed,” Mr. Q called out in 

a singsong voice. “We have so much to talk about!”

Mars backed away and collided into someone else.

“Oof.” Powerful arms wrapped around him. “I like hugs, but 

watch where you land, bro.”

JP grinned, and for a moment Mars’s spirits lifted, hearing 

the familiar lilt of his friend’s voice. � en he saw something 

that made Mars stop cold. JP was wearing a skirt.

“But you hate skirts,” Mars croaked. “You say they make 

you itch.”

JP put their hand on their hips. “I think they show off  my 

legs. Epica said so, right Epi?”

“Bestie!” Epica crowed and made the peace sign with two 

fi ngers.

Epica, JP’s arch nemesis, was now a friend?

“Mars isn’t himself,” said Toothpick, who was now stand-

ing behind JP. “� at’s what Aurora said. Maybe he’s confused.”

“I’m not confused,” Mars said. “And . . . where’s your glasses, ot confused,” Mars said. “And . . . where’s your glasses, 

Toothpick?”

“I don’t wear glasses,” Toothpick said. He smiled calmly, 

but his eyes were dull. “You know that. Unless you bumped 

your head.”
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“Mars bumped his head,” Aurora agreed. “It all makes 

sense.”

“No worries,” JP said. “We’ll just get Mars to sit down, and 

he’ll feel better.”

� e three of them circled around Mars, blocking the door-

way. � ey all wore the same expression: gentle smiles, but 

with something strange and sinister lurking in their eyes. He 

heard Mr. Q getting up from his desk.

“Yes, we need to make Mars feel better,” Mr. Q said. “Come, 

Epica. Let’s help Mars.”

Epica jumped up. “Gladly!”

“No,” Mars said, panicking. He saw an opening between JP 

and Toothpick. He pushed through with his shoulder and ran 

down the hall. � ere was something off  about his friends, but 

there was no way Mars was hanging around to fi nd out what 

it was.

“Mars!” � eir voices called out to him from the classroom. 

“Mars!”

Once Mars was in motion, he picked up speed. He ran 

faster and faster past the sixth-grade wing. He had to get out 

of here. It was all strange and wrong and . . . dangerous.

In his pocket, he felt the outline of something sharp. � e 

keys to his apartment.

“Ma,” he whispered. It no longer mattered that it was pour-

ing outside. Mars would take the rain and anything else, just 

to get home.
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When Will the Rain Stop?
Port Elizabeth, WA—Rains 

continue across the Pacifi c 
Northwest, upending every-

one’s plans.

“We were really looking 

forward to the annual sail-

boat race,” said Sid Bailey, 

owner of Port Elizabeth’s 

sailing club. “You can’t sail 

in this kind of rain.”

It turns out you can’t do 

other things in this kind of 

rain either. The farmers’ 

market, which kicks off in 

May, has been shuttered, 

along with the H. G. Wells 

School Fair, baseball tryouts, 

and the Freemason’s dog run 

in Shoshone Park. Farther 

north, apples are rotting in 

the orchards in Port Rich-

ard, soil is getting soggy, 

and so are we. Local meteo-

rologist Cynthia Han says 

that the rest of the nation is 

suffering from other unprec-

edented weather: hurricanes, 

tornadoes, sleet, hail, and in 

some areas, extreme drought 

followed by brushfires 

nearly impossible to contain.

“Something is going on,” 

Han says. “It’s not just 

rain in Port Elizabeth. Our 

nation is facing dire circum-

stances—a rapid escalation 

of events that has the whole 

meteorological community 

reeling.”

Meanwhile, picketers in 

the state capital, Olympia, 

are carrying signs saying 

“Climate Change Is Real!”

Is this just a case of some 

rain? Or are the picketers 

onto something? 
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THE MOLE

A
s Mars ran home, he tried to squash the fear that 

bloomed through him. � ose people he’d left behind 

were not his friends. � ey looked like them and spoke ot his friends. � ey looked like them and spoke 

like them, but their soulless eyes and the way they drew 

around him scared Mars to death. He had to get home. Maybe 

his mom would help. Maybe she would be the same and take 

care of him. She had to. Otherwise, Mars didn’t know what he 

would do next.

By the time he reached his block, the rain had drenched 

him to the bone and the smell of sea water and pine hung 

in the air around him. Well, at least it smelled like Port Eliza-melled like Port Eliza-

beth. And the road with its familiar pothole near Kamiakan 

and Elm was still there, now overfl owing with rainwater. He 

remembered playing a game with Caddie, throwing pebbles 

inside that pothole from the curb. � at seemed so long ago, in 

a world where Caddie still existed. Where was she now?
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Mars turned onto Chinook. His street. With the same tele-

phone pole, tailor shop, and Douglas fi r that dropped needles 

everywhere opposite his apartment building. It was all the 

same, only with the parked cars and awnings and sidewalk 

getting pelted by rain. Was that his bike in the bike rack? 

� rough the curtain of water cascading over him, he stopped 

to feel the wet seat. � e tear in the middle where he’d snagged 

it with his lock was mysteriously gone. � e seat looked brand-

new. � e handlebars were straight. Gone were the scratches 

along the metal frame. But it was defi nitely his bike. � en the 

rain was too much, and he ran to the front door, jamming the 

key in quickly.

Inside, the air was dry and warm. He took the stairs two at a 

time, leaving pools of water behind him where his feet struck, 

until he reached his apartment and unlocked the door, grate-

ful to be home. Inside the door, Mars stopped in surprise.

� e apartment was unrecognizable.

Gone were the folding chairs and futon in the living room. 

Gone were the boxes that had never been unpacked and 

had become de facto side tables. Gone was the dining table 

that leaned to one side. � ere was now a pair of twin leather 

sofas and wingback chairs. A brand-new dining table for six 

gleamed nearby, and in the corner, a baby grand piano. � ere 

was an aroma in the air, too. � e smell of . . . cooking. � e door 

to the kitchen swung open.

“Mars!” Saira Patel wore a camel-colored pantsuit and pearl 
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necklace. Her hair was coiff ed in a bun and she held a ladle. 

“Mars, you’re soaked! Come, come in quickly. What are you 

doing home from school already? What about enrichment?”

“I—I—” Mars felt his mouth go dry. In this world, was his 

mother evil and strange and going to do weird things? He wasn’t 

sure, but it was still his mom. And it had been so long since he’d 

seen her. Without another word, he rushed into her arms.

She embraced him. “Beta,” her familiar voice murmured. 

“Let’s get you some dry clothes.”

“I missed you,” he said, his voice muffl  ed. His eyes grew 

wet to match his clothes. He hugged her harder, breathing in 

the scent of her, of sandalwood powder and soap, which he 

recognized, and something else, a sweet, fruity perfume that 

was new.

“Mars, what’s come over you, darling?” She stroked his wet 

head. “No worries. Maybe you had a bad day? � ere are fresh 

clothes right here in the basket. I was doing the laundry.”

She handed him a clean sweatshirt and jeans. He took 

them from her and changed into the gray sweatshirt that said 

science olympiad. It smelled fresh, like detergent. “I’ve made 

some chole and rotis for dinner. You can eat now. � en I have 

to get ready for class.”

“Class?” Mars asked as he wriggled into his dry jeans. 

“What class?”

“Physics,” Saira Patel said. “I’ve got thirty minutes to get 

to campus, and you know how the traffi  c gets at this time, 
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especially with all the rain. But Papa will be home in the 

evening.”

“Papa?”

His mother disappeared into the kitchen while Mars took a 

moment to digest the word. She couldn’t mean . . . that would 

be impossible because . . . his eyes drew to the picture frames 

that he now saw on the mantel. Pictures of him and their fam-

ily. Him, Ma, and Oliver Pruitt.

He crossed the room to get near the photos. Oliver Pruitt and 

his mom were together? Under the same roof? In the photos, 

they were standing in front of the Taj Mahal, the Eiff el Tower, 

and the Golden Gate Bridge, and in each one, they were arm in 

arm, smiling. � ere were wedding pictures: his mother dressed 

in a red sari, with garlands around her and Oliver’s necks. � ere 

were baby pictures, too. So many baby pictures. His mom and 

Mars in his winter jacket—the orange one that looked like a 

pumpkin. � e fi rst day of preschool. � e fi rst day of fi rst grade. 

� e Halloween parade. In all of these, Oliver Pruitt was hold-

ing Mars’s hand, carrying him in his arms, or bending down 

and smiling radiantly. � ere he was, putting to rest any doubts 

Mars might have had on board the spaceship, ever since the 

day Oliver Pruitt had dropped that bombshell on him in the 

Old Colony on Mars. Oliver Pruitt had been telling the truth.

“I’m going to be sick,” Mars said. He said that, but the 

feelings inside were something else. An intense longing and 

hunger for all of it to be true instead.
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“What’s that?” Ma asked from the kitchen.

Mars quickly sat down at the dining table when his mother 

came out. In her hand she had a full plate—steaming chole, 

rotis, and some apple slices.

“Don’t talk, eat,” she said. “You look funny, Mars. You will 

feel better soon if you eat.”

He obeyed, tearing a piece of roti as his mother spoke. She 

told him about her class, about the test no one seemed pre-

pared for, and how she had to go over everything again. She 

chatted about tickets to a play in Seattle that Papa had gotten 

for them, about a note from the school about the science fair, 

and whether Mars was ready to show off  his experiment (a 

wireless helper drone—what a clever idea, Mars!).

� e more she talked, the more Mars sank into doubt. 

School had been weird; his friends had been scary. But his 

mother here talking to him was undeniably nice. She had 

made hot food for him, she had clean clothes waiting for him, 

and she looked so professional and happy, bursting with news 

of the day. And Mars now had a dad. A dad who wasn’t just an 

idea, but a person who bought tickets, attended his science 

fair, and left messages on the phone. Mars even saw a pair 

of alligator-leather shoes (alligator!) lined up near the front 

closet, evidence that Oliver Pruitt not only lived here but was 

an integral part of their lives. Most of all, Ma looked so happy!

Saira Patel got up from the dining table. “You take your 

time and eat. I’ll call the middle school and let enrichment 



36

know you’re home. Papa, too. Maybe he can come home early 

while I’m at school. It will all be OK.”

“Sure, Ma,” Mars said. “You’ll see me in the stars, right?”

He saw her hesitate as if she didn’t understand.

“You know, that saying of yours, right?”

“Of course!” She smiled instantly. “Of course I know about 

that expression, beta!”

Mars watched her lean forward to lift one of the empty 

plates from the table. As she did, his eyes went to her left 

wrist. � e one with the small black mole on the inside that 

was always there. Only it wasn’t. He stared, his eyes darting to 

her left then her right hand. No mole at all.

He swallowed. � e same dread came rushing back. He was 

noticing something else now. He could hear the rain hitting 

the windowpanes on one side of the apartment near the living 

room, but not on the other side near the dining area. � ere, 

the window was dry. Wet on one side. Dry on the other. Some-

how not matching up.

“You OK, Mars?” Saira asked, appraising him. She seemed 

to notice a change.

“Yeah,” Mars said. He put his spoon down. “Actually, I’m 

kind of tired.”

“You don’t have a fever, do you?” She reached with her 

hand, the one with the missing mole.

Mars got up before her hand touched his forehead. “No, 

just tired. I’m going to sleep. In my room.” With eff ort, he 
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walked slowly, taking care not to speed up or draw attention 

to himself.

“OK, beta, maybe I’ll call Papa now,” he could hear his 

mom’s voice behind him. “We don’t want you feeling bad now, 

do we?”

Inside his room, Mars closed the door. � en he locked it.

He wasn’t sure what was worse. Seeing his friends act weird 

and threatening, or his mom act weird and nice. But the mole 

being gone, the rain not matching up, his mother not remem-

bering saying she’d see him in the stars . . . were these signs 

that something shady was going on? Or was he losing control 

over his mind?

He sat down on his bed, seeing the same bedspread that 

had always been there. � is was undeniably his room. � e bed 

was the same, the toy rocket near his pillow, still there. What 

if this really was his life? Enrichment? His friends being good was his life? Enrichment? His friends being good 

students; his mom a happy college professor; Oliver Pruitt, 

his dad, now a part of their lives? A small voice inside his head 

spoke to him. One he could hardly ignore: Was it all so bad? 

What if his mom didn’t have a mole on her wrist? Maybe she 

got it removed, or Mars had simply imagined it. And so what if 

the rain was bad, and the fl ooding was bad, and it rained just 

near the dining room . . . so what? Isn’t your life better than the 

one you left behind?

A great ball of fear invaded his stomach. Everything was 

better, and yet . . .
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Outside his window, Mars heard a new sound. Not the 

rain. But something else—a familiar buzzing. He ran to the 

window, pushing the curtain back. � ere against the glass 

hovered a familiar object. Mars could hardly believe his eyes. 

Quickly he pushed open the window to let the drone into his 

room before slamming the window shut to keep out the rain.

“Droney!” Mars whispered.

“Affi  rmative,” chirped the drone. He circled the room, sprin-

kling rainwater everywhere. � is was not just any drone. � is 

was Droney, Toothpick’s repurposed Pruitt drone, the original 

seal scratched off  so that everyone could easily recognize him. 

It was the old Toothpick with glasses who had captured and 

reprogrammed Droney. Not the new Toothpick at school who 

suggested that Mars had bumped his head.

“What are you doing here?” Mars asked, holding his breath.

Droney continued hovering. “Mars Patel, I have inter-

cepted an important message for you.”
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BREAK AWAY

A
n important message for me?” Mars asked, fl ab-

bergasted. Before he could say anything, there was 

a pounding on the glass. Mars jumped a mile, not 

expecting a second appearance at his window.

� is time it was a person. JP was standing on the fi re escape, 

and they wanted to be let in.

“Mars, it’s me,” JP said. � ey continued tapping, this time a 

little less forcefully, but JP was urgent. “Mars, you gotta let me 

in, it’s pouring out here, bro. I’m turning into soup.”

Hearing JP’s voice at that moment felt like a trip back in 

time, where everything dependable and good about JP could 

be heard in their voice. And now here was JP again, rapping 

on the window.

“I need to know how you are, Mars,” JP said. “You bolted 

out of enrichment. We need to know you’re OK.” � e rain was 

falling steadily, making JP look like a drenched cat.
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Mars hesitated. It was JP. But something was holding him 

back. He could still remember JP, Toothpick, and Aurora sur-

rounding him at school. And not in a good way.

“You’re killing me, Mars,” JP said. “I’m soaked, and you 

KNOW I hate being wet. And look at me—I even went home 

and changed out of my skirt because of you.”

JP did look wet and miserable, and Mars knew just how 

much they hated being wet. His hand reached for the latch on 

the window. Would it be so bad to let JP inside?

Just then, there was a knock on his bedroom door.

“Mars?” � e door jiggled. “Is someone else there? What’s 

going on? I need to get to work.”

“Coming, Mamaji,” Mars said. He glanced at JP, who had 

started jumping up and down now.

“Lemme in fi rst,” JP said. “You got to let me in.”

JP kept jumping up and down while the banging on the 

door continued.

“Mars, let me in, beta,” his mom said. “Something’s going on.”

Mars looked from the window to the door. How could they 

both be clamoring to get in?

“You are getting hit from both directions,” Droney chirped.

In the midst of everything, Mars had forgotten about 

Droney.

“Droney!” he exclaimed! “Who do I let in? My mom or JP?”

“Arriving at a smart decision should be made after consid-

ering all information,” Droney said.
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“What information is that?” Mars looked hastily from the 

jiggling door to the fi re escape outside his window and sud-

denly noticed what JP was wearing. As they jumped up and 

down on the fi re escape, Mars saw that JP had changed into 

sweatpants and their soccer cleats. Cleats! Mars remembered 

all the times he’d heard JP say how it was super bad to wear 

soccer cleats off  the fi eld. It was the number-one way to bust 

the bottoms. � ey always made a point of carrying around fl ip-

fl ops so they could change as soon as they fi nished a game. Yet 

here was JP, wearing cleats on the metal bars of the fi re escape.

Meanwhile, the bedroom door jiggled wildly. “Mars, I’m 

coming in using a pin,” Mars’s mom said.

Mars was shocked. � at was so unlike his mom, too, who 

always respected his privacy. Would she really pry open his ys respected his privacy. Would she really pry open his 

door?

“You must listen to the important message,” Droney said.

“Quick, Droney,” Mars said. “Tell me!”

“I think I have to break this window down,” JP said. “Like, 

for your own good.”

“Playing back message,” Droney announced. � ere was a 

whirring sound.

“Mars, you need to break away.”

“Caddie!” Mars immediately recognized her voice. His 

heart sailed. “� at’s Caddie’s voice!”

“A recording,” Droney informed him. “Not Caddie.”

“What does she mean?”
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“Mars, you need to break away.” � e recording went into a y.” � e recording went into a 

loop. “Mars, you need to break away.”

Break away? From what? It was so weird hearing Caddie’s 

voice coming from Droney. Almost like she was here in the 

room with him. If only she were!

� ere was the sound of something being inserted into the 

lock. More jiggling.

Next to him, JP was beating a heavy branch against the 

glass.

“Droney, I’m running out of time!” Mars cried out.

“Mars, you need to break away.”

� ere it was, Caddie’s voice again. Mars had a sudden 

thought. What if Caddie was trying to help him? What if she was trying to help him? What if she 

had sent Droney to tell Mars what to do?

“She’s telling me to break away, Droney,” Mars said. “How 

do I do that?”

Break away. Break away. Break.

Mars closed his eyes like he used to see his mother do 

before she said her prayers. Concentrating, focusing, going 

inward. None of this was real. JP on the fi re escape, his mom 

jiggling the lock, the rain on one side of the apartment and not 

on the other. And maybe he couldn’t break out, but he could 

break in. Find himself. Where it began. Him, the launch pod, 

Cupcake, and somewhere out there, Caddie.

“Must break away . . .” he whispered.

� en the walls around him disappeared.



6

CRASH LANDING

M
ars’s back ached. He was in a ball, his knees up as if he 

were bracing for impact. Around him the walls shook. 

Tight walls surrounding him like a pod. � e launch 

pod. Something roared next to him. Not an adult roar. A kid 

roar. But nevertheless by a creature of fair size.

“Cupcake!” His tardigrade, who was strapped in next to 

him, grunted. “Where am I? Did I come back?” Mars pressed 

a button in front of him on the control pad. “Computer, where 

am I?”

� e guidance navigation control system kicked in.

“You can call me Chiron,” responded the computer interface. 

“We are approaching Earth’s atmosphere at an altitude of twenty 

thousand feet. � e heat shield has been activated for entry.”

“Earth!” � rough the tiny square of reinforced glass over-

head, Mars could see fl ames surrounding the pod like a halo 

of light. “But I was just there!”
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“� at would be negative,” Chiron said. “You are due for 

landing in approximately fi fteen minutes if you survive initial 

entry, descent, and landing.”

“If?” Mars squeaked. His mind was trying to catch up on 

all the things Toothpick had told him about EDL. He remem-

bered that entry was the most deadly part of returning to the 

surface. � e friction from the air would heat up the surface of 

the launch pod, and the heat shield was there to protect them 

from exploding.

“Cupcake, you have to believe me,” Mars said. “I was on 

Earth. But it was Alt Earth. Aurora, Toothpick, JP, and my mom 

were there, but something was really off . Something diaboli-

cal. Now I’m in the launch pod, heading back to Earth. Does 

that make sense to you?”

Cupcake just grunted again.

� e launch pod rattled even more intensely as Mars peered 

through the glass to see sparks bursting around the pod. He 

just hoped the heat shield would hold.

“� e heat shield gives us some serious superpowers, bro,” 

JP had told him while they were still on board the Manu 1. 

� at was when fl ight manuals were fl oating around the cabin 

as Toothpick pored through them, committing entire sections 

to memory. But JP had read through them, too, and unlike 

Toothpick, JP’s approach was pragmatic and quick. “Just tell 

me what I need to know to survive” was their motto.

If JP said the heat shield would protect Mars, then JP was 
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probably right. But that was then. Would JP say the same thing 

now? What if Mars was in another wormhole fl ying down to 

some other version of Earth, where the laws of heat resistance 

were diff erent?

“Maybe this isn’t real either,” Mars murmured to himself. 

� en he had to stop talking because the rattling was so intense 

it felt like his face would fall off .

“Atmospheric altitude reached,” Chiron informed Mars.

As they continued their descent, Mars thought of the 

space movies he’d seen where the hero reached Earth despite 

improbable odds. He thought of the astronauts making touch-

down in the water, then bobbing up to the surface. His mind 

drifted to Oliver Pruitt, his .  .  . dad. Pictures of him and his 

mom on the mantel. In spite of everything creepy and glitchy 

about Alt Earth, seeing those photos fi lled a hole in Mars that 

he hadn’t known was there. � ey were photos he’d never seen 

anywhere else. Oliver Pruitt standing with his arm around 

Mars’s mom, who was carrying Mars, and smiling at the cam-

era. � ey looked like they were really together, in love. And 

in that alternate world, the three of them were . .  . a family. 

Mars blinked hard. Time to get real, he told himself. He had to 

be ready for whatever was down there, for better or worse. At 

least he had Cupcake with him this time.

As they descended, the view outside his window began to 

change. � e dark of space was being rapidly replaced with 

something else. Sky. Clouds. And below him, the great, vast 
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stretch of solid Earth and sparkling ocean. Mars gasped. God! 

It was so beautiful. So much more so than the terrifying sprawl 

of Mars. � is was where he was from, and home would always 

be beautiful.

“Cupcake, it’s like we’re in a movie!” he said with eff ort as 

their bodies continued shaking inside the pod. He was scared 

and hopeful and exhilarated all at the same time.

“Altitude of nine thousand feet and descending,” Chiron 

said. “Parachute deployment commences.”

A pair of bright orange parachutes released from the launch 

pod and billowed above them, slowing down the careening 

pod as it sailed closer and closer to the straddling acres of lush 

green forest and brilliant blue ocean. One by the one, the rest 

of the parachutes opened—a total of ten—until it seemed the 

pod was fl oating like a feather to Earth. Finally, they reached a 

line of pine trees, cutting through mist, and Mars’s pod made 

contact with the ground with one soft thump.

“Launch pod has successfully landed at T minus thirty min-

utes,” Chiron informed them. Overhead lights fl ickered on.

“� ank the stars!” Mars pulled off  his straps and gave 

Cupcake a tremendous hug. Cupcake responded by bumping 

up against him with her snout. “Chiron, where did we land? 

What do we do next?”

“You have landed in the Cascadia subduction zone,” said 

Chiron.

“� e what?”
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“� e main tectonic plate system of the upper Pacifi c North-

west. To your right is the border of the Quinault Rain Forest. 

To the left is—”

� e rest of the computer’s coordinates were drowned out 

by a furious rapping on the door.

Rap, rap, rap!

� en the hatch was unceremoniously pried open.

Two familiar faces peered in with a slice of sky framing 

them from behind.

“It’s them! And they’re alive! Mars, tell me you’re alive, 

buddy!” JP’s voice fi lled the cavity of the launch pod.

“JP! Toothpick!” Mars cried. “I’m so glad to see you. Tooth-

pick, you have your glasses on!”

“Well, affi  rmative,” Toothpick said. “Otherwise I would lit-

erally not be able to see.”

“And JP—you’re NOT wearing a skirt. And . . . you cut your 

hair.”

JP laughed. “Um, thanks?”

“Sorry. Everything’s all happening so fast,” Mars said, 

scrambling to his feet. “But tell me you’re JP, right? � e real 

one and not some weirdo trying to break into my room.”

JP and Toothpick looked at each other. � ey reached in to 

help Mars out of the pod.

“You don’t know, like, how happy and relieved I am that 

you’re alive!” JP said, hugging Mars tightly. “But just to clarify. 

Yeah, it’s me, all right. But I’m not the problem.”
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Mars and Cupcake had landed in a grassy clearing west of  

Olympic National Park. A gentle mist hung in the air, and Mars 

could hear warblers and winter wrens. � e sound immedi-

ately relieved Mars. � ere was no birdsong on Alt Earth. � ere 

had been too much rain. Here the air smelled sweet, every-

thing was crisp and bright, and the ground was pleasurably 

soft under Mars’s feet as the group made their way from the 

landing site to the parking lot. Mars could feel the tension 

drain from his neck and shoulders. It was good to be back. 

Like, really back.

“Who drove you?” he asked. “Is one of your parents waiting 

in the car? Because how are we going to explain the launch 

pod? Or Cupcake!”

“Relax,” JP said. “We got it all under control. But tell us, 

what happened to you, bro?”

So as they walked, Mars fi lled them in on Alt Earth. “It felt 

like an alternate reality. But then I fi gured out, Toothpick, it 

was a wormhole. Like what you were saying. It was pretty wild.”

“Sounds wild, all right,” JP said.

“How did you know where to fi nd me?” Mars asked.

“Toothpick picked up your signal, right, Pick?” JP asked.

“Yes. We all landed safely—JP, Aurora, myself. � e two pods 

that were missing had Oliver Pruitt, who remains at large. And 

you, Mars. But your pod had a tracking device. � at’s why we 

were able to detect your signal. We knew where you were 
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positioned and where you were landing.”

“What happened to Oliver Pruitt?” Mars asked. “Did he . . . 

um . . . ?” He was unable to fi nish the sentence. He hadn’t told 

them about the photos on the mantel in his apartment. � e 

ones in which they were a family. � ere was still no way to 

describe that.

“Nah,” JP said immediately. “Pruitt’s been straight up doing 

his podcast. We just don’t know from where. So he’s OK, and 

he’s probably MIA on purpose because he’s Pruitt.” � ey ran 

their hand lightly over their hair. “What do you think of the 

buzz cut, Mars?”

“I like it,” Mars said. “It’s you.”

“I know,” JP said. “� ere’s like a lot of wind on my neck now, 

and when I turn my head, nothing moves! And no more comb-

ing in the mornings. Free at last!”

Cupcake had been following along next to them, but she 

suddenly stopped, pricking her nose up in the air.

“What’s wrong, Cupcake?” Mars said. “We’re almost there. 

Aren’t we?”

Toothpick nodded. “The parking lot’s over there. 

Although . . .” His voice trailed off  curiously. “Not sure yet on 

the logistics of fi tting a baby tardigrade in the back. Oh, well.”

As if on cue, Cupcake bolted.

“Cupcake!” Mars called out.

Cupcake continued running, undeterred, heading for the 

trees.



50

“Hmm, was it something I said?” Toothpick wondered. “We 

do have the moonroof.”

“Hang on! Wait!” Mars started to run. But he was no match 

for Cupcake’s speed. After a few yards, he stumbled, falling 

hands fi rst onto the soft grassy ground. “Cuppyyyyy!” he yelled.

JP helped Mars up as they watched Cupcake disappear into 

the woods.

“She’s so young,” Mars said, agitated. “And she’s never been 

on Earth. What’s she going to do out there? What if someone 

else fi nds her fi rst? And does something to her?” He tried to 

run again, but JP held fast onto Mars’s sleeve.

“Mars, Mars,” JP said.

“Let go of me! I have to go after her. She won’t be able to—”

“You gotta let her go,” JP said. “We’ve got an SUV, and Cup-

cake is, like . . . the size of one. And maybe she needed to go. 

You know how the tardigrades are. � ey’ve got minds of their 

own.”

“But we have to keep Cupcake safe,” Mars said. “She needs 

to come home with us.”

“Yeah, maybe she will,” JP said. “Give her some space.”

� ey fell silent as the birds resumed their singing.

“You really think she’ll fi nd her way back?” Mars asked 

fi nally.

“� e odds say yes,” Toothpick said.

JP nodded. “Remember how they knew how to get us to the 
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Old Colony back on Mars? I swear. � ey’re either mind read-

ers or fi endishly smart.”

Mars gave a tiny smile. “Fiendishly smart. I like that.” He 

wiped the dirt off  his knees where he’d fallen. “All right. I’m 

going to trust you, JP.”

“Now we’re talking,” JP said.

� e three of them walked toward the parking lot that was 

only a few yards away.

“Well, one thing’s for sure,” Mars said. “I can’t wait to get 

home and see my mom.”

Toothpick and JP glanced at each other.

“Mars, your—” Toothpick started, but JP clamped their 

hand over his mouth. “Ummfph,” he said instead.

Mars stared at them. With a start, he realized that while he 

had been telling them about Alt Earth, JP and Toothpick had 

been strangely silent about whatever had happened on their 

end. By now they’d reached the parking lot, which was empty 

except for a large Chevy Tahoe parked in the dead center. 

� ere was no one waiting in the driver’s seat.

“Why is no one in the car to pick us up?” Mars asked. “What 

are you not telling me?”
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WHERE DID THEY GO?

J
P sighed. “� ere’s a lot to tell, Mars, and we still don’t 

have all the answers.” � ey nodded toward the car. “Why 

don’t you hop in? Pick, unlock the doors, will you?”

Toothpick fi shed out a key from his pocket and clicked it. 

� e Chevy immediately beeped.

“You’re driving?” Mars was surprised to see Toothpick get ’re driving?” Mars was surprised to see Toothpick get 

into the driver’s seat.

“Shotgun!” JP called out. “Get in the back, Mars.”

“But . . . but . . .” Mars sputtered. “Isn’t this illegal? Where’s 

your mom or dad, Pick?” When no one responded, Mars fi g-

ured he had no choice but to climb in the back.

Maybe he was wrong. Maybe this was another Alt Earth. 

With birds and grass and Cupcake leaving him behind in the 

dust, and now Toothpick about to drive them to their demise. 

� e back seat was fi lled with stacks of papers, a box full of 

rain gear and tactical equipment, a tent, and a small Bunsen 



53

burner as well as blankets, a few pillows, and several plastic 

jugs of water. “What is all this stuff ?” he asked nervously.

“I like to be prepared,” Toothpick said, slipping on a pair of 

aviator shades. “Buckle up, everyone. We’re going for a ride.” 

He reversed the SUV with a screech, and they roared out of 

the parking lot.

“Slow down!” Mars yelled in panic from the back seat. He 

closed his eyes. Maybe if he thought really hard, he’d be back 

in the launch pod again, fl ying down to the real Earth, and this 

was all just a passing dream. But even with his eyes closed, he 

could feel the car surging across the road. After a moment he 

opened his eyes. Nope. Toothpick was still in front, driving a 

monstrous SUV.

“I know you’re grappling with this new normal, Mars,” 

Toothpick said to him in the rearview mirror. “But let me 

assure you, I’ve clocked over three hundred hours of driving 

time since we’ve been here. Not only that, Droney helps me 

better than GPS.” As if on cue, Droney, who had been in sleep 

mode, whirred to life on the dashboard.

“Greetings, Mars Patel,” Droney said. “Where do you wish 

to go, Randall Lee?”

“Going home, Droney. Check for traffi  c,” said Toothpick. 

“And remember, don’t call me Randall. Just say Toothpick.”

“Roads are clear, Toothpick,” Droney said, correcting him-

self. “Mild congestion at exit 14 but it is nothing you can’t 

handle.”
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“Excellent!” Toothpick reached up to adjust the rearview 

mirror as they entered the freeway.

“Oh my god,” Mars muttered, his eyes glued to the road. 

“Tell me we’re not going to end up in the Pacifi c Ocean.”

“Negative, Mars,” Toothpick said cheerfully. “Droney liter-

ally knows everything about the road. I’ve even programmed 

him to be more conversational. So don’t worry. I’ve never been 

in an accident, though—full disclosure—I am a speed demon.”

“Accelerating to eighty-fi ve,” Droney said. “Cool!”

“Toothpick can do zero to eighty in twelve seconds,” JP said. 

“Let this baby rip, Pick!”

With that, the SUV veered into the left lane and shot down 

the highway. At fi rst the sheer speed was terrifying. But after 

a few minutes, Mars had to admit that Toothpick seemed to 

know what he was doing, and his driving was smooth, steady, 

and comfortable. Gradually, Mars let go of the seat he’d been 

gripping.

“All right, so how come Pick is driving?” Mars asked. “Won’t 

his parents be mad about Pick’s three hundred hours involv-

ing their SUV?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” JP said. “� ey aren’t mad because, 

uh, they’re kinda not here.”

“Where did they go?” Mars asked cautiously, wondering if 

something awful had happened to Toothpick’s parents. What 

else could explain him taking over the family car?

“We don’t know where Pick’s parents went,” JP said. “Or if 
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his parents went where my parents went, and Caddie’s par-

ents, and the teachers at school, and your mom, too.”

Mars blinked. “My mom? And all our parents?”

“Not just our parents, Mars,” JP said. “All adults. And we ll adults. And we 

don’t know where they are. But they’re all GONE. POOF.”

“Poof?” Mars repeated.

“Vanished without a trace,” Droney interjected.

“You’re joking, right?” Mars said, still not comprehending.

“You better believe it, baby,” Droney warbled. “Kaput!”

“Droney, can it,” JP hissed. “Pick, make him stop.”

“Sorry, sometimes he takes convo mode too far,” Toothpick 

apologized. “Droney, hibernate for fi ve.”

Droney whirred to a stop.

JP turned around anxiously. “How are you taking all of this, 

Mars? You doing OK?”

Mars was looking out his window at the other vehicles on 

the road. For the fi rst time he was noticing how in every car, 

a kid was in the front seat, driving. Some were teenagers, but 

there were also kids who looked like they were ten or even 

younger. � ere were no adults anywhere as far as Mars could 

see. � e enormity of the situation began to sink in.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Mars said, stunned. “Where 

did they all go?”

“� at’s what I’m trying to tell you,” JP said patiently. 

“Nobody knows. When Toothpick and I got here, we asked 

the same question.”
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“� at’s right,” Toothpick said. “At fi rst we didn’t believe 

what the kids told us.”

“Yeah,” JP said. “According to them, one day about a year ago, 

they all woke up and found everyone over the age of eighteen 

gone. We’re not sure, but Toothpick and I think that’s the same 

time we lost the signal from Earth on the Manu 1. Day Zero. When 

it all began. No adults. No grown-ups operating the gas pumps, 

picking up the garbage, delivering the mail, no teachers at school, 

and worst of all, no parents. All of them just plain gone. At fi rst the 

kids were like, where did they go? It was like that episode of Gone, 

Zombie, only it was the adults gone, not the zombies.”ie, only it was the adults gone, not the zombies.”

“Great episode,” Toothpick said, making a sudden lane 

change that sent Mars lurching to the right. He pushed himself 

back up, barely noticing as his thoughts raced. His mom was 

gone? Like, she wasn’t there in the apartment?

“� en they got used to it,” JP was saying. “So did we, I guess, 

now that we’ve been here six months. I still really wish Mom 

and Dad were here. It’s tough. But it’s like back when there 

were all those missing kids, and Pruitt was responsible. � ere 

was a reason. � ere has to be a reason for the missing adults, 

too. We just don’t know what it is yet. But in the meantime, 

Toothpick learned to drive. And I’m cooking up a storm. Last 

night Pick and I had stroganoff !”

“Tasty,” Pick said.

“Wait, wait,” Mars said. “Back up. Did you say six months? 

You’ve been here six months? But I just got here, and I was on 
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Alt Earth for, like, a day!”

“Maybe in your mind you were,” JP said. “Or maybe the 

wormhole scrambled up the time. All we know is that you’ve 

been orbiting Earth for the past six months. We tracked you. 

We tried communicating with you, but it was radio silence. 

� en today Toothpick’s software detected movement. I think 

your navigation system alerted us. So Toothpick plotted the 

coordinates, and that’s how we got here.”

Mars sat back. It was all a bit too real. Or not. “How do I 

know I’m not just in some other wormhole?” he demanded. 

“How do I know this is real? Or you’re both real?”his

Toothpick exited the highway. “Mars, you’re asking the 

age-old existential questions: What is real? Am I real? For that 

I don’t have the answer. Neither does Droney.”

“I think, therefore I am,” Droney chirped, whirring back to 

life at the mention of his name.

“Great,” Mars muttered.

“But Mars, I’m just as real as you are,” Pick said. “I think you 

have to just go with that. If we’re in a wormhole, then we’re in 

the same wormhole. But we are back on Earth. It’s just that re back on Earth. It’s just that 

Earth . . . is diff erent.”

“And worse!” Mars said. “No parents, no Caddie, and . . . 

hey, just a sec.”

“Wait for it—Mars is about to have a revelation,” JP said.

“It took him long enough,” mused Toothpick. “Twenty-

three minutes since he landed.”
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“Maybe he was disoriented by your driving, Pick.”

“Where’s Aurora?” Mars asked fl atly.

“No worries,” JP said. “She made it back. Listen, Mars. You 

must be starved. I know I am.”

“Actually, I feel like I’m going to barf,” Mars said plaintively.

“� at’s just the landing still aff ecting you,” JP said.

“But what about Aurora? Is she OK?”

“She’s fi ne, Mars. Trust me,” JP said. “But right now, it’s time 

for sustenance. Pick, let’s stop for food. In all this excitement, 

I didn’t have time to cook.”

A few minutes later, Toothpick turned into the drive-

through for Burger Heaven. “JP thinks the burgers here are 

‘out of this world.’ But since we now have a point of reference, 

I can assure you they’re not.”

“� anks for the PSA, Pick,” JP said.

� ey pulled up to the drive-through window with a girl who 

looked like she was about nine taking orders. “Good evening, 

gentle people. What can I get you?” she asked, revealing a 

mouth full of braces.

“Hi, Evie,” Toothpick said, resting his aviators on his head.

“Oh, it’s you, Toothpick!” Evie squealed. “I didn’t recognize 

you in your shades. Oooh, it’s JP, too!”

“Hey, friend!” JP said easily, waving.

“What will it be?” Evie asked. “� e usual?”

“� at’s right,” Toothpick said. “Which would be one Olympia 

burger with all the trimmings, one veggie burger with onions, 
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and you?” Toothpick turned around. “What would you like?”

Mars frowned. “I’m too discombobulated.”

“You still need to eat,” Toothpick said. He turned back to 

Evie. “How about a large order of fries and an apple pie? And 

three Cokes.”

“Anything for you guys! Be right back!”

Mars sighed. “She looks like she barely reaches the counter.”

“� at’s why she’s standing on a stool,” Toothpick said. “She 

turned eight last week.”

“Also . . . is it my imagination, or did she treat you both like 

rock stars?”

“Eh,” JP said. “It’s a new world, bro.”

Evie came back a few minutes later with their order. “Will 

that be all?”

“Yes, please.” Toothpick held up his phone to be scanned.

“You’re paying with your phone?” Mars observed after 

Toothpick rolled up his window.

“We don’t use paper money or cards anymore,” Toothpick 

said. “Bad for the environment. � ere was a Sustainable Com-

merce Committee vote.”

“Eat up,” JP said, watching Mars. “You can have half my 

burger if you change your mind.”

“Or mine,” Toothpick said. “� ough I’m mostly vegan now. 

Smaller carbon footprint.”

Mars chewed his fries silently as they drove down the 

familiar streets of Port Elizabeth. � is version looked just as 
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convincing and familiar as the last one he had been in, but 

the evidence was everywhere. No adults—in the restaurant 

windows, on the sidewalks, in the cars.

� ey pulled up to Mars’s apartment building, and Tooth-

pick turned off  the engine.

For a few minutes no one spoke as they ate. Now that 

Toothpick and JP had caught Mars up on this new version of 

Earth, it dawned on Mars that he would have to go home to an 

empty apartment. No one would be there. Defi nitely not his 

dad. And not his mom, either.

JP turned around, holding Mars’s backpack. “I thought you 

might want this. It’s got everything. Your headphones, your 

phone, some of your stuff  from school. Remember that day 

you disappeared from the parking lot and got taken to Pruitt 

Prep? Well, we’ve had your backpack ever since. It’s been in 

my room. I found it when I got here six months ago.” � ey 

handed the backpack to Mars, who still hadn’t said anything. 

“I’m sorry, Mars. If it helps, I can come up with you. Or you 

can stay over at my place. � e fi rst night is brutal. Like, all 

kinds of thoughts going through your head. But it will get bet-

ter. You’ll see.”

Mars crumpled up his empty bag of fries. “No, I’m OK, JP. 

I think I need to be by myself tonight. Sort it all out. But it’s 

like you said. When the kids went missing, there was a reason. 

Now the adults are gone. And there has to be a reason for that, 

too. Didn’t you say Oliver Pruitt is still running his podcasts?”



61

“You think Pruitt is the reason the adults are missing?” 

Toothpick asked.

“Isn’t he always the reason we’re miserable?” JP said.

Mars winced. Normally he would have agreed. But now 

that same guy was his dad. Which made Mars feel responsible, 

even though he wasn’t.

“Maybe. But it’s worth trying to fi nd out what he’s doing 

with all those podcasts,” Mars said. He yawned. “Wow, I guess 

I’m tired.” Actually, he was totally exhausted.

“Just chill tonight,” JP said as Mars got out of the car. “You’ve 

been through a lot. Rest up and we’ll see you tomorrow, bright 

and early. Pick, let’s go. I got tomorrow’s menu to plan.”

Wed, May 20, 8:20 pm

Mars

I’m standing outside our door

I wanna go in but not yet cuz you won’t be there 

Weird seeing u on alt earth 

so happy u were a prof!

And . . . nvm about the photos bc that made me sad 

I want us to be a family again

But don’t worry i’ll be brave

i’ll fi nd u

See u in the stars mamaji



8 

A FRESH CLUE

I
t was dark inside his apartment when Mars let himself in 

and turned on the lights. � e last time he had been here 

was on Alt Earth. Gone were the fancy dining set, the 

leather couch, those unreal photos from the mantel, and with 

them, all traces that Oliver Pruitt and his mom had ever been 

together. � is was the old apartment, the one Mars remem-

bered, but even this one had changed. � e fridge was empty. 

� ere was no box of the Galaxy Clusters cereal his mother 

would stock in the cabinet. � ere was no laundry waiting to 

be washed or garbage to be taken out.

Mars went into his mom’s bedroom. � e bed was there, 

as was the cotton bedspread from India with the elephants 

on it. In the closet were some generic items of clothing—a 

few pairs of pants, a sweater, one or two shirts. His mom’s 

standard black turtlenecks and leggings that she wore all the 

time were missing. � e drawer next to her desk was emptied 


