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For the boy from Art class who swore he’d follow me to hell when we were only eighteen.



Bound by Stars is an adventurous, heartfelt romance that blends history and fiction to create a new love story for the ages. However, this book contains elements that may not be suitable for all readers. Recurring themes of classism as well as brief instances of climate disaster, parental betrayal, acts of terror, blood and gore, attempted drowning, and death by fire, suffocation, and impalement are all discussed. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note and prepare to board the Boundless.



Chapter One
Weslie
TWELVE MINUTES TO DEPARTURE
I push my legs to move faster against the burn of acid in my muscles, past another wall of posters. They’ve been plastered all over the city for weeks. Unmatched luxury. Indestructible design. Unparalleled speed. The fastest ship in the universe! The ship I’m going to miss. I sprint harder, my duffel bag bouncing against my hip.
“Protocol requires that you notify your guardian before leaving the planet. Send notification now?” ILSA restates the question I didn’t answer the other five times since we snuck out of the house.
If she weren’t the whole reason I had won the ticket, I would leave the insistent bot on Earth.
“I’m seventeen. Old enough to travel alone. I’ll send a message from the ship,” I say more to myself than her. If I let Mom know I’m leaving, she’ll try to keep me here again. She lost the right to a goodbye when she hid my notification letter.
This experience could change my life—both of our lives—and she was just going to throw it away without giving me a choice. What the hell else has she kept from me?
Her words repeat in my head again. I know you don’t understand, but it’s too big a risk, Wesi.
When I round the last building, the transport station comes into view. Draped above the arched entrance, a banner flaps in the wind. THE BOUNDLESS: FIRST VOYAGE TO MARS DEPARTING APRIL 10, 2212. Today. Now.
I’m almost there. Don’t leave without me.
“Protocol requires that you notify your guar—”
“ILSA! Transport status!” I’d put her in silent mode if she weren’t the only one who could access the station updates. I push my legs to move faster.
“Still boarding. Protocol requires that you notify your guardian before leaving the planet. Send notification now?”
“No!” Inside the station gates, I desperately search for where to go. A huge sign above the far end of the platform reads EARTHER BOARDING. The line is short. The last two people are about to scan their tickets.
I take off again, too focused on where I’m going to notice before I slam into a passing shoulder. Papers fly and a thick book smacks the ground, encircled in a cloud of dust.
My knees hit the dirt. I scramble to collect the loose pages. My attention shifts frantically back and forth between the ground and the platform.
The porter crosses his arms, waiting as the second-to-last person in line searches their bag.
I snatch up another paper. A hand-drawn map of the city and the trees that obscure my house. I think maybe the artist included the pitch of our roof.
Someone grabs hold of the edge of the drawing. “Do you mind? You’re crinkling them.”
I look up, following a slender arm to wide shoulders, a long neck, and dark eyes, inches away. Deep brown with bursts of gold in the center surrounded by long, pale lashes. The sack slung from his body is all Earther, but his clothes scream Elysian. I’m lucky he’s not having me detained.
“Last call for Earther boarding!” The porter is roping off the entrance.
My gaze flicks down to the mess around me, pages dusted with copper slowly shifting away in the breeze, then back to the entrance.
The porter turns away, climbing the steps.
I shove the pages toward the long-limbed boy. “I’m really sorry.” I release them before he has a grip and run without looking back to see them fall to the ground again. “Wait!”
The porter pauses and squints at us from midway up the steps.
ILSA keeps pace with me. “Protocol requires—”
“Relax, ILSA!”
“Yes, Weslie.”
The sound of her powering down stops me in my tracks. “You have to be kidding me!”
I race back, manually switching her on and waiting the four painful seconds it takes for her to reboot. Mental note: make important commands less casual.
The porter slides one of the massive doors closed and then ambles across the platform to the other, glaring at me pointedly. He’s taking his time, but he’s not going to wait.
“If I miss the last flight to the ship, I’m going to dismantle you,” I say under my breath right before she comes to life again. “Platform. Maximum speed, ILSA.”
She zooms to the base of the stairs, and I sprint after her, blinded by the dust cloud trailing her.
The porter smirks. “You have a ticket?”
I flash him the solid black tab with the ship’s name in elegant script I’d found folded into my notification letter. Hot rage expands in my chest, but I push it down.
He walks back down to let me in and then nods to the half-open door. “Hurry to the scanning bays.”
ILSA and I are split up. I’m ushered into a pod that conducts a full-body scan, checking for weapons and signs of disease. The space is tight. The air feels thin. I clamp my eyes shut and follow the prompts, counting my breaths. The doors slide open, and relief washes over me.
Exiting through a wind tunnel that fluffs my hair and nearly takes my sweater off, I look back at the intrusive machine. Anger turns to shame when I realize it’s clearing the dust.
“Step into the next chamber, please.” Another porter, short and stocky, leads me on with a hand at my back.
I suck air into the depths of my lungs before I’m pushed through the next set of doors.
“Hello, Boundless traveler.” An overly cheery robotic voice fills the small space, coming from every direction. Two bright blue footprints glow in the center of the floor. Instructed by the robotic voice, I line up my feet and stretch my arms wide. The walls slowly move in around me.
No, it’s just in my head.
“Please line your hand up with the outline to your right and insert your ticket to complete identification profile.”
Chest heaving with shallow breaths, I comply.
Two quick tones, one high, one low, and the doors part in front of me. My ticket is released.
“You are ready to board your expedition to Mars. Thank you for traveling with White Star Line. Please continu—”
“On the transport or we’re leaving without you,” an attendant in a gray jumpsuit calls over the roar of engines, glaring at me from the open door of the capsule where all the other passengers are strapped into their seats.
We hurry inside. ILSA immediately parks next to the luggage rack, settling low and engaging her magnetic stabilizer for the ride, and I claim one of the four remaining seats and buckle in.
The doors slide closed. A layer of sweat sheens my face. My pulse races. It’s too small. No windows. The doors seal. Airtight. What if we run out of oxygen? Don’t think about it. Breathe.
“Weslie,” ILSA announces loudly from the end of the aisle.
Half the passengers turn their heads toward her.
“Your heart rate has increased exponentially. Elevated heart rate can be brought on by exertion, fear, stress—”
“Silent mode, ILSA!” I call out, squeezing my eyes closed against the inevitable stares.
Someone tugs on my straps, and my eyes fly open.
The attendant twists her lips and raises her eyebrows like she’s silently telling me it’ll get scarier before this is over.
The fear must be written across my face. I’ve never left the ground, let alone Earth.
When she’s pulled on every set of restraints, the attendant takes her seat in the small cabin at the front, next to the pilot. “Preparing for departure.”
The engine noise grows louder and stronger, vibrating my bones.
Across from me, a man pinches his eyes shut, mouthing something that looks like a prayer. His lips move faster and faster like he’s trying to get out as many words as he can before he dies, while the woman to his left is slumped in her restraints, already peacefully asleep.
You’re more likely to die in a factory accident than a departure.
All the facts stored in my brain can’t stop my hands from shaking or my heart from pounding against my rib cage. I grip the straps at my chest and squeeze my eyes shut.
The aircraft lifts, leaving my stomach on solid ground. Noise presses against my ears, like hands clamping tighter and tighter around my head. The whir of the engines shifts into higher pitches. Taking off one by one. Our transport lurches forward. Accelerating. Up, up, up.
My stomach drops again, pinned to the bottom of the aircraft, as we hurl faster and faster through the air. It feels too uncontrolled. Like we won’t stop until we crash into another ship and plummet back down to Earth. But then we slow all at once. The sensation is gentle, like being softly lobbed into the air in slow motion. I open my eyes.
Across the pod, the sleeping woman’s limbs float weightlessly around her.
We’re outside of the atmosphere.
The clank of metal on metal sends my heart into my throat, and my nails dig into my armrests. The attendant, strapped to her seat, wears a placid expression. Everything is normal. Everything is fine.
As we wait, my mind shifts through images from the space travel documentaries they showed us in school, trying to piece together what could be on the other side of the door. Boxy gray halls, low ceilings, ladders, and small round windows in each cell.
The pilot and attendant are silent. The other passengers don’t speak. We wait.
The sleeping woman’s limbs settle.
I feel solid. Grounded by artificial gravity. But my insides flutter like I’m still floating.
All our restraints automatically release, and the door opens.
A slight man in a navy-blue cap and matching vest steps through, flashing a toothy grin. “Good evening, folks. Welcome aboard the Boundless.”



Chapter Two
Weslie
THIRTY-SIX DAYS TO MARS
I step into the docking bay with ILSA by my side. It’s almost what I envisioned. White walls instead of gray. Low ceiling. More people unload into the same space. Too little space.
My chest tightens, and I mindlessly tap my index and middle finger against my thumb in an accelerating pattern following my breaths.
One, two, one, two. Slow down. Control it. Count with intention.
Armed with my breathing exercise and ILSA, who’s packing enough oxygen to get me to safety, I can do this. Small spaces were always part of the deal, but theory is simpler than reality.
“All boarding Earthers, please stay within the lit pathway and close to the person in front of you,” the man who greeted us shouts over the chaos of excited voices.
I take a step left with the other passengers. We’re crammed tight, shoulder to shoulder, nose to back. Six people across, the wide line ahead doesn’t seem to have an end.
One. Two. One. Two.
Even on my toes, I can’t see the front.
“Keep it moving, keep it moving!” A woman passes in the same uniform, light glinting off the emblem pinned to her vest, a brass-edged, five-pointed white star.
The release of the departing transport sends a vibration through the floor.
That’s it. No turning back now.
We’re herded, shuffling through the hall until the line files through a passage and into another hall, just as white, but with a higher ceiling. Enough to feel like there’s sufficient oxygen for all the people in it. At a split, we’re sorted left and right at random. No questions.
“Have your tickets ready for scanning!” another vested crewmember shouts from down the hall.
I reach into my pocket, wrap my hand around the rigid plastic, and pull my bag strap higher on my shoulder. Walking in half steps, the herd around me moves painfully slow. An electric pulse builds inside of me, twisting through my organs and pushing me to break away, take a full step, a long stride, run.
Ahead, porters sort the slow-moving crowd of Earthers. Tickets are scanned and people climb ladders or duck low into sleeping pods. Pods.
Why hadn’t I considered pods? It makes perfect sense. I know the specs. The ship holds 2,240 people. How else would we all fit?
One, two. One, two. My mental chant turns to panicked chaos. I need to get out of here.
ILSA places a curved hand on my shoulder.
I glance back to see the cloud icon on her face screen. Sky. Air. Exhaling slowly, I nod.
The praying man from my transport climbs into the middle row of pods, opening the door as we pass. Inside it’s small, but there’s light, a mirrored wall. Is that an air vent? Of course. They aren’t locking us in airless boxes. I picture myself pressing my face up close to it, imagine the brush of air against my cheeks, and tap my fingers to my thumb. One. Two. One. Two.
It’s only for sleeping. I can do this.
“Ticket?” The crew member glares at me like this isn’t the first time she’s had to ask.
“Oh, sorry.” I fumble with the thick black tag in my pocket and finally manage to pull it out to show her.
She takes it from me, scanning the embossed code. Pinching her eyebrows together, she looks me over, stained shoes to knotted hair. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”
My heart sinks. If I could have just finished reading the damn letter. Will they send me back? Arrest me?
She waves another crew member over, and I brace myself for detainment, the imminent firm grip on my upper arm or bonds clamping around my wrists.
“Follow me, please. Your accommodations are in another area.” She moves quickly, not waiting for questions.
My stomach pitches. My face goes cold. Oh god. There are even smaller pods.
She leads me up a sloped walkway that opens to a circular room with a high ceiling, semicircle mezzanine, and flat wall with a projection of an infographic with the ship’s name in the same long script as my ticket.
“The porter checked my ticket at the gate. Is there something wron…”
I tear my eyes away from the room and our guide is already gone.
ILSA and I follow the sound of clanking footsteps into a cold, echoey stairwell and spot her a flight above. Three levels up, we finally catch her, staying a couple steps behind as we exit.
The plain white floor becomes shiny black with a repeating pattern of small golden galaxies. An ornate banister winds upward, its swoop of polished wood reflecting the glittering chandelier above. An ancient-looking clock is mounted to the wall midway up the stairs.
Now I know I’m in the wrong place.
Below, the ship’s interior looked like what I’d expected of an interplanetary voyage, plain and minimalist. Function over frill. But up here, it’s like something out of a history book. Every inch needlessly adorned, pointlessly luxurious.
Opposite the staircase, a blond porter stands behind a solid wood podium sliding her finger over the top, tapping commands. Behind her, a set of ornate double doors carved with swirling patterns and five-pointed stars swing open. They’re not like the rest of the doors we’ve passed, unremarkable ports sliding in and out of the walls. A man with a thin mustache and the same navy vest steps out. I catch a flash of tables draped with ivory linens before the doors swing shut again.
The blond porter looks up from the podium to the mustached man. “The countdown clock isn’t running.”
“It’ll start any second. We’re behind schedule.” The man gives her a sideways glance, whispering a little too loudly as I pass. “A Big Six family made a scene about private transport, so we’re a few minutes behind.”
“Just a little farther this way,” our guide calls from the landing halfway up the grand staircase.
I walk faster, like I wasn’t shamelessly eavesdropping, and silently eye ILSA beside me. We ascend the steps together as the minute hand of the old clock ticks to the right. Under the hands keeping the time in our designated port city, my home, a set of blank plates rotate to display the days and hours remaining until we reach our destination: Thirty-six days, seven hours. About five weeks to Mars.
The woman leading us disappears onto the next level.
“Look, if there’s something wrong, I can…”
I can what? Find my own way back to Earth? The transport that brought me here already departed.
Either she’s hauling ass or I’m too distracted to keep up. Maybe both.
When we reach the top step, she’s midway down the hall, beckoning us to follow before taking the next turn.
Another uniformed porter with short black hair, olive skin, and a pile of towels balanced in his arms hurries past the crossed hallways.
My heart swells. And his name slips between my lips in a whisper. “Reve.”
I break into a run, but by the time I reach it, the hall he passed into is empty.
“Come along!” Our guide impatiently waves us on in the opposite direction.
I glance back once more. For a second, I could swear…but no. No way. I’m imagining things. My lifelong best friend could not be on this ship. Reve works at the transport depot, repairing and prepping ships. He doesn’t deliver fresh linens. And he wouldn’t be caught dead in a uniform.
ILSA keeps pace as I jog to catch up past evenly spaced, numbered doors. Three turns later, the porter leading us finally slows and stops, waving my ticket next to a door marked with brass numbers: 101.
As it slides open, I hold my breath. Split on expectations, I’m prepared for another slender hall with sleeping pods like rows of coffins or an even more official-looking crew member waiting to arrest me for being a stowaway and take me back to Earth.
But there are no pods. No one is waiting. It’s a bedroom. Twice the size of my room at home. The walls are lined with heavy emerald fabric, built-in cabinets, and drawers with brass knobs.
“Whoa.” This has to be a mistake.
The porter waves me inside, drawing a paper-thin tablet from her vest pocket. “Standard single room secured for the Interplanetary Alliance Life Support Bot competition winner.”
“That’s me.” First place. It still feels completely unreal. But I earned it. ILSA had to be the only entry from Earth that can transform into a full life support system for up to fifteen hours with a tracking beacon, GPS, transport capabilities, plus environment detection and health scanning. On top of being a conversational companion capable of learning to read physical changes and detect emotional and medical distress. She is everything they asked for and more.
Even though I hadn’t responded to a message from him in months, Reve was the one who sent me the flyer. The Interplanetary Alliance, made up of the six heads of the most powerful companies in the galaxy, was running a competition for young engineers. I’d just made the cutoff on the lower end of the seventeen to twenty-three age range, but I knew immediately I’d get here. No doubt in my mind. Still, it’s impossible to align the dream with this reality.
I stare at the porter, unable to change my face, which must look like ILSA’s—utterly blank.
She presses my ticket against her tablet until it emits a sharp beep and then holds the screen out toward me. “Left hand here, please.”
I lay my palm on the cool surface. Another beep.
“You’ll be able to access your room and all other first-class amenities now.” She smiles and checks her screen again, quickly scanning the information. “Your award includes full, first-class passage to and from Mars. Appropriate attire for your stay on the Boundless and your presentation on Mars has been provided.” She gestures to the other side of the room.
Next to the closet is another open door with deep green tiled walls inside. 
“I have my own bathroom?” There is no way this is real.
“Of course.” She presses a panel on the wall behind her. Another closet. How many compartments does this one room have? The door pops open.
“In here is your emergency cryo-pod. Its operation is basic, but they’ll go over the training at passenger orientation.” She presses a button, and the front pops open. The interior padding doesn’t make it look any more appealing. She points out the activation pad on the inside and steps back as it closes, sealing shut. Air locked.
My reflection in the small window of the coffin-like tube says everything. The only way I’ll be using it is if my lifeless body is shoved inside.
“A formal dinner is served promptly at seven every evening. Lunch is available from eleven to three p.m. Breakfast is served from six to eight every morning. Class begins tomorrow for all passengers of basic level age.”
“I have to go to school on the ship? In space?”
“Space travel is taxing on the human psyche. Best to keep your mind engaged. Intellectual and physical activity is required of all passengers on the Boundless. The fitness facility will be open daily, but you’ll be assigned gym time with your classmates. Feel free to explore the ship in the meantime. You’ll find we have an extensive library, several game rooms, and ample sensory spaces, such as our award-winning arboretum at the heart of the ship.”
“This place is unreal,” I say to myself, petting the silky silver bedding and lowering to sit on the pillowy mattress. It’s almost too much to process. Hours ago, I was stuck on Earth, out of chances. Now I’m here. In a different world. A shiny, perfect, new world.
“In five days, we’ll enter the communication dead zone between planets, and we won’t have contact again until we’re within five days of Mars.”
Twenty-six days without contact with anyone on solid ground. I swallow back the hollow fear rising in my throat. Space travel has never scared me, but floating in space without contact with Earth? If something happened to the ship, would anyone ever know about it? Or would we just blink out of existence without explanation? Our route between planets is only a blip in the vastness of space.
“If you don’t have any questions, I’ll leave you to settle in. If you need assistance at any time, the call button is on the wall here with the other room controls.” She touches one of the brass buttons and the emerald fabric next to the bed parts to reveal a huge circular window at least as tall as I am, displaying a swirl of clouds, continents, and oceans. So far away, but closer than I’ll be for a long time.
My mom’s expression flashes across my memory, so full of concern as she’d stopped working and pushed back her face shield. I didn’t understand until I noticed the broken seal. She’d intercepted the letter. She’d hidden it from me.
“Congratulations, Ms. Fleet.” The porter smiles, inclining her head. The door closes behind her with the soft sound of compressed air before I can thank her.
I turn back to the window. Heat expands in my chest, up my neck, prickling at my eyes. Has Mom realized I’m gone? How angry is she going to be?
When I’d uncovered the ivory envelope with my name in elegant script under the mess on her worktable, her tone had been cautious, like she’d done something wrong. And she knew it. “It’s too dangerous up there.”
“Are you kidding me? Have you seen the Elysians? They have it made on Mars!”
“It only seems that way because you’ve only ever lived here.”
“So have you!” My voice had grown louder, angrier with every word, as the weight of her betrayal settled on my shoulders. “They have everything! They live in a protected atmosphere where they don’t have to scrape by and work in shitty factories and get dust lung and—”
She snatched the paper out of my hand. “You aren’t going.”
“Like hell, I’m not!” I grabbed for the letter, but she held it out of reach.
She sucked in a shaky breath. “I wish I didn’t have to say no, but it’s too big a risk.”
“It’s not your choice!”
“You don’t… If they… Weslie, it’s my job to protect you. I’m not changing my mind.” She petted my hair with her free hand, staring straight into my face.
“I’m not like him, you know. Dad. I wouldn’t leave you here.”
Pinching her eyes closed, she took a slow step back toward her worktable.
I pushed away the guilt. She couldn’t hold me captive because he abandoned her.
“Can you please trust me on this one?”
“Trust you?” I narrowed my eyes to slits, pointedly trained on the stolen letter in her hand.
“I’m sorry, Wes.” She clicked on the torch.
The edge of the paper curled and disintegrated in the flames licking over the pristine lettering.
“Attention, Boundless passengers.” The gentle, robotic voice cuts through the memory. “Welcome aboard. All passengers have been accounted for, and we have officially departed on our journey to Mars station. Estimated arrival in thirty-six days, six hours, thirty-five minutes. Thank you for traveling with White Star Line.”
I take a steadying breath and blink away hot, stinging tears, still staring down at Earth. Home. Outside the atmosphere, my fresh anger feels weakened. I already made it. I’m on the ship. On my way. There’s nothing Mom can do now. And she’s alone down there. A microscopic speck on a blue planet.
She’ll understand after I present ILSA to the company heads on Mars. When they give me the internship, ask me to stay. Unlike my dad, I’ll send for her to join me. And she won’t have to work in a factory anymore. She won’t start coughing one day and never stop. She won’t have to waste her talent on minor repairs. And we won’t have to worry about surviving all the time.
“ILSA, end silent mode.”
She comes back to life. “Yes, Weslie.”
“I’m ready to send that message to Mom now.”



Chapter Three
Jupiter
THIRTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
With my bag slung over my shoulder and my shoes in my hands, I creep across the polished floor of the sitting room illuminated by the glow of artificial crackling flames in the fireplace.
Almost free. With any luck, I’ll slip out without having to deal with Gianna, my mother’s henchwoman.
As I step into the foyer, the overhead light clicks on. I jerk to a stop five feet from the front door, clenching my jaw and pinching my eyes shut. Please, please be Gianna. I may never get out of here if it’s Mom.
My mother’s full daytime volume shatters the morning quiet. “Don’t disappear this evening, Jupiter. It’s important you’re at dinner with us.”
One of the largest suites on the ship, and still, it’s impossible to avoid her. I turn to her and nod, fully aware that not looking her in the eye will lead to a lecture. “Noted.”
My mother glides across the sitting room with her eyes locked on me, sweeping around wing chairs and a side table like she’s lived here for years. “I mean it, Jupiter. If you wander off like last night, I will have Gianna escort you around the ship for the next five weeks.”
I can’t stop my eyes from rolling, so I shut them.
“Don’t make that face. You’re not a child anymore.”
“You would think that I wouldn’t need a babysitter, then.” The words slip treacherously through my teeth.
She locks me in her unrelenting stare and folds her slender arms across her body.
Strange we can look so alike and have so little in common. I’m a few inches taller with a slightly blunter set to my jaw, and the same pale blond hair, dark eyes, and thick lashes. But our similarities are only surface level. She can’t wait to get back home to an enclosed habitat. And I would have willingly stayed on Earth forever.
“Have you completed your Earth Experience project yet?”
Shit. Lie. Just lie. “Um…no. Not quite.”
I can’t be confined to these quarters for the entire trip. Not after spending the majority of the past month locked away in a penthouse while my classmates toured Earth without me. I’m still not entirely convinced my parents accompanied me because they care about being on the inaugural voyage of the fastest ship in the galaxy. But after my sister…I think they just didn’t want to let me go alone.
“I will be sure Calypso knows to release you as soon as it’s finished. It’s imperative we get you in with the tutor full time as soon as your basic level requirements are met.”
I swallow a sigh before it escapes my lips. I’ll have to get to Calypso before they tell her it’s already turned in. My credit is complete. Maybe I can get them to assign me something else to keep my mom at bay for at least the length of the crossing. I nod and step toward the door.
She catches my arm with her cold, bony fingers, pressing hard enough that her nails are like blades threatening my skin, before she grips the strap of my bag. “Leave that hideous sack here.”
“It’s just a bag, and I—”
“Now.”
I bite my lips, lift the strap over my head, pull out my sketchbook and pencil kit, and toss the bag on the small table in the center of the foyer.
My mother snatches it off the polished wood, holding it away from her body. The bag dangles between her pinched fingers. It’s a miracle I got it on the ship. Her eyes lock on the sketchbook under my arm. The deep gray graphite smudge on the side of my left hand is almost as insulting to her as cheap fabric. “Gianna!”
The giant woman, at least half a foot taller than me with forearms wider than my neck, appears from the hall like she’d been waiting to be called. “Ms. Dalloway.”
“Dispose of this, please.” Her manners fall flat. Punctuation on her demand, not gratitude.
Gianna does as she’s asked.
My mother’s focus on me remains unbroken. She’s not finished yet. “You are Jupiter Dalloway, not some scrappy little Earther. Instead of tarnishing that legacy with your adolescent petulance, it’s time you took your future seriously.”
My jaw tightens. I wish she wouldn’t talk like that. Like Earthers are somehow lesser because of where they were born. Especially in front of Gianna. But we’ve had that argument too many times.
Mashing the door control, I rush out of our quarters. At the end of the hallway, I’m cutting around the corner by the time she peers out the door and calls after me. She’s probably noticed that my shirt isn’t tucked in at the back or that my hair is damp and wild. I ruffle it with my fingers again. The tiniest rebellion. Watching over my shoulder, I listen for a sign that Gianna is already on my tail.
I slam to a stop, head clunking into another skull. My sketchbook slaps the polished floor as my case explodes, clattering graphite and wood bounce across the floor. The pencils settle and roll in every direction in a gentle chorus of quiet purrs. With my palm to my temple, I squint and reach out to steady the person I collided with.
“Are you okay?” I check behind me again. No one is following me. Yet. “I’m sorry, I wasn—”
“My readings indicate you have experienced a minor head contusion. Please vocalize any of the following symptoms: nausea, dizziness, double vision—”
“I’m fine, ILSA.” The girl groans, holding her head with one hand and raising the other to the bot behind her. The Earther girl from the transport station. She’s traded her clay-orange sweater for a more delicate fabric, soft green and untattered.
“You again?” Thanks to her, half of my drawings are wrinkled and smudged with copper dust. I squat down, collecting the strewn pencils. “Going to run off and leave a wake of destruction behind like last time?” I stretch past her for a runaway pencil.
Her foot blocks its path just out of my reach. She drops down to pick it up and offers it to me, narrowing her eyes. “Clearly, you made it on the ship just fine.”
“With a lighter sketchbook.”
“Something tells me they would have held the transport for you.”
She isn’t wrong.
“Weslie, I detect a minor contusion on the frontal region of your skull.” Hovering a foot away, ILSA, a vaguely humanoid bot, smooth and rounded enough not to look threatening, bows over her. “Expect minor swelling, discoloration, and mild pain. Healing time estimate: three to five days.”
“Got it, ILSA.”
I reach for the last pencil between us the same time she does. Our hands recoil. I lift my gaze to apologize for almost touching her or taking my anger out on her. Or maybe just for who I am.
There’s something familiar about her eyes. Hazel. More green than brown. Beautiful and full of disdain. Long, dark curls fall over her shoulder. She smells like fresh air. It transports me back to my unsanctioned walks on Earth when I’d make it to the trees before Gianna caught up with me. Earthy and musky-sweet, like leaves and grass baking in sunlight.
Drawing back, she pops up on her feet. “All good here, or should I find your butler or nanny or whoever to pick up after you?”
I can’t help but smirk. It’s fascinating. Refreshing even. Everyone I meet seems to know who I am, who my mom is, my family name, and I’d never know if they hated me or loved me. It’s always the same. Fake smiles. Undeserved compliments. Pretending. But this girl doesn’t even try to mask her annoyance.
I nod, but she’s rushing past with her bot on her heels without waiting for an answer. Something in me wants to follow.



Chapter Four
Jupiter
THIRTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
Next to one of the large round windows in the empty classroom, I take a seat. No points for being early, but the room is nearly silent aside from the constant, gentle hum of the ship. I sip the coffee I snuck out of the busy dining room alongside my cinnamon bun. Opening my sketchbook from a random point in the middle, I flip past the portrait staring back at me as fast as I can and find a blank page.
I tear a bite out of my pastry and etch short, flowing lines on the paper until they begin to resemble wild hair around hooded, hazel eyes.
No. Nope. Not that. I can’t start sketching the Earther girl. I won’t get it right the first time, which will lead to lots of staring and wasted pages and probably her pummeling me on purpose next time. I imagine her tackling me, that fire still burning behind her soft eyes like she could explode at any second. That wouldn’t be so bad…
No. Stop.
That cannot happen for so many reasons. For starters, she doesn’t seem to like me at all. And even if she did—I’m an heir now. I no longer have the luxury of making choices like that for myself.
I flip to another page and stare out the nearest oval window, Earth visible along the bottom edge, and sketch swirls of clouds and curves where land meets water.
A slurping sound breaks my concentration.
Curran pauses right inside the classroom door, focused on the tablet cradled in his palm. His short, dark curls are matted from sleep, but his brown eyes are puffy like he didn’t sleep at all. Steam rises out of the mug at his lips.
“Still working on that family history project?”
He lowers the cup. “Still avoiding your mom?”
I raise my eyebrows. “Always.”
An heir to the oldest family company on Mars, he was practically born ready for the responsibility. Unlike me.
You learn early when you’re a second-born that your job is to listen, observe, be invisible. You’re backup, a spare, expected to aid the family heir who managed to be born before you. That was my purpose when my sister was alive, and I was perfectly happy to do it.
Curran doesn’t understand my aversion to being my mother’s heir. But we’ve been best friends for as long as I can remember, so he’s spent enough time around her to understand the scope of my mom’s unrelenting intensity.
He slides into the seat on the opposite side of the table. Up close, the faint shadows under his eyes stand out against his pasty skin. Paler than I would be if my parents hadn’t been dictating my every move on Earth, but I didn’t befriend him for his sense of adventure. He snags my cinnamon bun, ripping off a bite without asking. The silver medallion that always hangs from a chain around his neck clinks against the table. He grips it like he’s trying to imprint his family crest into his thumb. “Heard there’s a new girl in first class. Met her yet?”
We didn’t exactly exchange names. “Not really.”
“Good morning, dedicated pupils.” Calypso, our instructor, sweeps through the room, tossing their bag on the desk. They get to work, throwing documents from their tablet that shrink and line up in a row of icons across the long wall screen.
Curran reaches across the table and tears off another bit of my pastry.
Without turning, Calypso says, “I will ignore the food in my classroom as long as it’s gone by the time we get started.”
For all the hours I’ve spent talking with them about Earth outside of class, I’m not exempt from the three rules they’ve programmed to run across the top of the wall: Be on time. Always have an opinion. And: No food in my classroom.
My mom’s voice echoes in my head. I will be sure Calypso knows to release you as soon as it’s finished. I slip off my stool and cross the room, approaching Calypso as they continue setting up. “Uh…hey.”
“What’s up, Jupiter?”
“I need a favor.” I explain my situation. That my mom, who kept me from most of the experiences on Earth, will keep me locked away from my friends for this entire trip to have me focus on training I could do on Mars. I might make it all sound more dramatic than it is, but I desperately need a break after the month of isolation in that damn penthouse.
They offer a warm smile as the rest of the students file in, taking seats on stools around rows of tall tables. “We’ll figure something out.”
I thank them and return to my seat.
“Throughout our journey, you’ll all be participating in discussions about what you observed during your mission.” Calypso slides their finger up a panel on the wall, starting class like they’re in the middle of a lesson. The overhead lights brighten, reflecting off their dark brown head and silver hoop earrings. “Your final Earth Experience reports are due at the end of the month.” At the head of the room, they draw the due date crudely with one finger before it transforms into uniform text. They sweep their hand over it, sending it across the wall-size screen to light up in a digital calendar in the upper right corner next to their name and pronouns, as if they haven’t been our teacher all year. “Any questions?”
I crane my neck to peer out the bubbled windows on the far wall, past the other students perched on stools around high tables, and discreetly open my sketchbook. Dark open space dotted with faraway stars and planets. I turn the pencil and scratch the side lightly over the white paper.
“Weslie, you’ll be exempt from the assignment. We’ll find an alternative project for you to focus on.”
All the heads turn to follow Calypso’s gaze to the back table, to the Earther girl. Weslie. She nods once with a pinched smile.
“As we’re fortunate enough to travel back to Mars on this brand-new vessel, I think it’s a good opportunity to learn about interplanetary expeditions. I’ve set up tours and demonstrations to get firsthand knowledge of the inner workings of a passenger ship.” They scan the room like they expect applause or gasps of excitement.
“We all learned about the operation of passenger ships in fourth year,” a high-pitched, exasperated voice calls from behind me.
Calypso raises their finger like they were prepared to defend this point. “Ah, yes. You wrote reports, but experience is a deeper level of education. We’re going to get a behind-the-scenes look. And once we’re well into our voyage, the captain has even invited us to the main bridge.” Their expression falls as they survey blank faces.
I open my mouth to say something encouraging.
Skye beats me to it. “Sounds cool.”
We both saw the bridge yesterday on a private tour with our families. I suspect my mother arranged it mostly to try to keep me from sneaking away on our first night on the ship, but also to force Skye and me to spend time together. As if hanging out with our parents is somehow going to shove our relationship past friendship.
Calypso grins. “Cool indeed. But today…” They turn back to the wall and tap a small icon in a row on the edge. The light overhead dims and four words pop up on the screen: BOUNDLESS SAFETY PROTOCOL MANUAL.
Groans erupt throughout the class.
“Do we really have to?” someone calls from the opposite end of the room.
Next to me, Curran runs his medallion back and forth against the chain around his neck. “Isn’t this supposed to be the safest passenger ship ever built?” There’s genuine concern in my best friend’s quiet voice.
“Indestructible!” another student says.
“Yes, the ship was built with every safety feature possible, but nothing is indestructible. As my mother always says, ‘Plan for the worst. Hope for the best.’” Calypso taps another icon and the phrase flashes over the manual before disappearing again. “So regardless of the improbability of an emergency, you’ll be tested on all safety protocols at the end of the week.”
More groans.
“Okay. Okay. Turn your attention to your tablets and…” They search for someone to call on. “Asha, please read the first item.”
Asha sits straighter. Even in the dim light, her pink hair is so brilliant it’s practically glowing.
Next to her, Weslie folds over the table, unruly curls hiding her face.
By item twenty-three, half the class is napping, and my eyelids are heavy.
“Hale, will you read the next item, please?”
“Item twenty-four. Airlock safety— Do we really need to go over this again?”
“Some might need the review or may not be familiar with the protocol.” Calypso’s eyes flick to Weslie and away just as fast. They don’t want to single anyone out, but this does feel like a waste of time. On Mars, airlock safety is practically a nursery rhyme.
“Nitro-purge, gear check, lock, decompression, tether. Got it, newbie?” Hale stares at Weslie, who looks like she’s about to crawl under the table.
I can feel the tension between my cousin and this new girl like heat from the sun. She tries to hide it under her hard expression, but she’s out of place and alone, adrift in unfamiliar territory.
“They basically guide you through it. Follow the buttons that light up and you’re golden,” I add, throwing her a lifeline.
“And if the automated system goes down, do you die waiting for the pretty lights, or did you learn how to manually initiate a nitrogen purge or override decompression along with your cute little checklist?” She glares back at me.
I lift my eyebrows and lean back, crossing my arms and fighting the grin tugging at the edge of my lips. I was wrong. This girl doesn’t need my help.
“You never introduced the new girl, Calypso,” Hale says louder, eyeing Weslie, but not addressing her directly.
“Not everyone enjoys being the center of attention, Mr. Dalloway. I’m sure you can introduce yourself during your free time.”
The screen wall behind Calypso goes blank before the whole room flashes twice with blue light accompanied by two high-pitched hums. Everyone stands, the new girl following suit and hurrying toward the door.
“No assigned activity this afternoon, but please read the rest of the safety manual on your own,” Calypso shouts as we all file out of the room.
Hale bumps into my side in the hall, nodding toward Weslie. “Know anything about her?”
“No.” Colliding with someone doesn’t give you as much insight as verbal sparring. “Only what you just heard. She’s smarter than all of us.”
A gentle, dark brown hand drapes over my forearm. Skye sighs, and I know what she’s going to say before the first word. “It’s officially happening. Overheard your mom talking to my parents last night. They’re announcing it before we arrive on Mars.”
My heart drops into my stomach.
She squeezes my bicep before releasing me, my own dread reflected in her black eyes. We’ve had an unspoken rule about avoiding the topic, but this betrothal has been looming over us since I became my family’s heir. We’ve been friends our whole lives. I love hanging out with her. But I don’t want to marry her any more than she wants to marry me.
“Thanks for the heads-up,” I say through a breath. No matter how hard I’ve tried to picture it, I can’t see her as my future wife. No doubt she’s gorgeous. She always wears a relaxed smile that makes you feel a little better about life. Her coiled black hair is cut short, usually gelled in waves to her head, to show off her long neck. I’ve elbowed Hale more than once for his comments about her curves. I’ve noticed. I’m not dead inside.
I shouldn’t even have to think about marriage. I’m only seventeen. It feels like I should have a lifetime before I’m bound to anyone. But when you’re a Big Six heir, life happens to you. The family-headed corporations control everything in two worlds. Legacy is inescapable. Relationships are business agreements. Love is incidental.
The hall feels too small. I push through the students swarmed around the new girl, hurling questions at her too fast for her to answer.
“How long were you on Earth?”
Someone from the back of the crowd calls, “Are you from one of the other Mars habitats?”
“Which one?” asks another untethered voice.
As I pass, a girl from the Paradis habitat with a shaved head and a French accent croons, “So mysterious.”
Weslie is trapped in the center, struggling for answers. Her eyes flick toward the ceiling like she’s sifting through choices. When no one expects a thing from you, you’re free to be anything.
Bitter words slip past my lips before I can stop them. “She’s not a mystery. She’s an Earther.”



Chapter Five
Weslie
THIRTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
Halfway down the long hall, he glances over his shoulder again. I hope he can feel my eyes on the back of his neck like a white-hot plasma beam.
“Doesn’t look like an Earther,” someone in the quickly receding crowd mumbles.
“Let’s go, ILSA.” I turn the opposite way, ready to run, but a boy with cold sapphire eyes, jet black hair, and shoulders too large to match his round face steps in my path.
“Didn’t know you could clean up a dust mite so well.”
“Move,” I say through my teeth, keeping my eyes fixed on the hall past him.
“Back off, Hale,” a sweet voice demands from behind me.
His gaze sweeps over me once more before joining the rest of his privileged crew and that jerk with the silver-blond hair down the hall. What did the instructor call him? Jupiter? Born an elitist and named after the god of the sky. How do you rise above that kind of entitlement? That guy was bred to be an insufferable snob.
I force myself not to hurry. If I run, they’ll know they got to me.
“Hey.” The same voice that warned off Hale turns impatient. “Wait up!”
Behind me is the girl who sat next to me in class. Gold, winged eyeliner, electric-pink hair, and a too-wide grin stretched across her golden-brown face. Asha. That’s what the instructor called her.
“Don’t judge us all by Hale. He’s a”—she pauses, twisting her mouth—“a little difficult to appreciate.”
I pause, raising my eyebrows. “That’s an interesting way to pronounce ‘asshole.’”
Another girl approaches, her long strides carrying her down the hall like she’s gliding. Her walk is as smooth as her voice. “One word never described a person so well.”
“Weslie, you have heard this human incorrectly. She said ‘appreciate.’”
“Thanks, ILSA.” I roll my eyes and turn to leave again.
The pink-haired girl laughs, winding her arm through mine before I’ve completed a full step. She peers around me. “ILSA, is that your name? You’re very impressive.”
I frown at our intertwined arms.
“Yes. I am exceptional.” That’s my bot, always ready to detect and confirm a compliment.
“And humble.” The other girl is even more intimidating up close. The overly bright hallway light glimmers in her wide, dark eyes.
The two have me locked between them like I’m being kidnapped and forced into friendship. I’d start walking again, but it seems like they multiply every time I move.
“His cousin Jupe is the next in line to take over Dalloway Tech.” Asha nods back down the hall toward the boys. 
Hale maintains a noticeable distance, while the rest of them orbit Jupiter like the sun.
“And he suffers from heir-envy,” the other girl says. “I’m Skye, by the way.”
“I cannot find this malady in my databank,” ILSA announces.
Skye chuckles. “No, I don’t imagine you would.”
Asha glances back again, a deep disappointment pinched between her brows. “I never understood that kind of bigotry. At least a quarter of Elysium’s residents are originally from Earth, and no one has a problem with that.”
“The population is too small not to be.” Skye grabs my other arm, pulling me closer. “Could you imagine how incestuous it would get without introducing some new blood?” She crinkles her nose and does a little shiver, then releases me and shrugs. “But once assimilated, an Elysian is an Elysian.”
If you’re lucky enough to scrape together the money to leave Earth, manage to find a way to stay on Mars, and fully conform to their way of life—then they’ll accept you. Gee, thanks. It takes every ounce of my self-control not to roll my eyes as I mumble, “Good to know.”
“Jupe’s usually a really nice guy, though,” Asha adds.
I stare past them at the crew of boys disappearing at the end of the hall, recalling the bursts of gold between thick, pale lashes. He’s too pretty to be nice. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”
Skye’s severely beautiful face turns serious. “He shouldn’t have called you out like that.”
I stare down at my shoes. I just want to go back to my room.
“It’s actually kind of my fault. I gave him some bad news and he took it out on you. Not to say that excuses his behavior.” Skye squeezes my arm reassuringly and glances at her comm. “Gotta go. Nice meeting you, Weslie.”
Asha waves Skye off and takes my hands. “You’re new, and I know everything about everyone. We’re having lunch together.”
My stomach groans on cue.
“Weslie.” Calypso leans out of the classroom door, barely making it without ducking. “Bring your bot in for a minute. We can brainstorm ideas for your journey project.”
I pull away from Asha. “See you around.”
“I’ll wait. It’s no problem.” Asha slips down into a cross-legged seat next to the door. “I don’t have anything to do anyway.” Her eyes light up. “We’ll take a tour after lunch! I memorized the ship’s map before we boarded, but it’s no fun wandering around by myself, and Tarak, Tar, my twin, my identical twin, actually—he looks exactly like me, except with short black hair and no sense of style or self-expression—anyway, he’s never up for exploring.”
“Do you always talk this much?” If I ever had one, I left my social filter on Earth.
Her smile doesn’t falter. “Definitely.”
I huff out a muted laugh.
At least she’s self-aware.
“Guess I’ll be right back, then.” I release a heavy sigh and open the door, waving ILSA in first. “Wish me luck.”
“She’s amazing. No luck needed.”
“This human is very intelligent,” ILSA states.
Seriously, she’s a bot. How did she get so conceited?
…
“ILSA, demo mode: lifesaving protocol.” I lie on the floor between her and Calypso, who’s perched on a stool with their arms crossed and an excited glint in their eye.
The bot reacts by running my vitals and conducting a scan on my skeleton and internal organs, opening to deploy her adjustable stretcher, while I explain each step out loud.
“No evidence of internal damage,” ILSA announces.
I take a deep breath, already tapping alternating fingers to my thumb and silently counting. I always have to close my eyes for this part.
Her rounded hands expand and extend around my head, sealing together to form a pressurized helmet to deploy oxygen. She curves her stretcher to scoop me up. Cradling my dead weight, she pulls me into a temperature-regulated embrace, forming around me like a personal space pod.
“End demo.” My voice is echoey and muffled behind the thick plastic, though she can hear me perfectly from the comm inside the helmet. She releases me gently on my feet. The excess adrenaline still courses through my veins and my breaths come too fast, but I can’t help grinning at the amazed expression on Calypso’s face.
They are nothing like Ms. Kimball, my instructor on Earth, a petite woman with a permanent scowl who only spoke in clipped sentences. Calypso has wide, muscular shoulders, a head shaved clean to their dark, ebony skin, and a squinty-eyed smile that seems to be their natural state.
“She is fully voice controlled, so she can communicate and take instructions from the podded subject. She’s equipped with enough oxygen to support life for fifteen hours. With full conversational capabilities, she learns through interaction and adapts to her companion. She also has propulsion, tracking, messaging, and—”
“Message received from Mom: Whiz-lay, answwwerrr my—”
I whip around. “Silent mode.”
Her message bubble icon disappears immediately. At least she listens.
I bite my lips and press my eyes shut before facing Calypso again. “She still has some communication bugs to work out.”
“Programming issue?”
“Possible.” I’m not about to admit the number of times I’ve been through her code and checked over every connection.
“Have her plans?”
I tap my temple.
They frown, then their eyebrows lift, and they nod to themself. “You’ll need to have them by the time we reach Mars. The presentation is a chance to exhibit how ILSA can benefit each Big Six company, and you’ll want to be completely prepared to blow them all away. This is an opportunity even Elysians rarely get.”
Jupiter walks in, freezing mid-stride when he looks up from the sketchbook in his hand. “Oh, I’m sorry. I can come back later.”
Calypso slides off the stool and waves him over. “No! Come on in. This is perfect timing.”
“I’m done anyway.” No way I’m talking about ILSA in front of this gorgeous jerk who’s already made it clear that my Earther status is beneath him.
Calypso swings their pointer finger back and forth between the two of us. “Hold on, Weslie. I think this could work.”
Oh. Hell. No.
“Jupiter here has already turned in a complete Earther Experience report and he’s a fantastic artist.” Calypso crosses their arms, nodding slowly like the full brilliance of this idea is still unfolding in their mind.
I don’t think I’m going to love where this is going.
They focus on Jupiter. “And Weslie here has some prepping to do before she presents to the panel. Both of you require a project to work on during the trip. Each of your skills could lend themselves to perfecting the ILSA presentation.”
Not the presentation. My presentation. “I don’t need help. I can—”
“This way I don’t have to make up some pointless long-form essay for each of you to complete over the course of the trip.”
I glare at Jupiter, who shrugs. Why isn’t he arguing? Useless elitist drone.
How is this guy possibly going to help me? Even if he has a small grasp of tech, there’s no way he has ever had to repair a damn thing in his life.
We both follow Calypso to their desk.
Leaning over the surface, they’re already entering the assignment. “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised at what you each have to learn from the other.” They grab a bag off the back of their chair and glide past me toward the exit before I can think of a good enough argument to make them reconsider.
I have to stop this from happening. “I-I really think I should—”
“Glad we figured this out. See you tomorrow.” Calypso marches out the door, dimming the lights as they exit.
Still beside me, Jupiter clears his throat. “Should we plan a time to get together, then?”
Doesn’t he have enough? Dalloway Technologies—his family’s multi-trillion-dollar corporation—basically owns my hometown. My mom works in their factory. When I go back, if I go back, I’ll end up there, too. Hell, I think they even technically own our house.
“Absolutely not.” I hurry out of the room.



Chapter Six
Weslie
THIRTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
Asha doesn’t seem to take a breath as we curve through the halls, until we drop ILSA off in my room to recharge. She checks the time on her comm. “Oh, we better hurry. They stop lunch service at three.”
With only twenty-six minutes until the food gets cut off and my stomach audibly growling, we hurry to the dining room, where her voice weaves into the noise of the crowd. Shimmering silver damask-patterned walls illuminate the room full of circular tables. A row of people shuffles along the back, picking brightly colored food from tiered trays. Luckily, Jupiter isn’t one of them.
I move to the back of the line like I’ve been caught by its gravitational pull. So much food. Without growing and picking and cleaning and cooking. No matter what else I find, this will forever be my favorite place on this ship.
Last night I hid in my room, afraid that if I even stepped out into the hall someone would realize I don’t belong here. Then I lost my nerve after I ran into Jupiter on my way to breakfast. The ache of hunger grows sharper.
Piled high with one of everything from every platter and tray, I carry two plates to an open table, carefully balancing the mountains of food. By the time only a tiny pink cake remains on my second plate, Asha’s told me that she’s obsessed with twenty-first-century fashion and romance novels and why she chose the name Asha when she came out. That her twin, Tar, builds small pet bots for fun, never brushes his hair, and talks in his sleep. She has pointed out a dozen notable people whom my food-coma brain did not note, one unconfirmed secret love affair, and a pair of newlyweds whose hatred for each other seems to be a source of constant public entertainment.
“…and he takes every chance he gets to openly complain about taking his new wife’s name. Such archaic misogyny. She is from the more prominent family, after all.”
It’s amazing she doesn’t starve or suffocate through the endless stream of thoughts that flow out of her mouth.
Slouching lazily in my chair, I hold my stomach and watch porters carry away the last of the half-full trays. Never in my life have I been so fantastically full.
Asha stands. “Ready?”
“For a nap.” I breathe slowly around the oversize meal settling in my belly, eyelids heavy as I exhale.
She yanks me out of my cushioned chair. “Let’s go!”
I pathetically reach back for the last little cake on my plate as she drags me away from the table. At least I thought to stash a roll in my pocket mid-meal.
Asha tows me behind her with no sign of it being an obvious effort, walking and talking at hyper-speed.
Her tour starts by hauling me past the door to the stairs the porter guided me up when I first boarded and through unfamiliar winding hallways. Her feet and mouth don’t slow as we pass CREW ONLY painted in giant black letters across the closed doors. Her dad is the captain, a fact that prompts the history of her father’s career and the story of how her parents met, something to do with her mom’s Earth Experience Mission, but I’ve already zoned out.
We practically run by the door to the gym, then the pool. I barely catch a glimpse through the little round window in the door. Dark blue water reflecting overhead light. Toward the back of the ship, we head up a brightly lit staircase and loop through the escape pod bay.
This part I like. I don’t want to get trapped in one of these pods, but the walkway is cool, dark, quiet, and best of all—people-free.
Back in the white halls, she tows me through the maze of first-class living quarters halls and down the curving grand staircase depositing us back in front of the dining room. A completed loop.
Thank the universe.
I pause at the clock halfway down the stairs. Even at Asha-speed, the tour took nearly two hours. “Well, maybe I’ll head back to my room.”
“No way. I’ve saved the best parts for last.” She drags me down the rest of the steps, turning toward the center of the ship, the opposite direction we took on our last loop. At the end of a long hall, she pulls me through an oversize archway that opens to a world that almost feels like home.
On my left, eucalyptus trees stretch at least fifty feet high. Their woody scent mingles with the fresh sweetness of the tall pines to my right, nearly covering the sterile, artificial smell permeating the hallways of the ship.
I squeeze her arm and force her to pause on a green mosaic in the center of the massive room.
Aside from the four exits in each direction, I can’t see where the circular room ends. Above the arched doorways, the wall seems to dissolve into sky. Paths weave through thick foliage to picnic-perfect patches of grass in forested quadrants. Ahead, birch and maple trees fill the other two sections, separated by species. These Elysians have to group everything, people and trees alike. I wonder if they even realize that’s not how they grow in nature.
My gaze darts up at the familiar song of a robin as an orange belly flies overhead. “Birds in space?”
“They do look real, don’t they? Projections. Like the ceiling.”
Beyond the branches, the ceiling glows white and soft gray, like an overcast day.
She grabs my arm and we’re off again. Through a wide corridor past another set of stairs and then starboard down another hall. She crashes through a set of doors, hauling me inside.
“And this…is my favorite room.” Asha’s eyes travel up dark wood shelves that stretch to the high ceiling.
I’m already out of breath from keeping up with her pace, but if I weren’t, this room would definitely steal the air from my lungs. “Incredible.”
Her grip on my forearm tightens. “Isn’t it?” she says through an awed breath.
A blue-haired woman with wide-framed glasses, not much older than us, raises her eyes from the front desk, face brightening. “Asha, I think I figured out the book you were describing yesterday.”
She releases me for the first time since lunch and skips over to the desk.
I wander into the stacks, pushing a rolling ladder along with me. Turning down a quiet row, I scan the titles, brushing my hand along the tightly packed spines, but only swipe empty air. The projection transforms into blocks of titles with instructions running across the shelf above them: Tap title. Scan palm to borrow.
Is anything on this ship real?
Drawing my hand back, I hold onto the shelf and lean to see the rows of illusions reaching up to the ceiling. I could swear I smell the musky-sweetness of old book pages.
Chair legs scrape against the floor at the end of the aisle. Beyond the shelves, in front of a circular window full of stars, Jupiter is hunched over a heavy wood table, sketching with one of the pencils I helped him collect before class. He rotates the loose paper in front of him and draws back to get a wider view, ruffling his hair with graphite-stained fingers.
She’s not a mystery. She’s an Earther. One minute he’s smiling at me for insulting him and the next he’s offering me up for judgment to his elitist friends. And now, he actually thinks I’m going to agree to work with him? Is he a walking contradiction or just that cruel?
“Are you finished looking?” Asha appears around the edge of the shelves.
I whip around, face instantly hot. “I wasn’t.”
She peers past me at Jupiter, fully absorbed in his drawing and unbothered by our exchange, and then she raises an eyebrow. “See anything you like?”
“Stop,” I say in my driest tone and move past her.
“Maybe I should…” She takes a slow step back down the aisle.
“No!” I snag the shoulder of her silver shirt and drag her around the corner with me as she breaks into a soft giggle.
As we exit the library, a tinkling bell rings overhead. If that’s an alarm, it doesn’t exactly inspire urgency.
“That’s the one-hour warning. We better dress for dinner.”
A laugh bursts out of me. That’s almost ridiculous enough to cheer me up from being assigned to babysit the Big Six prince.
Asha’s expression is serious. “They’re strict about evening wear on these ships.”
I glance down at my faded sweater and work pants, an old pair of Dad’s that hang precariously on my hips regardless of the electrical wire holding them up. This morning, I’d considered putting on something from my provided wardrobe, but it was all brand new, stiff, and unnervingly delicate. Even the thought of trying them on felt like giving up a piece of myself. And I’m not going to let any of this—the ship, the people, the experience—change who I am.
But dinner. The food. The beautiful, delicious food…in a giant room of stuck-up Elysians with their judgmental stares. I remember how the other students stepped away from me outside class like “Earther” is a disease.
No. Better to avoid anything with a dress code.



Chapter Seven
Jupiter
THIRTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
Of course, my parents are seated at the table in the center of the dining room. What fun is dragging your son back home to a future he doesn’t want if you can’t flaunt it in front of hundreds of the closest living humans? Skye and her parents join the table, everyone standing, pulling out chairs, and shaking hands. My mother cranes her long neck, surveying the busy space and searching for me. I lower my head and cut left toward my friends at the side of the room.
Tar pats my arm and leans over the empty seat to read the name projected on the plate before circling to find his place. “Who’s W. Fleet?”
“The Earther girl,” Curran replies, without looking up from typing on the tablet in his lap.
The Earther girl who’s unwillingly saving me from my mother. Not that she’s going to make it easy. Still, I’d rather convince her than be locked up in my family’s quarters with the tutor for the next month.
Hale leans back, precariously balancing on the back legs of his chair. “I’m not sure how I feel about being seated with an Earther.”
“She’s perfectly nice,” Asha assures him like it’s fear and not snobbery concerning Hale.
I squint at Asha, remembering the way Weslie ruthlessly blew me off after Calypso left the classroom.
Next to Asha, Tar laughs. “You think everyone’s nice.”
“I was more worried about fleas. We’ve all seen how they live.” Hale crosses his arms, rocking back further.
Hale’s limbs fly in all directions when I pull his seat back, holding him two feet from the floor. “And you think everyone is beneath you.” 
“Will you let me up? She’s not coming anyway.” He uselessly tries to reach for the edge of the table.
I hoist him back upright and let the front legs of the chair fall to the floor.
Brushing her pink hair out of her face, Asha glances at the door with sad eyes. “Why?”
“How am I supposed to know? Saw her heading toward the escape pod bay.” Hale grumbles, still frowning at me, “Maybe she’ll do us all a favor and jump ship.”
“I’ll keep you company, Ash.” Picking up the glass in front of W. Fleet’s plate, I plop into the empty seat and reach over Curran to clink it to Asha’s. I peek down at the tablet he’s holding. “Who are you messaging?” 
“What?” His head jerks up and flips the tablet over. “No. No one.” Curran pops out of his seat, his tablet in one hand and his eyebrows furrowed like he’s solving a complicated math equation in his head.
“You all right?” I ask.
“It’s too noisy here to work. I’m going to my room.” He moves to leave, turning back to snag the champagne glass out of my hand before he rushes through the crowd and out the doors.
Asha hands me her untouched glass and shrugs. “Have mine. I don’t like the bubbles.”
My eyes flick traitorously toward my family’s table, and my mother’s glare is as loud as a scream. I pause with the rim of the glass touching my bottom lip and place it back on the table. “Looks like I have to go.”
Asha follows my stare and then mouths, Good luck.
I stand, raise my hands in surrender, and wind my way through the tables toward the center of the room.
Only a table away, someone gently takes my hand to stop me. Aquilla Nole’s grip is weak, her skin wrinkled and papery. She feels as fragile as she looks in her long-sleeve blue satin dress, but old age hasn’t made her any less fierce. I’ve watched her eviscerate the Elysium ambassador for boring her and bring the head of Aphelion Corp close to tears for taking a seat at her table without invitation. Somehow, I’ve earned a permanent place on her good side.
The wrinkles deepen around her eyes as she smiles up at me, patting our clasped hands. “Jupiter, love, I wondered when you would come say hello.”
“I’m sorry, Quilly. I’m a little distracted tonight. How are you?” I glance at my parents, who are engaged in conversation, and squat down, face to face with the beady eyes of the fox fur wrap hanging around her shoulders.
“As well as is to be expected. I have no business in space at my age, but if I die on a historical voyage, maybe people will remember me.” Not an heir herself, she’s the aunt of the Nole Corp head, Curran’s great-aunt, and seems to spend most of her time watching over most social events. She’s been talking about her impending death for as long as I can remember, but I was always drawn in by her stories: spacewalks, hiking the Elysium Rise on Mars, traveling Earth. Plus, she’s the only person in this crowd of stuffy people who’s always ready to tell the unfiltered truth.
“I will definitely remember you.” I smile, gently squeezing her delicate fingers.
A strong grip clamps on the shoulder of my jacket, yanking me up to stand. “Your mother needs you, Mr. Dalloway.”
I sigh. “Gianna, will you please call me Jupe?”
“Now, Mr. Dalloway.”
“No need to manhandle the boy,” Quilly scolds her. “Tell his mother while she’s waiting for her sweet boy to visit with a lonely old woman, she can work on pulling that stick out of her ass.”
I cough out a laugh. “Not sure that would help my situation, Quilly. I’d better go. Have a good night.”
She pulls me down into a hug and by the noise Gianna makes, I assume Quilly isn’t smiling at her over my shoulder.
I march toward my parents’ table, Gianna on my heels. Stopping in front of the empty chair, I bow my head. “You summoned me, Mother?”
“Take your seat, Jupiter.”
A strong hand forces me to sit. Gianna takes her post at the side of the room to watch and wait for my mother’s next order.
Mom leans toward me and discreetly whispers, “Calypso tells me you’ve been assigned an additional final project as a favor to them?”
“I’m working with the bot contest winner.” I match her volume.
“How charitable,” my mother says without an ounce of sincerity.
“I see it as more of a learning experience,” I say through my teeth. “Calypso asked me to help her draw the bot’s plans out before we get to Mars.”
She draws back a little, a strange expression crossing her face that I can’t quite read. Curiosity maybe?
Turning away, she picks up her champagne flute with three fingers. “Fine. As long as you also make it to your tutoring session.”
“Has everyone seen the arboretum?” Skye’s mother, Simone Dupont, surveys the table.
I almost respond, catching myself as my lips part. Better not to give away one of my hiding places.
“I toured it as soon as we boarded. There’s something about plants grown on Earth. Is it just me, or are they more fragrant?” My father sounds legitimately fascinated.
My mother sighs loudly, shaking her head. “Wouldn’t lab-grown be safer?”
“It’s all perfectly healthy. I personally oversaw the development,” Skye’s mother assures her.
I bite my lips to hide my smirk. The misstep is unlike my mother. But her hatred of everything Earth is stronger than her love of etiquette. The Dupont family runs the majority of agricultural operations on Mars and Earth. They aren’t a Big Six company. I wish. Then Skye and my betrothal would be illegal. But they’re powerful enough for my mother’s standards. Everything from produce to the plants in every Mars garden comes from their labs and greenhouses.
“Of course, it’s comforting to know the installation was in such capable hands.” My mother forces a smile.
Dad turns to me. “You’ll love it, Jupe. One of our teams programmed the weather patterns in the room. It’s almost like being back on Earth.”
“Imagine what we’ll be able to create together once our companies are united.” Of course my mom finds a way to bring the conversation back to the impending arrangement.
“Maybe you two can take a walk after dinner to see it.” Simone nods at her daughter.
Skye catches my attention, peeking between the sprigs of holographic foliage in the middle of the table and rolling her eyes.
She is beautiful. Smart as hell and one of the coolest people I’ve ever known. Everyone in our year or even close who’s into girls has had a thing for her at some point in time. Except for me. That would’ve been too weird. We’ve been friends as far back as my memory goes. Skye is family. A fixture in my life as permanent as my sister was.
If Andi were still here, I would be practically invisible. I could stay on Earth or disappear in a stolen escape pod, and no one would care. That’s the life I was raised for. Until everything changed two years ago. It was supposed to be Andi she was matched with. They were in love. But I am not my sister. And I feel that constant disappointment from everyone around me. My parents. Skye. Even myself.
Andi’s face flashes over reality. Her gold-brown eyes, just like mine, pleading for help. The muted sounds of pounding on glass are hollow and my arms move too slowly like I’m in water.
“Jupiter.” My mother snaps me back to the present. All eyes are on me like I’m expected to impress them all.
My pulse races. I tug at my shirt collar, fighting to get a full breath. The air feels too thick around me, like it’s caging me in.
It’s all there in front of me. I’ll train by her side until she turns over the whole company. For the rest of my life, I’ll make every decision with the company in mind. Always in the spotlight. A replica of my mother’s life and the lives of all the company heads before her. I feel like I’m being launched out into space with no controls. Not steering my own way.
It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. This isn’t my life. It’s Andi’s.
“Excuse me.” I slide my chair back, chair legs squealing against the polished floor. “I…I need a minute.” But I’m too far for the people at the table to hear half my sentence, darting through the room and bursting out the doors. Halfway to the top of the wide, curved staircase, I spot Gianna following. I break into a sprint, but she’s quick. Past the numbered doors, I hear her heavy footsteps echoing up the hall behind me.
A set of thick doors part in front of me, opening to a dim, curved hallway, lined with rows of lights in the floor and a series of gray doors, smaller and closer together than the living quarters with slender windows between them. The pattern continues around the bend. The escape pod bay. How fitting. And useless. I don’t have access to them and where would I go if I did?
At the sound of the thick doors opening again behind me, I move faster. Footsteps echo around the bend in the hall, and I run again, gaining distance. I can’t let her drag me back. I need a minute alone. Why is that always too much to ask?
Ahead, there’s an open door. In the middle of locked escape pods, the maintenance airlock is open across from an unlit hallway off the backside of the pod bay. I peer inside and then down the dark hall, listening to Gianna’s approaching footsteps. Two options: run or hide.
I step inside and softly latch the airlock shut, sliding down the inside of the door and out of view from the small porthole window. My lungs burn for more air, but I press my eyes closed and take shallow, quiet breaths.
Softer footsteps approach outside the door and stop.
My heart pounds in my ears.
A click vibrates in the door at my back. A lock? No. Can’t be. Is Gianna trying to get in? But the light footsteps recede, replaced by the heavy pounding of boots.
Rising to my feet, I peek out of the round
glass to see a hooded figure slip into the shadows, unnoticed by Gianna, disappearing around the curve. My shoulders soften and I inhale cold air deep into my chest.
I can go back the way we came. She’ll never think to backtrack. With both hands, I pull the latch left, but it doesn’t move. Fighting a spike of panic, I brace myself and push with all my weight. Nothing. Ice races up my back.
It’s locked.



Chapter Eight
Weslie
THIRTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
ILSA moves to shield me from the towering woman with thick neck muscles barreling around the curve of the escape pod bay.
“Mr. Dall… Oh, my apologies.” She bows her head, observing ILSA before she meets my stare. “Did anyone pass through this way?”
“Nope.” The point of coming to the escape pod bay was the lack of humans.
Her eyes narrow like she suspects I’m lying, but she nods, her face pinched, and continues on, pumping her arms, hands balled into tight fists.
When the sound of her stomping fades, I sit against a narrow window and pull the bread roll out of my pocket. Unwrapping the cloth napkin, I tear it in half and take a bite. The crust is tough, and I wish I had some of that gorgeously melty agave butter they served at lunch, but I can live without it if it means avoiding the pretentious circus that is sure to be dinner on the Boundless.
“Unopened video message from Mom. Would you like me to play it?”
The view of my home planet is getting smaller. No longer filling the window, the entire sphere of Earth is visible, pole to pole, the details lost by the distance. I sent Mom a message last night, but I haven’t listened to her responses yet. And they’re piling up.
“Play it,” I instruct ILSA.
Her face screen goes dark and then bright, casting against the gray wall opposite the window a closeup of my mom talking into her comm device.
“Wait, stop!”
The projection disappears and a question mark pops up on ILSA’s dark face screen.
Do I want to listen to anything she has to say after what she did? I don’t know if I’m ready for her excuses. I can’t imagine there’s one good enough to try to take this experience away from me and condemn me to a future exactly like hers. Aren’t parents supposed to want more for their kids? My face burns and hot, angry tears build in the corners of my eyes, but then I glance at the planet outside the window again, getting farther away by the second.
“Play the message, ILSA.”
“Are you certain? It seems you are having a negative physical reaction to the first still of the video.”
“Play it.” I wipe my face with the sleeve of my sweater.
The projection reappears. The slanted roof of our little house is behind her. She’s sitting next to the garden, her hair as disheveled as when I last saw her. She takes a long breath, running a hand over her forehead, brushing back the wisps at her temple.
“We…eh, eh, eh…” The video glitches into a collection of still pictures of my mom’s tired eyes lifting to meet the camera. “I can’t believe you just…”
I think it’s cutting out again, but she drops her head, pausing and holding her face in her hand. My heart sinks. I hate that I made her feel like this, but it’ll make more sense after I get us a permanent place on Mars. She’ll forgive me then.
“I’m so…” She rubs a hand over her mouth, staring off to the side like she’s searching for words somewhere in our overgrown vegetable patch. “Look, you’re up there. I can’t demand you come back. And since you forced my hand, I’ll have to…” The video goes hazy, then shifts into abstract blocks of colors. When it clears, her mouth is moving, but there’s no audio.
I bump ILSA with my palm.
“…and he…” Static. “…on Ma-a-a-rs.” The glitch turns her words into a series of indecipherable tones.
I smack ILSA again and the video pauses. “Is that it?”
“The video message seems to be damaged,” ILSA states, the image on the wall disappearing and her face screen going neutral. “Would you like to view the remaining video in this state or are you going to continue to resort to violence?”
“You don’t have pain receptors, ILSA. Stop being dramatic.”
Her face stays blank.
I lift my hands in surrender. “Play the rest of the message, please.”
The video stalls through another series of images of my mom in various stages of speaking, but the only sound is an occasional sharp tone. Then it comes together again. “Please be careful, Wes.”
“End of message,” ILSA announces.
My repairs to her message processor must have damaged her video storage. The errors on this bot never end. At least I have thirty-five more days of travel time to figure it all out. She has to be perfect by the time I present her to the panel on Mars.
Thud, thud, thud. A muffled rhythm comes from down the hall.
I creep along, craning my neck to look around the curve as I go. It’s empty. Quiet.
Thud, thud. I jump back from the airlock door next to me as a face appears in the small, circular window. Wide, gold-brown eyes. Pale lashes. Jupiter.
“Thank the universe. It’s locked from the outside. Will you open the door, please?” His voice sounds hollow through the thick, airtight door.
One corner of my mouth pulls into a half grin.
“Just turn the latch and open. It’s pretty self-explanatory.” He points down like I don’t know where it’s located.
I raise my eyebrows, recalling what he said in class, and splay my hands like I’m examining a complex circuit board instead of a door latch. “I don’t know if I can figure it out. None of the buttons are lighting up.”
His lips tighten and he stares back at me, his shoulders rising and falling with a steadying breath.
“I can’t remember”—I press a finger to my lip—“is it lefty loosey?”
He rests his forehead against the glass. “I wasn’t trying to offend you. I was trying to help. Hale can be an ass sometimes. So will you please just open the damn door?”
I tap my finger against my bottom lip and let my head fall to the side like I’m thinking really, really hard.
“Oh, for the love of the universe!” His gaze moves around the door like he’s given up on help. “I’ll figure it out myself.”
I lift onto my toes to watch him as he smacks a button, a triumphant smile spreading across his face, and tries the latch again. The light in the airlock goes red.
“Decompression initiated,” a robotic voice announces.
Our eyes lock through the glass. Neither of us is playing anymore. I pull at the latch with all my weight, but it doesn’t budge. The airlock is sealed, pumping air out of the chamber, and depressurizing to match the vacuum of space. And Jupiter’s not in a protective spacesuit.
I get right up to the little window, so I can see as much as possible inside. “There’s got to be a control panel somewhere along the wall. Find it now!”
Jupiter searches frantically, hands hovering over the mechanisms inside like he’s afraid he’ll accidentally eject himself into space if he touches anything else. “I don’t see a panel!” His voice is strained like air is being sucked straight out of his lungs. This is bad.
I feel along the door and find a port, grab ILSA, and hook her up. “Override decompression, ILSA.”
Inside the glass, Jupiter’s eyelids droop and I slap the wall. “Stay with me, Jupiter. I might need your help in there.” But he’s fading. “ILSA! Hurry!”
The red light shifts back to white. There’s a soft click inside the thick door. I yank the latch and heave it open.
Jupiter’s long body crumples. I try to catch him, but he flattens me on the pod bay floor. He’s dead weight. Unconscious. I can’t tell if he’s breathing. “Help, ILSA.”
She rolls him off me, so he’s on his back. ILSA was built for this. Life-sustaining. I sit up slowly, sore from another fall. We have to stop interacting like this.
“Your heart rate is elevated. Are you in distress, Weslie?” She’s specifically attuned to me, ignoring the unconscious boy beside me.
“Help him,” I demand.
“How would you like me to proceed?”
Oh god. She isn’t programmed to read other people’s medical distress.
“I don’t know. Revive him.”
“Weslie, your heart rate and blood pressure are abnormal. You seem to be displaying signs of acute—”
“Help! Can anyone hear me?” I yell down the hall, but there’s no response. I could send a message if I were connected to anyone on this damn ship. What is the use of a lifesaving bot if it won’t do shit while someone is dying!
I slide to his side on my knees, lowering my ear toward his mouth. Nothing. “ILSA, give me instructions for CPR.”
“Step one: check for responsiveness.”
I grab Jupiter’s shoulders and jostle him, but he doesn’t respond. “Come on, wake up.”
“Step two: check for breathing and pulse.”
I press two fingers to the side of his neck, searching for his heartbeat. “I can’t find a pulse!”
“Step three: call for emergency services.”
I already tried that. “Next step, ILSA!”
“Step four: place your hands on the center of his chest. Keep your elbows locked and pump thirty compressions.”
I count out loud. When I finish, he’s still lifeless. “What now?”
“Tilt his chin back, place your mouth over his, and blow until his chest rises.”
I stare at his parted lips. “Is that really necessary?”
“Mouth to mouth is optional.”
“Great. Next step!”
“Check for breathing and pulse again and then do another round of thirty compressions.”
I place two fingers on his neck.
He coughs, grabbing my hand and curling toward me onto his side, sucking in air. Eyes clenched shut.
“Jupiter. Can you hear me?” I brush away the pale hair that’s fallen across his eyes. As he opens them, it immediately feels too intimate. I slide away, pulling my hand free.
He heaves in deep, gulping breaths, unbuttoning the collar of his shirt and rolling onto his back, blinking slowly. Gasps turn to steady panting, and he runs a hand over his face. He angles his head to peer up at me through long eyelashes, and I’m suddenly aware of how narrow the hall between us is, how closely I’m watching him.
His voice is hoarse. “Are all Earthers this ruthless?”
“Are all Elysians this brainless?”
I’m braced for a fight, but his mouth curves into a full grin, showing off his perfectly straight teeth and accentuating his dimples.
Of course he has dimples.
“Probably.” He laughs, propping himself against the opposite wall.
My chest rises and falls heavily. Who knew saving someone’s life was so exhausting? “Why the hell”—I pause for another breath—“did you shut yourself in an airlock?”
“I didn’t do it on purpose.” He tugs at his collar again.
“So they teach Mars kids the steps of using an airlock but skip the basics like ‘airlock dangerous.’”
He braces himself against the wall to stand. “You’re pretty judgmental for someone who just tried to kill me.”
“I would have opened the door if you didn’t start mashing random buttons and sealing yourself in.” I get to my feet, facing him eye to eye. There’s no way I’m going to let him literally look down on me.
“Took your sweet time about it.” He smooths the front of his shirt.
“Oh, I’m sorry.” I widen my eyes and clasp my hands together in the most dramatic show of fake sympathy possible. “You’re probably used to people hopping into action at your every whim.”
“Hardly.”
“Give me a break. I see the way everyone treats you, Jupiter Dalloway.” I emphasize his last name. The name of one of only six corporations that own every bit of Earth and Mars and the space in between. Stepping closer, I stare back at him through slits. “You people think the universe is yours to command.”
He holds my gaze, eyes gentle, and shakes his head. “You don’t know anything about me.”
The sincerity in his voice makes my breath catch in my throat. He’s not what I expected.
“What are you doing back here?” A porter appears around the bend in the hallway.
We both leap back toward opposite walls.
I turn my face away, as if I could hide at this point. If we’re not allowed to be back here, only one of us is going to face consequences, and it’s not going to be the son of a Big Six family. Maybe I could run.
“All passengers have returned to their quarters,” the porter adds.
Wait.
All the tension melts from my body.
I know that voice.
Tilting his head, he squints like the dim light might be playing tricks on him. “Wes?”
I hadn’t imagined seeing him the day I boarded. His black hair is shorter than he usually keeps it. The uniform is new. But that familiar lopsided grin across his perfect face is a desperately needed piece of home.
Sprinting across the space between us, I crash into him and throw my arms around his neck. I cling to my best friend. Or, at least, the closest thing I have to one. “Reve! You’re here!”
He wraps his arms around my waist, lifting me off my toes. “I was hired on at the last minute. But forget about me. You’re here. How the hell did that happen?”
As the homesickness recedes, warmth creeps up my neck into my cheeks. It’s been weeks since we’ve passed each other on the road between our houses. Longer since the last time we ran into each other in the orchard and spent half the night talking. Even longer since we intentionally spent time together. Not like when we were kids and we saw each other every day. He lowers me back down, and I drop my heels to the floor, pulling away.
He catches my hands. His black eyes glued to me.
Heat builds in my palms, and I pray they aren’t sweating. Before I can explain, someone coughs.
Glancing past me at Jupiter, Reve furrows his eyebrows for a fraction of a second before relaxing. His expression goes neutral. “I believe people are looking for you, Mr. Dalloway. Better head back.”
“Aye, aye.” Jupiter passes, saluting and meeting my eyes just long enough to chip another layer of my confidence away.
“I can’t believe you’re here.” Reve squeezes my hands tighter. The familiar lilt of an accent on the edge of each word sends me straight into the past.
The long days we spent running and playing tag in the orchards until the sun dipped low into the branches. Even when we got too old for games, we wandered through the wild oak trees or swam in the muddy lake that only lasted a couple months of the year at best. Then the dying light would guide us back to his house covered in a layer of copper dust. And his mother would sit with us, cutting fruit from their garden, juice running over her thick, olive-brown hands. Speaking half in Spanish and half in English, she’d insist we tell her every detail of our day.
He raises an eyebrow. “How’d you get yourself onto a ship like this, and in first class no less? Or did you sneak up here? Am I going to have to take you into custody and escort you back to the lower levels?”
He acts like nothing is different. Like we’re still kids. But everything changed after he started working nearly full time at the transport depot. After I started to think more about touching his face or running my hands through his thick black hair than hide-and-seek and orange slices. After his voice got deeper, and I stopped managing coherent thoughts around him. After my dad left, and I started spending more time with machines than people.
“No. I…ILSA. I won.” There it is. Awkwardness, my old friend.
“No shit? You’re the contest winner everyone’s talking about? I should have guessed. You’re the best damn engineer on Earth.”
Everyone? Fantastic. I point past him to ILSA, whose reprogramming to allow for emotionally driven changes in heart rate seems to have worked. Thank the universe.
“Stellar.” Reve releases me and takes the bot’s fingerless wedge of a hand. “Nice to meet you, ILSA.”
“My readings indicate Weslie feels positively about your presence, so it is nice to meet you, too.”
Okay…so the reprogramming didn’t work.
He laughs. “Oh yeah? What kind of readings?”
“Nothing!” I jump between them and clear my throat. “She still has a lot of bugs to work out. No idea what she’s talking about.”
That damn lopsided smile is back.
“My readings indicate that your temperature—”
“Shut up, ILSA.” Excuse me while I step into the airlock and launch myself into space.
The white star pin on his vest glows, and he touches his ear. “They need me back. See you around the ship, Wes.”
“Okay,” is all I can manage, still cringing.
Reve turns down the hall. Without glancing back, he calls, “Let’s talk again soon, ILSA. Love to hear more about those readings.”
“Don’t. You. Dare,” I say under my breath.



Chapter Nine
Jupiter
THIRTY-FOUR DAYS TO MARS
“Welcome, passenger #374. Begin warm-up.” The treadmill moves slowly under my feet, easing me into a quick walking pace, while Curran begins in a full jog beside me.
In the corner of the busy gym, a red-faced guy grunts out reps on the weight bench while the mullet-ed woman spotting him shouts encouragement in Russian over the chorus of panting runners.
Behind them, the gym door slides open and Weslie steps inside. Her gaze passes over the row of treadmills, all in use—aside from the one beside me. She deflates.
I turn back to the wall-size window displaying an unchanging view of far-off stars and planets. The way she’s been avoiding me since Calypso paired us up on her project, I imagine she just turned around and left.
“Calibrating…” the machine beside me announces, welcoming Weslie. Passenger #2037. She starts jogging in a steady rhythm, staring out into space, seemingly oblivious to anything else happening in the room.
Is this good luck or bad? She can’t avoid me here at least.
My machine notifies me of a speed increase.
I try to catch her eye, but she stares forward like she’s shut off her peripheral vision.
“Do you run on Earth?” I have to speak louder than usual over the collective hum of the machines, pounding of feet, and the Russian weightlifter, who’s now growling through the last of his reps.
Weslie’s expression stays flat and focused. I may as well not exist.
On my other side, Curran shrugs.
I settle into a light jog, rifling through possible conversation starters. I don’t know anything about this girl other than the fact that she’s from Earth, she built an incredible bot, and she doesn’t seem to like me.
“Where’s ILSA?” I try again.
“Am I giving off some kind of friendly vibe? Maybe I’m not frowning enough because of the endorphins, but I was really going for disinterested and unapproachable,” she says with the rhythm of her strides, keeping her eyes trained on the star-filled window in front of her.
“I think you nailed it.” There’s a laugh in Curran’s voice.
For an Earther and the highest-born Big Six heir, my best friend and Weslie have more in common than they’d think. Curran can be just as difficult when he doesn’t want to talk. When something bothers him, he shuts out the world. But growing up around his father, I can understand why. After his mom died, his dad went on like nothing happened. And Curran’s always been expected to deal with everything with the same stoic resolve. Like emotions are an inconvenience. Like if he keeps everything to himself, nothing can ever really hurt him. And I’ve had plenty of experience breaking down walls.
I try again. “I didn’t mean to bother you—”
“And yet, here you go.”
On either side of me, both of them are in a full run with straight backs, relaxed hands, and long strides, while I struggle to adjust to my treadmill’s speed increase. My lungs burn, making my words spaced out and breathy. “But Calypso…is pretty set…on us working together.”
“This again.” She rolls her eyes.
It’s not like I’ve been stalking her, begging her to partner with me for the past twenty-four hours. She completely shut me down after we got the assignment, and we didn’t get a lot of conversation in between me almost dying in the maintenance airlock and her swooning over that porter. This morning, I managed to get half the question out before she bolted out of the room at the end of class. I tried to ask Calypso for a different project, but they wouldn’t budge. Told me to “make it work.”
“If we can just…talk, I’m sure…we can figure out…a situation…that works for both…of us.”
“No thanks.” Her stride and stony expression are unchanging.
I’m having no luck trying to be friendly, so maybe I need to be straight with her. I hop onto the side of the treadmill closest to her. “If you don’t let me help, I’m screwed.”
“Not my problem.” This girl is impossible.
“Workout incomplete. Workout incomplete. Workout…” The machine chants at me.
I hop back onto the belt in a full run. “What if we—”
“You know, I think I’ll swim instead.” She hops off her treadmill and it repeats the same alert mine did until she pops open a panel on the side and fidgets inside for a second. The machine goes silent, its screen displaying the start menu.
I jump off to follow her. “Wait, hear me ou—”
“Workout incomplete. Workout incomplete. Workout…”
I reach back and hit the screen, but it flashes the same message.
The door to the locker room between the gym and pool slides shut behind her.
“Workout incomplete…”
“Will you finish your run before that thing drives us all nuts?” a girl calls down the row of treadmills.
I jump back on the insistent machine in a full run.
That was a disaster. I have to find another angle. Find a way to make it seem beneficial to her. Dammit. Now this girl has me thinking like my mother.
Curran keeps running like the entire gym didn’t just witness me getting brutally shut down. His speed increases again. He unzips his black hoodie and tosses it on the floor beside the machine.
“Maybe…you…could talk…to her…for me.” I can barely manage a word between short, ragged breaths.
He throws a quick glance back and then frowns at me without breaking his stride. “Why would I have any more luck than you?”
“She seems to be…particularly…offended…by my existence.”
“It’s your rank, not your personality. No one could hate you who really got to know you, Jupe.” He keeps his eyes forward. Compliments, given or received, have always made him uncomfortable.
After thirty minutes of burning lungs and staring out into space, the treadmill slows to a walk and when the timer hits zero, it stops. “Fitness objective achieved. Have a good evening, passenger #374.”
“How…much…longer…do you have?”
“I’m still on for another thirty.” In a full sprint, Curran’s forehead is barely glistening, while sweat rolls down the side of my face.
“See you later.” I grab my towel and mop my head on my way through the door to a hall of lockers. Pulling out my comm, I check for alerts and chug water from my canteen.
Echoey laughter bounces down the tiled hallway from the door to the pool.
Placing my stuff back in the locker, I walk down to peek out the round window in the door. A girl with dark hair in a standard-issue navy one-piece suit shoves off the edge of the pool. She comes up into a freestyle stroke. Making it to the other side, she wipes water off her face and pulls herself up on the far end. Weslie. She falls back, water splashing around her.
I shift to get a better view.
Hale is at the end of her lane with his new collection of followers behind him.
Weslie glares up at them, saying something I can’t hear, and then pulls herself back up onto the edge of the pool.
He squats, shoving her back down.
I slam through the door.



Chapter Ten
Jupiter
THIRTY-FOUR DAYS TO MARS
“Let’s make sure you’ve cleaned off all that toxic dust.” Reaching down, Hale dunks Weslie back underwater.
“Let her go!” My voice reverberates off the water and walls, filling the room. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
His audience shrieks with laughter, aside from Meridian, who flips her light brown hair, crosses her arms, and smirks, glaring down her nose as Weslie breaks the surface, gasping for air again. I can see all the reasons she’s my ex, but none to explain how we ever dated. Andi always said I was attracted to black holes out of curiosity, always expecting more than the inevitable darkness and desolation.
Hale raises his hands in mock surrender with wide eyes that don’t match his sneer. His gaze shifts back to Weslie, panting with her elbows wrapped over the edge of the pool, and he shoves her under again.
“You’re going to drown her!” I race toward their end of the pool. I’ve always known my cousin can be horrible, but I never expected him to take it this far.
The rest of them go quiet.
He holds my gaze, gripping her hair and holding her underwater. Weslie’s hands slap the surface, pawing at the side of the pool, but she can’t get away.
I can practically feel the burning of lungs desperate for oxygen. I know that visceral fear. I lived it. And I’m here now because, despite everything I represent, Weslie saved me. “I mean it, Hale. Let her go.”
He stands and brushes his hands together like he’s dusting them off. The crew behind him bursts into laughter again, like it’s the funniest bit in the universe. But the girl from the French habitat with the shaved head watches the water, chewing on her bottom lip and taking half a step away from the pack. Her shoulders relax when Weslie breaks the surface, gasping and coughing.
“What the hell was that all about?” I don’t stop until we’re nearly chest to chest. “Since when do you torture people for fun?”
“She hardly counts as people.”
Hot rage floods my veins. I pivot, barreling into him at full force. Dropping my shoulder and thrusting upward, I drive him off the edge and he lets out a grunt as the breath leaves his lungs. The sound of his back slapping the surface of the water reverberates off the walls.
I pull Weslie out.
She’s still panting, violently shivering.
Ripping a towel out of Meridian’s hands, I wrap it around Weslie’s shoulders and rub her upper arms. I push back the hair matted to her face, and she raises her eyes to mine. “Are you okay?”
She looks so lost with her usual guard down.
In the span of a millisecond, relief turns to rage. She brushes my hands away and shoves past me out the door to the hall.
I glare at Hale as he climbs the ladder. “Don’t you so much as fucking look at her again.”
There’s a spark of fear in his eyes before he narrows them. “I was kidding around. She’s fine.”
“You better pray that’s true,” I call back over my shoulder. She’s pissed off, but I still have to make sure Weslie’s okay.
“You’ve lost your Earther-loving mind!” Hale yells.
In the open doorway, I stare at him across the blue water. “Mess with her again and you’ll regret it.” My words drip with venom and the power that every single person in the room knows I hold over him. I hate playing this card, but he’s gone too far this time. I turn my back, marching away with more confidence than I feel as the door slides shut behind me, cutting off Hale’s string of choice words.
Weslie is gone, but there’s a trail of wet footprints on the carpeted floor to my left. I jog along it. Her feet dried enough to stop leaving tracks around the next turn, but she’s just ahead, the towel drooping at her back as she peeks around the next bend. Voices carry down the hall. There must be a crowd.
“There are stairs back this way if you don’t want to be seen running around in a bathing suit.”
She whips around. Water from her dripping hair splatters against the wall. She takes a breath and snaps her mouth shut, marching past me.
“I can show you the way. Run interference in case you come across anyone. Or I could go get your stuff from the locker room for you.”
She twists back to me, tearing off the towel I wrapped around her and shoving it against my chest. “Stop.”
I swallow, looking at the wall, the ceiling, the floor, anywhere but the curve of her body in the skintight suit or the low scoop of its neckline. I clear my throat. “I’m just trying to help.”
“Oh, you want to help me?” Her face softens, but her stare is ice cold as she steps closer. So close I can see the tiny freckles across her collarbone, the droplet tracing a curvy line down her chest. “Why? So I’ll be so thankful and indebted to you that I’ll help you get one more perfect grade while my entire future’s on the line?”
“No. Of course not… I was just… I’m not…” I examine the light fixture overhead and gulp down the lump in my throat. “Yes, I want to work with you, but this wasn’t about that.”
“Let’s get this straight, Big Six: I don’t need your help. Not with my stuff, not with your friend, not with my bot. What I need is for all of you to leave me alone.” By her words, I’d think she was unfazed, but her eyes give her away, glistening with restrained tears.
This is hopeless. I’m going to have to thank Calypso for trying and let them know this is a lost cause. What’s one more month of being caged up in my family’s living quarters? At least there’s an uninterrupted view of space from the huge window in my bedroom. And I’m getting pretty good at appearing engaged enough to appease my mother while I daydream about hiking over mountains under real, open skies. Maybe it’ll come in handy when I’m locked into my predestined corporate life once and for all.
Gliding down the hall, she holds her head high, as confident as if she were fully clothed.



Chapter Eleven
Weslie
THIRTY-ONE DAYS TO MARS
From the main staircase, the sounds of the dinner in progress are muffled behind the closed doors on the lower level. I tiptoe past the clock, listening for approaching porters or passengers.
The number plates display Thirty-one days, twelve hours to Mars. The hand ticks directly over the seven and the chandelier dims a little more. It’s so gradual that I didn’t notice until recently, but the lights in the public areas mimic daylight. Soft and warm in the morning, bright in the afternoon, dim and purplish in the evening, and faint white in the night.
Finding the stairwell I climbed to first class the day I boarded, I descend the levels of the ship. At sublevel three, muddled voices and laughter bleed into the silence. I mash the door release and loud, happy noise explodes through the opening.
People move through the busy halls, dressed in patched clothing, as they talk, laugh, and gesture wildly. There are no bots to assist them or porters standing by for orders. I walk past a cafeteria, people filing in and out without formality. At the back of the room, they line up, scanning their handprints in exchange for rations. It’s a galaxy away from the first-class world, but it feels more like home.
“Excuse me, Ms. But are you supposed to be down here?” Someone taps my shoulder, speaking in a forced deep tone.
I twirl around on my heel. “I’m sorry, I…”
Reve holds his arms behind his back. The hint of a teasing smile glimmers in his stare.
My shoulders immediately relax. Even though the ship around us keeps hurtling toward Mars, I haven’t felt this close to Earth since my transport docked.
“Where’s ILSA?” He laughs, searching the hall behind me for the bot who is safely docked in my room where she can’t embarrass me.
“She’s become a total snob. Won’t venture below first class these days.”
A grin tugs at the edge of his mouth, and his eyes burrow through me. “Shame to hear she’s forgetting her roots.”
My face is hot, and I can barely speak around the lump in my throat. “I’ll pass on the disapproval.”
“See that you do.” He bites his lower lip. “So why are you down here slumming it with the Earther folk? Aren’t you supposed to be all dressed up at a fancy dinner?”
“Not really my thing.” I notice for the first time that his hat, pin, and vest are missing, replaced by a basic white T-shirt. “You’re not working?”
“Night off. Did you come down here to find me?”
“No, I…I was exploring.”
“Oh, then I’ll leave you to it.” He steps out of my way to let me pass.
I take two steps before I muster the courage to turn back. “I mean…if you’re not busy and want to hang out…”
Tucking his hands into his pockets, he smiles, eyes crinkling at the edges. “I’d like that.”
Through the rest of sublevel three, along nearly identical stark white halls, I can hardly pay attention. My mind scrambles for something, anything, to say.
Reve points out the different service rooms toward the back of the ship, stopping to greet other porters and workers finishing or starting their shifts.
That’s a cool computer setup.
Don’t be such a nerd, Weslie.
So what exactly do they keep in the supply closet?
Stop.
I stay a step behind him, rolling my shoulders, trying to shrug off the awkwardness.
In another featureless hall, he leads me past narrow doors marked with ascending painted numbers. I almost manage an actual word when he opens a door to a set of bunks with hardly enough space to walk between. But when he points out his disheveled bed at the top right, nothing intelligible makes it past my lips.
On sublevel two, he leads me to the mezzanine around the dimly lit community room. The bass of electronic music pulses under my feet. I lean over the railing that circles the round opening in the center of the room. Below a crowd of people dance, while the others sit around tightly packed tables that line the perimeter, laughing and sloshing their drinks.
Reve rests his elbows on the railing next to me. His arm grazes mine and sends a chill up my neck, blooming across my chest and shoulders. “You’ve been abnormally quiet. Have you forgotten how to talk to normal people after hanging out with all those boring elites, or are you just fascinated into silence by my grand tour?”
“Maybe a little of both.”
“Well, unfortunately, that’s it. Not much to see down here. The rest of sublevel two and one are just pods and more crew quarters. And I can’t take you below that without risking my job. But it’s just cargo holds, more docking stations, and machinery down there. Definitely not as exciting as first class.”
I chew on my lip, scanning the room like I can find some excuse to stay. I’m not ready to be alone in my room again. And then it hits me. I tug on the back of his shirt and nod for him to follow. “My turn then.”
On our way up, he points out the first of two escape pod bays. One on each second-class floor. I mentally calculate the number of pods compared to first class. There have to be twice as many people down here. At least.
I peer over the railing, down the dark center of the stairwell. I can’t see the bottom. Like it goes on forever. “How many levels does the ship have?”
He brushes past me, climbing the next set of stairs. “Well, there’s the top level, where you and your fancy friends live.”
I glare back as he glances over his shoulder.
“Then, there’s the first-class entertainment level below that.”
Emerging on the lower first-class floor feels almost as strange as it did five days ago when I didn’t know if I were staying on the ship or being kicked off it. There’s less noise behind the dining room doors, but still, no one is around to notice us or ask questions. The hall feels wider, and the ceiling seems higher. Compared to the sublevels, the space is excessive. The molding, tile, carved dining room doors. Overkill. They made it bigger and better up here in every way. Just because they could.
Reve lowers his voice. “Under this, you have sublevel one through three. All second class and crew. And then two cargo levels below that. I think that makes seven all together. It’s a huge ship.”
“No kidding.”
Halfway up the grand staircase, Reve stops next to the clock.
I pause mid-step. “You coming?”
“Not sure I should go all the way up.” He chews at his lower lip.
I shrug. “I’m pretty good at avoiding people up here.”
“As long as you’re watching out for me, Fleet.” He meets me at the top of the stairs and slides his fingers through mine.
A bit lightheaded, I lead him through the maze of hallways toward the back of the ship, near the escape pod bay. “It’s pretty abandoned back here most of the time.”
Halfway around the curved walkway, Reve releases my hand, gesturing wildly. “And then this passenger today, god, she practically held me hostage for the entire afternoon…” The more annoyed he gets, the more aggressive his motions become. “…and then it was too bright again. I must have reset her lighting fifty times only to end up back where we started.”
“These people.” I shake my head, staring out at distant stars through one of the thin windows.
“You know what I was thinking about out of nowhere today? Remember when we were, like, seven and it snowed?”
“Pretty easily. I haven’t seen snow on the ground since.”
“It stuck for like half a day, but you and Mei decided to try to save it by piling it into that bucket in your refrigerator. Then it melted and flooded your kitchen.”
“First off—I was six. You should have known better as my elder.”
“As if those extra two months offered me enough wisdom to stop you. And you definitely wouldn’t have listened if I tried.”
“And second, I didn’t have a strong grasp on volume and physics yet.”
“Your dad was so mad. He didn’t let us in your house for months. I bet you never bothered to let him know it was all your idea.”
“Self-preservation,” I say before taking a turn off memory lane. “Strange we haven’t managed to cross paths in the past few days.”
“Ah, well, I am supposed to be invisible. Part of the ship.”
“Must be nice.”
We come to the end of the pod bay hall, and I lead us left toward the living quarters.
“Not particularly, but I’m fine with it.”
“I feel like I’m walking around with a spotlight on me up here. They all watch me like they’re afraid I’ll pick their pockets.”
“Wouldn’t put it past you, Fleet.”
I glare at him sideways, and he nudges my shoulder. “If you don’t want to stand out, you have to play their game. Wear what you’re supposed to wear, go where you’re supposed to go, and speak when you’re supposed to speak. We make them uncomfortable, so they want to forget where you came from. Play along and they’ll believe you’re one of them in no time.”
“But I’m not,” I say weakly.
Reve stops in front of me, taking my hand. “If I’ve ever known someone who could rise to the occasion, it’s you, Wes.” He draws closer, our faces inches apart. “Just promise me you won’t forget who you really are.”
Heat blooms in my face. I nod once, twisting my lips to hide my smile.
“You know, I’ve never seen the inside of the first-class quarters. Are they huge?”
I point down the hall, in the direction I’ve been leading us. “My room is…it’s…uh…” I gulp, but my throat might be swollen shut. My hand has gone rogue, unrhythmically waving my still-pointing index finger like it’s trying to do the talking.
“Hey, what are you two doing up here?” A porter with blond hair and thin lips marches toward us, staring under the inclined brim of her hat. “You aren’t allowed above your level. I’ll need identification from both of you.”
She holds out the paper-thin tablet toward Reve.
He releases my hand and raises his in surrender. “I’m the only one in the wrong place. It’s my night off and…”
“Identification.” She shoves the tablet closer to him, and he lays a palm on it. Her eyes move back and forth over the screen and her frown deepens. “Porter Moreno, you know you’re not permitted to be above second class without your uniform.”
“This is my floor. I’m in room 101. He’s with me.”
“We’ll see about that.” She thrusts the surface toward me.
I lay my hand on the glass.
The info on her screen seems to confirm my claim, and her face relaxes. “I’m so sorry about that, Ms. Fleet. I’m happy to assist you, so Porter Moreno can make his way back to the appropriate level.”
“I don’t need anything, we were just—”
“It’s fine, Wes. I should be going anyway.” With a tight smile, he winks at me and nods at the other porter as he leaves.
“Are you sure you don’t need anything, Ms. Fleet?”
Without a word, I walk in the opposite direction. When I get to my hall, my heart is still pounding. I clench my fists. The way she emphasized “appropriate level” repeats in my head. Appropriate level. What bullshit. My blood boils, rushing to my face.
ILSA comes to life, greeting me as I enter my unit, cross the room, and throw myself face down on the bed. “The ship is entering the communication dead zone in…nine hours and forty-seven minutes. Would you like to send any messages now?”
“No,” I say into my pillow.
“You appear to be distressed. Meditation is a good way of relieving stressful emotions.”
My responding groan turns to a scream muffled by the pillowy mattress. When I’ve pushed all the air out of my lungs, I lift my face. “You’re right, ILSA. That was very cathartic.”
“I do not believe you understand meditation, Weslie.”
I push off the bed and pace across the room. There’s no difference between who I am here and who I was on Earth aside from where my room is located. The other first-class passengers know it. They wouldn’t all stare and whisper if I were one of them. Reve is the only person on this ship who gets it and, what, we aren’t allowed to hang out because of my ticket?
The pair of white dots on ILSA’s face screen track me back and forth. “Walking is also good for stress relief.”
I stop mid-turn. “You’re right. Let’s get out of here.” I need more space, more floor to cover. I wish I could run through the orchards between Reve’s house and mine, feel the dust burning my lungs and the sun warm against my skin.
After commanding ILSA into silent mode, I take the long way, winding through the back of the ship and avoiding the dining hall at all costs. When we make it to the tall arched entryway to the arboretum, my shoulders relax. It’s not home, but it’s as close as I can get in space.
“They went this way!” A voice cuts through the trees, and ILSA and I slip off the walkway between slender, white-barked trunks as two porters cut through the center of the room and jog past without noticing us.
Are they looking for me and ILSA? I don’t remember dinner being a requirement, but I wouldn’t put it past these people. Better to stay off the path than risk getting escorted to my room again.
I slip between trees.
Tap, tap, tap.
Behind me, ILSA is pivoting, shifting, trying to find an angle to fit through. Running into the birch trunks over and over.
“Come this way,” I whisper, leading her toward a small clearing just off the main walkway, hidden just enough to give me a few minutes of peace.
Backing through the opening, I guide ILSA, making certain it’s wide enough for her to pass when my heel catches on something.
“Ouch!” a familiar voice quietly cries out.
ILSA’s tong-like hand clamps onto the front of my shirt, keeping me upright.
Behind me, Jupiter Dalloway is splayed in the grass like he owns it. Hell, he probably does.



Chapter Twelve
Jupiter
THIRTY-ONE DAYS TO MARS
“You again,” Weslie huffs.
“You know, you can talk to me without running me over.” I sit up and draw my leg to my chest, rubbing my newly bruised shin.
She purses her lips, scanning the trees at the edges of the grassy patch. “It’s kind of our thing now. Why change what works?” Angling her body between the trees onto the main path, she turns back.
Behind her, ILSA bumps into the tree trunks. The opening is too slim for the bot. Her round “eyes” narrow into two slanted dashes as they move along the row, searching for a bigger gap.
“You don’t have to go.” Did that sound too eager?
Weslie glares at me through slits, then whips her head to the right at the sound of approaching footsteps. Someone running.
I drop my sketchbook onto the soft turf, hop up, and pull her back through the trees. We squat down out of sight as ILSA reverses toward the darker shadows.
Two more porters run past, too quick to notice us. Not Gianna.
By the time my dad was likely having post-dinner coffee with the stragglers in the dining room and my mom had long since gone to sleep, leaving Gianna to track me down, I wandered into the empty arboretum. The gigantic room was quiet aside from the artificial breeze rustling the leaves—and full of hiding places.
I don’t realize I’m still holding onto her arm until Weslie pulls it away, hard enough that she falls on the turf.
She scoots back an extra foot and wraps her arms around her knees. Our eyes meet, but she looks away as fast as she can to find ILSA. “We’ll wait a few minutes to make sure they aren’t coming back this way.”
“Are they after you?” I ask.
“I don’t think so, but as you like to remind people, I’m an Earther. They’ll keep a closer watch on me than anyone else in first class.”
“I didn’t mean to announce it like that. I’m really sorry.”
Raising an eyebrow, she glares at me, but I don’t try to convince her. I would have a hard time trusting my apology, too, given the circumstances.
Something softens in her eyes, and she shakes her head. “They would have figured it out one way or another. It was only a matter of time before someone tried to drown me.”
 “That was way out of line, even for Hale. Are you okay aft—”
“Speaking of assholes, aren’t you supposed to be at dinner with all the other fancy important people?” She averts her eyes, watching a holographic bluebird soundlessly dart over the treetops.
I get it. She doesn’t want to talk about what happened at the pool. Fair enough.
“I’m playing an extended game of hide-and-seek with my mom’s henchwoman. Also, this is the best place to pretend you’re on Earth.” Circulated air makes the trees sway, and their shadows shift over the path. If I ignore the faint plastic scent underneath, it almost feels like we’re back on Earth.
“I thought Earth was for dust mites.” Her jaw is tight as she watches a humming cleaning-bot pass in the full light of the pathway, sucking up a fallen leaf.
“That’s Hale’s opinion, not mine.” I try to make eye contact again, so she knows I’m serious.
She shifts away a fraction more, mouth tight like she still doesn’t believe me.
“I hate the formal meals on these ships. Why can’t dinner just be dinner? Like those old television shows, where people just ate. No order to it. No dressing up. No sitting with the right people.”
“We don’t even have a dinner table at my house anymore.” She picks at the turf. “I usually eat in bed.”
“Now, that’s the life.”
She laughs. “Until you consider I have to grow, pick, clean, and cook the food before I can eat anything.”
Nice move, Jupe. Privilege on full display. I open my mouth to say something, but no words come out.
“My dad overplanted one spring and, for two months, we lived on beets. My teeth were purple for almost a year.” A hint of a smile shimmers in her eyes like it’s a sweet memory.
I have it so easy in comparison. Here I am sulking over my cushy, pre-planned life when it’s never even crossed my mind to worry whether my next meal would come.
She laughs. “Don’t break your brain trying to wrap your mind around it. That’s just Earth.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”
“I’ll take a pass on the sympathy, Big Six.” She leans back, propping herself up with her palms in the grass. She sucks on her teeth, scanning the swaying branches above, then clicks her tongue like she’s running out of patience. Her eyes lock on the sketchbook between us. “What are you working on there anyway?”
I push it toward her, sitting up to watch her flip through it.
The first pages are drawings of Elysium. Levels of housing, walkways lined with edible gardens, and the ridges of the Phlegra Montes range I can see from my bedroom window. Then star maps. Galaxy maps. The route from Mars to Earth. In the middle of the book is a portrait of Andi backed by a spiral galaxy. Her eyes look like mine. Her short hair is made up of minimal linework to show its pale color. At the bottom of the page in uppercase letters is written ANDROMEDA.
She runs her finger over the name. “Who’s this?”
“My sister. Andi.” I clear my throat, trying to cover the choked sound in my voice.
Weslie’s eyes meet mine full-on, and I could swear she’s peering directly into my mind, my memory.
Words gather in my chest, swirling and expanding like a building storm. Everything I miss about my sister, everything that happened that day, everything that’s changed since ready to burst out. I’m the one to look away, burying it all.
She lays the book down on the fake grass. “Thank you, by the way. For helping me at the pool. I shouldn’t have…I…” Swallowing hard, she lies back and stares into the branches overhead. Through a sigh, almost too quiet to be meant for me to hear, she says, “I didn’t realize it was going to be this difficult.”
“Thanking me? You didn’t have to.”
She laughs. “That, too. But I meant, this whole thing.” She waves her arms in the air. “I’ve always wanted to go to Mars, but I had no idea how hard it would be to get there.”
I’m not sure what to say. I always wanted to be on Earth.
She sits up, angling her body away from me like she realized she was giving away too much.
I glance up at the bot settled between the trees behind us. “You’re quiet tonight.”
“She’s in silent mode. Easier to sneak around a ship at night without a bot running her mouth the entire time.”
ILSA’s face screen blinks with a frowny face icon followed by an exclamation point.
I suck in a breath. “Speaking of ILSA…Calypso asked me how our partnership was going again. I lied. Told them everything’s great.”
“Perfect. I don’t need help. And you’d probably rather do…whatever it is that you do.”
“I don’t like lying.”
“And I don’t like babysitting.” She stands like time has run out on our conversation. “Time to go, ILSA.”
I rise to my feet next to her. Fine. I’m not above begging. “Please, Weslie. You’d be doing me a huge favor. And I’m not the worst company, right?”
“Debatable.” As she turns to follow ILSA out of the trees, she’s clearly fighting back a grin.
I follow, spotting my chance through the narrow crack in her resolve. “I’ll just watch. No getting in your way. Promise.”
She lets a leafy branch snap back in my direction.
I duck just in time. “You’ll hardly know I’m there unless you need someone to hand you a screwdriver or get you a snack.”
Near the arboretum’s back entrance, I almost run into her again when she spins around to face me. “No talking?”
I mark an X across my chest. “Cross my heart.”
Glancing sideways, she purses her lips and then lets out a huff of breath. “Class lab. Tomorrow at three.”
“I’ll be there.”
She walks faster, shaking her head like she’s already regretting the change of heart. “No need to mow me down in the hall beforehand. I’m 80 percent sure I’ll recognize you without a collision.”
As I head for the elevator six meters away, she turns toward the back staircase a kilometer down the hallway. That’s a lot of extra walking just to avoid spending a couple more minutes with me.
The sound of pounding feet makes me spin back, automatically putting my hands up. Ready to surrender to Gianna. But a porter rushes at Weslie, herding her and then us toward the elevator.
“This way, please. You’ll have to take the lift.” His hair comes loose from his ponytail as he whips his head back and forth toward either end of the hall and aggressively mashes the elevator button.
“What’s wrong with the stairs?” Weslie’s voice is strained.
“Maintenance.” The porter hits the call button rapidly, three more times, staring down the hall toward the stairs and indecipherable shouts.
“On stairs? Fine, I’ll use the main stairway across from the dining room.” Weslie starts to make her way back across the arboretum, but the porter grabs her by the wrist.
I peel his hand off of her. “No need for that. Just tell us what’s going on.”
A bead of sweat runs down the side of his face into his thick beard. 
The elevator dings and the doors part. Inside, the mirrored walls are splattered red.



Chapter Thirteen
Weslie
THIRTY DAYS TO MARS
Racing down the hall, I swing around the doorway into the classroom as Calypso calls for silence. I slide onto the open stool next to Asha before everyone’s settled. My stomach growls loudly enough that she looks concerned. ILSA kept warning me I needed to get out of bed, that I was going to be late, that I would miss breakfast, but I was wide awake long after I was escorted back to my room last night.
A couple of tables away, Jupiter looks up from his sketchbook, grinning like he’s happy to see me. Like we’re friends now.
Calm down. We managed one civil conversation.
His right eye squints a little more than the left when he smiles, making his face less symmetrical, but somehow more perfect.
I shake off the thought.
“Let’s begin with updates on Earther Experience reports,” Calypso says.
I lay my head on the table and close my eyes. Those dripping red letters from the elevator flash across my memory again. Hands off our planet. By the porter’s expression, I’d thought it was blood, but the sharp odor of paint filled my nostrils before Jupiter and I were whisked away.
It’s the smaller letters underneath the message that I can’t stop thinking about, though. A dash and initials: E.F.E. I’ve seen them before. A long time ago. The memory tickles my brain but won’t fully take shape.
Maybe they’re only letters, probably painted by an Elysian who will pin it on an Earther just to stir up trouble. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was Hale. I wouldn’t be surprised if he blamed it on me. And I wouldn’t be surprised if they believed him.
Even more reason to take Reve’s advice. Blend in. Play their game.
Calypso pats the table next to my head as they wander past, and I sit upright.
They add to someone’s statement. “…leading to a lot of resentment from Earth toward people on Mars and the Interplanetary Alliance.”
Oh, good. They’ve moved on to reviewing a very edited, Elysian-friendly version of Earth’s history. This should be fun.
One of Hale’s friends, a guy with messy hair and a crooked nose who laughed while Hale tried to drown me, smirks like he’s already won a debate. “But the companies on Mars provide jobs and services for Earthers.”
At a cost. Keep your mouth shut, Wes. You are alone here.
“Yeah! Historically, they fully rely on us,” someone near Jupiter in the middle of the classroom adds.
Wrong. I remember my dad’s rants at the dinner table. I know what it’s like on my own planet. Historically, corporations built Mars into their own little upper-class safe haven before things on Earth went bad. They claimed and privatized all the resources they could, turned their company campuses into cities built around factories to make shit to export to Mars, and left Earthers with two options: work or die.
I fold my hands in my lap and hold my lips between my teeth.
“Without Elysian companies, no one would have survived on Earth,” another voice adds.
“Hold up!” The words burst through my restraint. “The world was in meltdown and the only survival option given to them was to become low-paid laborers in dangerous factories producing shit for Mars…and you think they did Earthers a favor?” As soon as I shut my mouth, I notice all the blank stares.
Jupiter and Calypso are the only people smiling. So much for blending in.
“Even dus…Earthers can prosper with hard work. You’re here, aren’t you?” Meridian glares at me from across the room with raised eyebrows and pinched lips, like I’m required to agree.
I hold eye contact and speak slowly. “And with enough nepotism, Elysians can prosper, too. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
Meridian stands, slapping her hands on the table like she’s ready to fight me.
Bring it.
“Okay, okay. We’re getting off track.” Calypso steps between us, arms waving, and looks over their class. “The purpose of education is not only to prepare you for future employment, but to expand your perspectives, teach you to critically evaluate news and narratives, and form your own opinions on the world. I encourage each of you to take that to heart, even—no, especially—when you disagree with what you hear.” A pointed de-escalation that, I can only assume, went straight over Meridian’s head.
“She’s right, though.” Jupiter completely ignores Calypso’s attempt at civility, meeting Meridian’s gaze with an angelic smile, which she of course returns as she sinks back into her seat.
So much for not being as horrible as the rest of these entitled snobs. Traitor.
“Jupiter…” Calypso draws out his name like a warning.
“Hear me out! Elysium rewards every citizen and Earther who contributes to society. Take Weslie, for example. She won an interplanetary competition, beat out hundreds of other entries, and created groundbreaking tech. Impressive enough. And, for all her efforts, she was awarded one single ticket to Mars.” He turns back to Meridian, beaming at her again, even brighter. “More than generous considering she didn’t have the good sense to be born in Elysium like you and me.”
Meridian’s eyes narrow, her lips pressed into a hard line.
Not bad, Dalloway.
“All right!” Calypso interjects. “Everyone, pull up your trigonometry book app and find page eighty-seven.”
They turn back to the wall at the front of the class and bring up the page, circling an exercise with their finger as the overhead light dims. The area is clipped, enlarged, and pushed to the side of the wall, leaving room for them to demonstrate solving the equation step by step.
Meridian leans over to whisper to Hale. If my existence hadn’t pissed them off, that exchange certainly did. Her eyes stay glued to me until the bell sounds and lights flash, signaling the end of class.
Asha cuts off the view of my nemeses, checking over her shoulder more than once before we’re out of the room and she launches into all the details I didn’t ask for about Meridian.
As we pass the grand staircase, instead of the wonderful scent of food that usually wafts out of the dining room, my nose burns with the thick smell of varnish. I remember the odor from a million years ago when Dad enlisted my help to fix our scratched-up, wobbly kitchen table for Mom. I wonder if he would have bothered if he knew what it’d look like by now, buried under her work.
I gingerly touch my finger to the wall. The finish still a bit tacky. New. The paint-splattered elevator flashes across my mind again.
Asha pulls me into the busy dining room, and immediately, my nerve slips. The stares, real or imagined, brush against me like gusts of wind. I keep my eyes low, trying to appear unassuming and nonthreatening. How many of them know about the vandalism? How many think I did it?
“…and when Jupe broke up with her, she…did not take it well. She stole his sketchbook and burned it…on the ship to Earth. They almost evacuated before some of the crew found her and got it under control. It was chaos. She was definitely eyeing ILSA back there; I would keep an eye on her if I were you.”
By the time I’ve cleared one and a half plates and we’ve walked across half the width of the ship to the class lab, Asha is still going on about Meridian.
Ahead, a door bursts open and a dozen balls the size of dinner rolls tumble out, unfurl, and scurry around the hallway.
“Tarak!” Asha runs toward them, grabs one by its long ears, and scoops up two others.
Not balls, some kind of animals.
A boy with short black hair, a magnifying lens strapped over one eye, and Asha’s delicate face, minus today’s silver eyeliner, runs out the doorway collecting the little creature bots. I think I’ve seen him in class.
He points behind me. “That one’s a runner!”



Chapter Fourteen
Weslie
THIRTY DAYS TO MARS
I sprint after the little bot before it can make it to the end of the hall. Scooping up the creature, I hold it close to my face and it stares back with glassy black eyes.
“What is it?” The skin looks like metal, but it feels like silk. Its tiny nose wiggles like it’s sniffing me. Possibly registering my biological information with what I assume to be artificial olfactory sensors. Or at least, that’s how I would build it.
A wide smile stretches across Tarak’s face as he grabs the last one off the hall floor. “Pet bot. Bunny bot. Rabbidillo. What would you call it? I haven’t got that far.”
“Ra-bot?” ILSA offers.
“Good one.” He nods, eyes widening as he fully takes her in. “I’m Tarak. Or Tar. I answer to both.”
“I am Individualized Life Support Assistant unit 001.” She flashes him a swooped line, like a smile. “You may refer to me as ILSA.”
“Well, ILSA, I am thoroughly impressed by both your physical and emotional capacities.”
Most humans treat ILSA like an inanimate drone, but she’s far more complex than that. I would know—I developed her AI myself, allowing her to self-select training material and add to her database of personality traits through observation. Still, her continuous development always surprises me—as much as finding another likable Elysian.
We join Asha, who’s depositing the mini-bots into a pen inside the lab. “Tar, this is Wes. Wes, Tar. He works in here most of the time.”
“Did you build them yourself?” I place the one in my hands into the enclosure. It tucks its rabbit ears and curls back into a ball, rolling to join the pile. The little bots huddle together like real animals trying to conserve body heat.
“100 percent.”
“They’re amazing. What are they made of?”
“It’s a new material they’re testing on Mars. Isn’t it fantastic? I made prototypes out of silicone first, but the texture was a little unsettling.”
“And her?” He nods toward ILSA.
“An alloy of carbon fiber and titanium,” I answer, pleased to find someone who can carry a normal conversation on this ship. “Interested in life-support tech?”
“Nah. I’m pretty focused on companion bots. Studies show that living with a companion animal is beneficial to human health. And they talk less than people.”
On the other side of the pen, Asha sucks her teeth, but it does nothing to mask the obvious pride written on her face.
“That data is correct,” ILSA confirms, bumping the side of the enclosure as she inspects the bundle of creature-bots.
Tarak turns to her. “But these are hypoallergenic and produce no waste. Much more practical for habitat living and space travel.”
“Bunnadillos on the loose again?” Jupiter enters the lab and scans the room. His eyes land on me.
Warmth blooms in my belly, and I immediately hate myself.
Control yourself, Weslie. Sure, he took your side in class, but it’s more likely he did it to embarrass his ex than stick up for Earthers. He’s still a Big Six heir. Do not forget that.
Tarak scratches his head. “It’s only happened a couple of times. I was testing their connection and how they react as a group. Or warren, if you consider them more rabbit than armadillo. But if you—”
“Let’s go.” Asha pushes her brother toward the lab door. “There was that thing I needed to show you in the library.”
“What thing?” He twists to look back at ILSA as he catches the edge of the doorway. “It was good to meet you both. Would love a demo sometime, ILSA. Oh, and Wes, I absolutely need to ask you about her code—”
Asha shoves him through to the hall, smiling apologetically and mashing the button so it slides shut between us, cutting off Tarak’s voice.
“So where do we start?” Jupiter sets his bag on a nearby stool.
His voice is so…genuine. Annoyingly kind. His temper seems so mild he could hardly raise his volume when I knocked his drawings into the dirt on Earth or muster up a little hatred after I accused him of being a spoiled prince in the escape pod bay. If it’s an act, it must be exhausting to pretend to be that sweet all the time. And still, it ignites an irrational rage inside of me.
As soon as anyone hears I worked with him, ILSA will become his success, and I’ll become a charity case. Another Elysian saving a hopeless Earther.
At the opposite side of the room, next to a wide circular window and far away from where Jupiter put his stuff down on an empty table, I wave ILSA over and lay my backpack on the surface.
Jupiter follows, pulling out a stool across from me.
“You. Over there.” I point across the room.
I should never have agreed to this. Legitimately nice or not, he’s getting his cushy future handed to him just for being born. I worked for mine, and I’m not going to let him mess it up for me. This is my win.
He hesitates. “I was thinking I could—”
“Silent. Remember?”



Chapter Fifteen
Jupiter
THIRTY DAYS TO MARS
I take a seat only one table away and ignore the pointed frown on Weslie’s face. Resisting the urge to make conversation, I pull out my sketchbook. She’s so unfriendly, I assumed it would be easy to sit quietly, but her general dislike of me makes me want to fill the silence even more.
I do a quick sketch of one of Tarak’s creature bots, etching the mesh-like pattern of their soft, metallic skin. Turning the page, I draw the shape of ILSA, cylindrical body to domed head and oblong black face screen. I add her smooth, light gray arms down to her cupped hands with thumb-like digits, like a mechanical claw. Wes opens a panel on the bot’s side, and I mark it on the drawing.
ILSA’s screen lights up bright white and then shifts back to black with a white ellipsis in the center, each dot appearing and disappearing in order. She’s rebooting. The dots are replaced with a swooped line, like a grin. “Weslie, there is a human to your left who seems to be interested in interacting with you.”
“I’m aware, ILSA.” Weslie stares at her laptop screen, fingers flying over the keys.
“My social database indicates that the polite course of action is engagement. Hello, human. What is your name?”
I put down my pencil and open my mouth to talk, but Weslie beats me to it.
“ILSA, ignore him.” She speaks louder to make sure I hear her. “If he sat where I told him to, he would be outside your perimeter scan when you rebooted, and we could have pretended he wasn’t there at all.”
“He seems to be a healthy human. Is there a personality error or hygiene issue that makes you wary of him?”
“I’d like to know the answer to that, too, ILSA,” I say.
“Voice assessment: Jupiter Dalloway. We have met. Weslie’s aversion to you seems to be linked to her body temperature and heart rate. It is a possible indication of attr—”
“That’s enough, ILSA. Silent mode.”
Her robotic voice is quieter, but a pitch higher. “ILSA. Silent mode.”
I don’t even fight the grin stretched across my face.
“Are you mocking me?” Wes puts her tool down and glares at ILSA’s face screen. “I have your communication tendencies set above a five-year-old human’s. You’re better than that.”
“I am more concerned about the error in your communication settings, Weslie.”
A choked laugh escapes.
She spins around, scowling at me.
I clear my throat, hunching back over my sketchbook. “Didn’t see you at dinner last night.”
She rests her head in her hand, propping her elbow on the desk and leaning closer to her computer screen. “Not really my scene.”
“You have to eat, though, right?”
She sighs loudly, typing as she speaks. “Not worth the spectacle.”
“You think dinner is pompous, wait for the Midway Gala. Ball gowns, tuxedos, dramatic entrances, dancing…the highest level of spectacle. And absolutely every passenger is expected to be there.”
“Every passenger?” She swings her head back to glower at me again with a tight smile.
“Well, every first-class passenger, but I think they have their own party downstairs.”
She raises her eyebrows pointedly, nods, and goes back to typing.
I just can’t stop myself from saying the wrong thing around her.
“I’m definitely sick that night.”
“You might be surprised. It’s kind of fun and we co—”
“All right, that’s enough.” She turns to me. “I think you need a break. If you’re done for the day, feel free not to come back.”
“I’m good.” I run my pencil over the bot outline, darkening the shape.
“A snack, then. You said you’d fetch snacks.” She hunches over her keyboard, typing.
“Trying to get rid of me?”
The serious blankness of concentration on her face doesn’t waver. “Always.”
“Fine.” I hop off my stool and raise my hands as I leave the room. By the time I’m back with two cups of tea and a protein bar, Weslie is standing with her back to the door, facing ILSA.
Balancing her laptop in one hand and typing with the other, she strikes a final key. “Repeat message.”
“Wes…zzzzleeee…plllll…” ILSA’s voice is low and painfully slow like she’s buffering.
“Stop message!” Weslie pounds on the keyboard, slides it back onto the table, and paces toward the window, gripping her hair.
ILSA’s face screen goes blank.
“Maybe a break will help. I brought tea.”
She whips around. “Why are you even here?”
“We’re supposed to—”
“Do you always do what you’re supposed to do? We could easily fake this partnership. Or better yet, leave me alone and take the incomplete. It’s not like they’re going to take your interplanetary corporation away from you.”
“Not a tea drinker, then?”
“You’re infuriating.”
ILSA’s mouth icon appears. “Displaced anger is a symptom of frustration.”
Weslie glares at the bot, and ILSA’s face goes blank again.
The door slides open, and Calypso enters. “How’s everything going in here? I’d love to see your progress.” Winding through the tables, they sweep past me and make their way straight to ILSA.
I raise my eyebrows at Weslie, shifting my gaze to Calypso and back. I knew we’d be monitored. Calypso is not the kind of instructor who hands you the work and leaves you to figure it out. They’ve always talked through assignments with me, encouraged questions, and even helped me research. They’ll make themselves available whether Weslie likes it or not.
They stop in front of ILSA. “How’s the communication bug?”
“Still haven’t quite figured it out, but I’m close.” A bold lie.
I automatically squint and tilt my head to the side.
Weslie glares at me. Definitely a threat.
“How about the presentation? Have you started to draw up plans and specs?”
“Well, I—”
“I’ve been working on that bit.” I open my sketchbook, and Calypso takes it to inspect my work.
ILSA glides closer, wedging herself between me and Calypso. “The scale of my cranial dome is inaccurate.”
“This is a good start.” Calypso hands the book back. “They’ll want a digital version with labeled parts. Inside and out.”
“No problem. I’ll get the base ready while Weslie works on programming.”
“Good.” They turn to Weslie. “Keep in mind you’ll have to be ready to present this yourself. It will be much more in-depth than the judges’ panel, so be ready to answer any possible questions.”
“I’ll get it down by the time we arrive.” She sounds less sure of herself.
“Great. To keep you on track, I want to see a mock presentation when we hit the midpoint of our trip in”—they glance at their comm—“twelve days. That will give you plenty of time to consider my feedback and iron out any rough patches.”
Wes nods again, but all the false pleasantness falls from her face the second Calypso turns away.
“You’re on the right track. I’ll check back in soon!” they call through the closing door.
Weslie heaves out a breath, slumps in her seat, and groans.
“Don’t worry, I’ve spent an absurd amount of time in public relations and speech tutoring sessions over the past two years. I can help write the presentation, too.”
She looks up like she forgot I was here.
“So you gonna let me sit with you now or should I…” I point across the room.
She shoves her laptop into her bag and marches past me without a word. But she didn’t insult me directly this time. That’s progress.



Chapter Sixteen
Weslie
TWENTY-SEVEN DAYS TO MARS
Jupiter hasn’t said a word since he came into the library and perched on the table next to mine. If he hadn’t waved on his way in and flashed his stupid dimples, I might believe this was a coincidence. Asha probably told him where to find me again.
“Quiet mode. Play message…”
ILSA speaks at her lowest volume, dragging out letters that devolve into obscure noises. They sound nothing like words. If anything, she’s getting worse. And I can’t find a damn thing wrong with her.
“Stop.” I melt into my chair and lace my fingers into my hair, holding my head. Another day of wasted work. I’ve been over this code so many times I could practically recite it.
Jupiter holds up the stylus, squinting over his thumb, marking the width of ILSA’s head with his index finger, and comparing it to the drawing. “Do you have her exact measurements?” His eyes rapidly dart from the screen to ILSA until he catches my glare. “Never mind.”
I sigh, rolling my eyes. “Let me see.” Heaving myself up, I move to his table and glance over his shoulder.
He scoots to make room for me to sit, but I stay on my feet. Better to keep myself grounded. I can’t afford to be pulled into his orbit. Bad enough that I’m talking to him again. I can feel my hardened resolve defrost a little more every time he opens his mouth. And I’m still not convinced this whole nice thing isn’t an act.
“Her face screen is a little more rounded.” I lean in to point to the area.
“Like this?” He smooths out the edges and turns his face toward mine, grinning like an idiot.
We are way too close. I take a step back.
“Yeah…and her arms are a little shorter. They extend in demo mode, but in her standard posture they only fall to about here.” I reach over awkwardly, keeping the maximum amount of distance between us.
“Thanks.” He marks the areas. “Anything else?”
“No. It’s pretty good.” I head back around the table to my seat, massaging my right temple and reevaluating what I could be missing. If it’s not ILSA’s code that’s causing the issue, then it must be a hardware problem. Only that doesn’t make sense, either, since the rest of her speech is perfectly, sometimes painfully, clear.
“If you’re up for a break from the programming, we could work on the interior plans next time.”
“Sure.” I stare out the window. It must be in the code.
“My drawing is pretty good and you’re up for meeting me without any stipulations? Have you had a med check recently?”
“ILSA is my med check.”
“Right.” He peers over my head toward her. “ILSA, Weslie is acting out of character. Could be space madness.”
“Space madness is a fictional malady created by filmmakers in the twentieth century. Space travel is taxing on the human mind, but—”
“He was making a bad joke, ILSA.”
“Oh. Then yes, I, too, am often concerned with Weslie’s mental state. Ha-ha.” Her robotic laugh is spaced out and over-pronounced. If she were human, it would sound like she was mocking Jupiter, but she faces him with the swoop of a conspiratorial grin across her face screen.
I swear, she’s getting more petulant by the day. 
Jupiter erupts with laughter.
Behind him, the blue-haired librarian peers around a shelf from the top of a rolling ladder, lifting one finger from the handle of the feather duster in her hand to press to her lips. Her thick glasses make her eyes look too large, like she’s part owl.
I shrug and point at Jupiter.
He shrinks in his seat and whispers, “Sorry.”
A tall boy with short, dark curls steps out of an aisle. Curran—I think that’s his name. Focused on the tablet in his hand, he stops awkwardly, planted in the open space like he forgot chairs exist. He mindlessly runs the medallion hanging from his neck back and forth along its silver chain.
Jupiter follows my gaze, whisper-yelling to his friend and waving him over.
Curran’s head pops up as though he’s surprised he isn’t alone. With five easy, long-legged steps, he’s at the end of our table. Closer up, his facial features are clearer. His nose is dotted with freckles, similar to mine. Nodding to each of us, his smile is reserved. Kind, but not inviting like Jupiter’s.
ILSA pivots toward Curran. “Hello. I am ILSA. What is your name? My scan indicates that you and Wes—”
“ILSA,” I whisper and then grimace at him.
“She’s intrusive for a bot.” The crease between his eyebrows deepens as he looks her over, his subtle frown equal parts curiosity and wariness.
Jupiter pulls down Curran’s tablet. “Still the family line project? Aren’t you done with that by now?”
His eyes flick to me and then down to the screen. “Pretty much.”
Jupiter moves over, leaving the chair closest to the end of the table free. “Join us.”
“Can’t. I need to get to the gym.” He backs away, waving before he steps through the door.
“What’s his story?”
“Curran? We’ve been best friends since forever. Most honest and loyal person I know. He’s the Nole Corp heir. They’re the oldest family line on Mars, actually. And the largest Big Six company by a long shot. Among other things, they run the DNA databank, which you’d think would make a family history easy, but he’s been working on it since we left Mars.”
“We don’t really keep track of that stuff on Earth.” No reason to be precious about bloodlines when there’s nothing to pass on. I’ve never thought much about family beyond my parents, but people don’t generally live as long on Earth.
“It’s not all that interesting.” Jupiter shrugs, returning to his drawing.
I try to focus, hunting for bugs, but it’s all starting to blend together. Maybe this is not fixable. If I disable the function and take it off her specs list, no one will know I couldn’t figure it out. But I will know. The solution should be so simple. It has to be staring me right in the face, so how do I keep missing it?
The library door slides open. A woman barrels through, immediately scanning the room. The same one who nearly ran ILSA and me over in the escape pod bay the night Jupiter got his stupid ass stuck in an airlock.
I turn back to my laptop and Jupiter is gone. Something bumps my knee.
“Did she spot me?”
I scoot back to see under the table.
“Don’t look down here. You’ll give me away.”
The hulking woman meets my eye. I grin and lower my face close to my computer like I’m reading, speaking through my teeth. “Your mom’s henchwoman?”
“Yep.”
She marches along the back of the room, searches the aisles, makes one more visual sweep of the tables, and exits.
“All clear.”
Jupiter grips the other side of the table and slowly peeks over, climbing into a chair when he’s sure she’s gone. His shoulders relax, but he keeps his eyes on the door. “Thanks.”
“Might be the longest game of hide-and-seek in history. Are you keeping a record?” I leave a note on a line of code. It’s not the issue, but I’m grasping at stars now.
“This is probably round fifteen for me and Gianna, but I think she’s enjoying it.”
“Yes. That scowl screamed pure, unadulterated fun.”
“My mom decided I should have tutoring sessions after lunch five days a week. I decided they can only make me go if they can catch me. I take it your parents didn’t track every moment of your day on Earth?”
“Just my mom, but no. She works a lot, and, unfortunately, she’s between henchwomen.”
“Do you get along?”
“Most of the time.” I hear her voice in my head, the way she sounded on the outside of my bedroom door, calling me Wesi like I was five again. The last thing she said to me before I snuck out the back door to get on a ship to a planet a hundred and forty million miles away. I swallow hard and shake off the memory, reminding myself that the last thing she did was basically unforgiveable.
“Do you miss Earth?”
I meet his eyes. What did I give away?
“I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer.” He means it. Not in the way people usually do, trying to make you feel just enough guilt to open up. Like he would move on without another word.
“I miss the air.” And my mom. The farther we get from Earth, the less angry I feel. “Everything here smells fake. I think I prefer dust over plastic. Is it like this in Elysium?” Mom and I could probably get used to it.
“Maybe. I didn’t have anything to compare it to until a little over a month ago. This was my first trip to Earth, at least that I can remember. But my mom didn’t let me outside much.”
Resting against my seat back, I cock an eyebrow. “Afraid you’d go full Earther?”
“Probably. I was supposed to stay for longer, travel around to different cities.”
What he’d said in the arboretum replays in my mind. This is the best place to pretend you’re on Earth. It had deeply annoyed me then. I thought he was playing a part. Trying to convince me that he was on my side, so I’d let him work with me and ILSA. But maybe it was real. Maybe, unlike most people, Jupiter Dalloway is exactly who he says he is.
“Why didn’t you? Couldn’t miss the Boundless’s historic maiden voyage?”
He rubs the base of his throat. “I became an heir. I don’t really have any say over what I do now.”
Okay, poor little rich boy. “Aren’t you born into that position?”
“Not always.” He swallows hard and drops his eyes to his interlocked hands resting on the table. “I’m second born. My sister was the heir, but she died in an accident a couple of years ago.”
Of course. My stomach twists into a knot. I could have put that together if I stopped for a second to think. If my default setting wasn’t asshole. “I’m sor—”
A robotic voice fills the room. Attention, Boundless passengers, please be advised a curfew has been put into effect this evening to allow our crew time for maintenance in the night hours. All passengers are required to be in their quarters by the twentieth hour of the day. Thank you for your cooperation.
“Maintenance again? Think it’s still because of the elevator?” Jupiter grabs his stylus, erasing and redrawing the curve of ILSA’s head.
I shrug. “Maybe. Seems like they’d have it cleaned after three days.”
“Do you know what E.F.E. stands for?”
The hazy scrap of a memory teeters on the edge of my mind before it dissolves completely, and I bristle as his insinuation sinks in. “Why would I?”
“I thought maybe you would’ve heard something since you’re friends with that porter…” He stares down at the table, tapping his fingers and frowning like he’s trying to recall the name I blurted out in the escape pod bay.
“Reve.” I lean back, crossing my arms over my chest, blood already boiling. “And why would he know anything? Because we’re Earthers?”
“Yes. I mean, no. I thought maybe because you—”
“Hell, one of us could have been a part of it, right? I was in the arboretum that night.” Every time I start to think this guy might be different, he proves that he’s just like the rest of them. Assuming we’re all criminals. Lowly Earthers. Dust mites.
“I wasn’t accusing you, I swear Wes, I—”
“Don’t call me that. We aren’t friends.” I stand, collecting the sweater draped over the back of the chair.
“Let me start over, I—”
The librarian appears between the rows with her arms crossed, glaring over the top of her wide-framed glasses. “You two will have to leave if you can’t be quiet.”
I snatch my laptop off the table. “I have to go anyway.”
“Weslie, wait!”
“We do not have to leave. There is nothing on your schedule,” ILSA says behind me, her volume low.
Already across the room, I whip around the corner and slam into Hale.
“Watch where you’re going, dust mite!” he snarls in my face.
Beside him, Meridian crosses her arms and wrinkles her nose.
ILSA rolls to my side. “Weslie’s species classification is human. A dust mite is a microscopic organism that causes allergic react…”
They both burst into laughter over her horrifyingly unhelpful information.
“Let’s go, ILSA.” I hold my head high and keep moving, sucking in a breath that gets caught in my tightening chest. All I’ve ever wanted was to move to Mars and build a better life for myself and my mom. But is this really better? How am I ever going to change their minds about me if I can’t even change Jupiter’s?
“You’re going to have to burn that jacket now,” Meridian says loud enough that I can hear from down the hall. 
Flames lick up the sides of my neck, my face.
To all of them, I’ll never be anything but a dirty Earther girl.



Chapter Seventeen
Jupiter
TWENTY-TWO DAYS TO MARS
Weslie is already set up with ILSA at the back of the lab when I get there. For the better part of almost five days, I’ve switched between drawing and writing her presentation speech in absolute silence. She has straight out refused to talk to me, but that’s going to change today.
I roll my shoulders back and approach her table, passing Curran and Tar, sitting side by side and too deep in work to notice me. On the other side of the table, Asha is buried in fabric and waves a pair of scissors. Her gaze flicks toward Weslie and she grimaces.
I shrug at her and take a slow inhale, marching straight up to Weslie’s table.
She continues staring at the computer screen like I’m not here. If there weren’t other people on the ship, I would be convinced I was a ghost by now.
“I’m sorry for what I said in the library. I didn’t mean to imply that I thought you or your friend had anything to do with the paint in the elevator, only that the porters might know more about what happens on this ship than even Asha. I don’t assume that everyone from Earth is a criminal, but with people like Hale throwing their small-minded prejudices around, I can understand how it could have come off that way. I’ll be more mindful of my words going forward. You can count on it.”
Her fingers slow on the keyboard and her eyes twitch like she’s resisting looking at me.
I take a deep breath and lean over the table. “I know you generally prefer to pretend I’m not here, and you’ve made it absolutely clear how much you hate working with me, but if I’m going to help you prepare for this presentation, we’re going to have to talk eventually.” I open the file and slide my tablet across the table. “Think you could cut me some slack today and take a look at what I’ve written so far?”
She shifts her eyes to the tablet and then to my face. Her expression softens. “No need for all the drama. All you had to do was ask.”
I massage my forehead. “Do you have any clue how intimidating you are?”
She lowers her chin and glares at me through her dark eyelashes.
“Not in a bad way,” I add.
Some of the tension melts from her expression. “Likably intimidating? And here I thought I was just plain mean.”
“Oh, definitely that, too.” I brace myself, waiting for her deep-cutting retaliation.
She laughs, sitting back in her seat and scrutinizing me with tight eyes. Her mouth twists like she’s holding back a smile. Almost like she’s impressed.
Pulling the tablet closer, her eyes roam the screen before she points at the stylus in my hand, signaling for me to hand it over. Scribbling some notes, she slides them both back across the table and stands up to stretch. “You had a lot of the terminology wrong.”
“I mean, you were ignoring me the entire time I was working on it.” I had to look up her public contestant profile to get most of the information.
She huffs out a breath. “Okay, maybe it was a little harsh giving you the silent treatment for five days when you didn’t technically accuse me of anything.”
“Maybe a little.” I laugh, sliding onto a stool. Thinking better of lingering on her semi-apology too long, I ask, “Made any progress with the messaging?”
“I think so. I just have to finish this and…” She smacks the last key with her index finger. Looking up at ILSA, a full grin stretches across Weslie’s face. “…there. ILSA, please deliver my recent messages.”
“Message. From: Mom. Received eleven days ago. Dear Weslie, I hope this message gets to you before you’re out of range.”
“Yes!” Weslie leaps out of her seat, thrusting her arms into the air.
I wish I could have seen her build ILSA from the start. I can just imagine the look on her face when she booted up for the first time. The way her mask slips when she’s working. Completely possessed by equal parts curiosity and joy.
“I need you to knooo…” ILSA’s face goes blank, and the word turns into an uncomfortable long tone.
“No!” Weslie falls into the chair, eyes running over the code on her screen.
“All messages permanently deleted.”
“What? How? ILSA, Retrieve deleted messages!”
“Inaccessible. You have zero messages.”
She holds her face in her hands, so her growled words are muffled. “This doesn’t make sense!” Running her hands over her hair, she stands and brushes past me, close enough that I’m enveloped in the scent of floral soap, lilac maybe. But underneath the flowers, there’s still a hint of trees and sunlight like the best parts of Earth are infused into her freckled skin.
“Maybe they’re backed up on your comm,” I offer, shaking off the urge to breathe her in again.
“Unfortunately, ILSA is my comm.” She raises and twists her hands, bulky sleeves falling away from her bare wrists.
The sweater is practically swallowing her whole. She looks cute, and I have to fight the urge to say it out loud. Dammit, I have to get control over my thoughts. I cannot go there. Even if she weren’t from Earth, I couldn’t risk so much as a minor crush.
After an hour of switching between pacing and typing, she lays her head on the table.
“Any luck?”
Her body stays slumped over the table’s edge, only her eyes shifting toward me. “I don’t want to talk about it.” She sits up and closes her computer.
“Want to give the presentation a try?” I say with too much enthusiasm.
“Not really.”
“Maybe talking out the issue with ILSA’s comm system would help?”
She huffs out a breath and yanks my tablet back. “On second thought, I would love to practice the presentation.”
By the third try, it’s not getting any better. Every word is shaky and unsure. Like the very thought of public speaking has transformed her entire personality. She wipes her palm over her thigh again. “I’d like to start by thanking the board for this, um”—she glances down at my tablet in her other hand—“for, um, this opportunit—”
“That’s already two ‘um’s,’” Asha informs her in a singsong voice, continuing to snip the colorful material in her hands. On the table in front of her, the fabric moves. A little metallic bunny ear pops out from underneath.
I catch Weslie’s eye, trying to be reassuring. “You’re doing great. Keep going.”
“For this opportunity. My entry, ILSA or Individualized, um…” She glances down again.
“You don’t need to check, Weslie. You named her. Try without the tablet,” I say cautiously, but when she lifts her narrowed eyes, I can see the encouragement is just pissing her off at this point.
She lays the tablet down, lifts her eyes, and takes a breath. “Individualized Life Support Assistant.”
“Don’t stare at the ceiling,” Tar reminds her. “My parents are always getting on me about that.”
She groans and rubs her hands over her face. “This is ridiculous. I’m never going to be good at this.”
The audience is clearly not helping. I turn to my friends, but only Curran and Asha look up. I point toward the door, asking them silently to leave.
“I need to get in a run. Want to join me, Tar?” Curran slides out of his seat, tucking his computer under one arm.
Tar’s face flushes and he nods, following and leaving Asha behind, still hurriedly collecting her stuff.
“I’ll join you!” Asha adds, already following, fabric spilling out of the bag at her hip. She pauses at the door. “You’re really improving, Wes. You’ll get it down.”
“Want to try it without the crowd?” I ask as soon as we’re alone.
“Not even a little bit,” she says through her teeth.
“Okay.” I raise my hands. “Figure out why ILSA deleted your messages?”
“Oh, no. Asha left her scissors. I should take them to her.”
I step into her path. “She doesn’t really need them in the gym. Nice try, though.” 
“Can we not talk about the messaging or the presentation?”
“Okay. What else is left?”
She drops onto the stool in front of her laptop. “There are some small fixes I need to iron out to clean up the code. I think I have the medical emergency awareness installed and ready, but I haven’t had the opportunity to test that.”
“Let’s check that off the list. How do we test it?”
“We have to wait for someone to be injured within her scannable perimeter. Someone that isn’t me, so Meridian and Hale will be no help.”
“I guess that makes me the lab rat.” I pick up Asha’s scissors.
“We can wait until—”
Opening the shears, I run the edge across my palm. Searing pain instantly runs up my arm.
“Fuuu…” I hold my closed fist up, curling my lips around my teeth and the string of words I want to scream. Blood drips down my arm. “That always looks so painless in movies.”
“What the hell, Jupiter!” She leaps out of her seat, frantically scanning the room. “Keep it elevated! I’ll find something to wrap—”
ILSA rushes past her. “Jupiter, you have suffered a laceration on your right hand. My scans indicate the depth of the wound requires medical closure to prevent infection and further damage. Do I have your permission to attend to your injury?”
Smiling at Weslie, I answer, “Yes, ILSA.”
I offer my hand, and she works quickly, cleaning, spraying antiseptic, and then a numbing agent—thank the universe—from the nozzle in her palm.
Weslie steps back, her shoulders loosening as she watches her bot work exactly as she intended.
ILSA applies skin adhesive, then her supply compartment pops open, and she pulls out a roll of gauze, wrapping the wound. The entire process is done in under three minutes.
Damn, she’s impressive.
“Keep the area clean until fully healed. Recovery time estimate: two weeks. In the future, please exercise more caution while handling sharp instruments.” ILSA backs away, her face going neutral.
I hold out my bandaged hand. “I’d say that worked.”
“We could have just waited for someone to get sick or bump into something. You didn’t have to mutilate yourself!” She grabs my fingers and wrist, examining the wrapped wound. “At least it’s not your dominant hand.”
Warmth blooms in my chest. “You noticed I’m left-handed.”
She releases me, backs away, and hops onto the edge of a table. “You never stop drawing. Anyone who spends more than a minute around you would know that.”
“Weslie, this is a big deal.”
“I know, I actually fixed something. Now if she could just deliver a simple message, I’m golden.”
“No, not ILSA.”
She frowns at me like I’m not making sense.
“Wes, we might actually be friends.”
She meets my gaze for a beat before dropping her eyes and clearing her throat. “Hardly.”
“You know, it’s okay to admit you don’t hate me. I promise I won’t tell anyone.” I take a step closer. Dangerous territory, but the longer I’m around her the less I care.
“If only it were the truth.” But her voice is breathy. There’s none of that usual stubborn conviction in her words.
ILSA chimes in, “His heart rate and body temperature suggest he is being truthful to the best of his knowledge.”
“She’s insisting she still hates me, ILSA.” I carefully take Weslie’s hands. She doesn’t pull away, so I stare into her eyes like I’m searching for the lie. “But I think she’s being dishonest.”
She freezes. I expect the usual rage, but her expression is gentle. Her lips part.
“Weslie’s elevated heart—”
“Okay, okay. You aren’t completely horrible,” she admits, tearing her hands away and blinking like she’s come out of a trance.
“I’ll take it.” I check my comm. It’s already six p.m. Dammit. “I have to go.”
“Right. Okay.” Weslie leaps off the table. “ILSA, close up.”
“Want to meet up after class tomorrow?”
“Okay.” She shrugs, but her smile looks more like a definitive yes.
I grab my stuff and head for the door. Pausing, I turn back to her. “Actually, I’m going to this thing later tonight. I was thinking, maybe…do you want to come?”
She twists her lips and raises an eyebrow.
“Maybe Asha already invited you…”
“I think she mentioned something about tonight, but honestly”—she lets out a quick, breathy laugh—“at a certain point, I have to tune her out. My brain can only hold so much new information at a time. What is it?”
“I think it’d be more fun if it was a surprise.”
She rolls her eyes. “I hate surprises.”
“That doesn’t shock me at all. I’ll pick you up after dinner.”
She twists her mouth, glaring at me dubiously, but by her eyes, I know she’s intrigued enough to come along.
“Bring a jacket!” I back out the door and run down the hall.



Chapter Eighteen
Weslie
TWENTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
There’s a knock at my bedroom door, and I leap to my feet. With my hand hovering over the door release, I pause and count out five seconds in my head. Enough time to seem like I wasn’t perched on the edge of my bed waiting. I’m not a fan of surprises, but Jupiter isn’t as terrible to spend time with as I expected. Plus, the everyday routine of ship life is getting old. Fast. On five, I press the button.
The door slides open to Jupiter bracing himself on the edge of the doorway, panting like he sprinted here from the farthest end of the ship. He unfastens the second button of his shirt, checking over his shoulder. The neck of his compression suit peeks out from underneath. Even with a sheen of sweat on his forehead and dressed up like an elitist penguin, he looks good.
I drop my gaze to his polished black shoes. “Is there a ball or something because if that’s the surprise, I think I’m coming down with something.”
“My readings indicate you are in perfect health, Weslie,” ILSA says from behind me.
Does she realize that she’s my bot? That I built her? She could have my back once in a while. At least she didn’t announce my increased heart rate when I opened the door.
He slips off the bow tie hanging around his collar, balls it up, and slides it into his pocket. “Nothing…like that…promise…couldn’t risk”—he takes a deep breath—“going back to my room to change. Do you have a coat?”
I grab my jacket off the bed.
He slides back his sleeve to check his comm. “We have to hurry.”
We take a stairwell at the back of the ship and pass through plain gray halls past engine rooms and cargo bays. He seems unsure of every other turn but makes up his mind quickly like he’s following loosely memorized directions.
Ahead, Asha, Tar, Curran, and Skye are gathered around an open hatch, every one of them zipped into insulated jackets.
“You made it!” Asha wraps her arms around me.
I pat her shoulder and eye the hatch.
Tar takes in Jupiter’s evening attire, wincing. “You’re going to freeze.”
“No time to change. It’ll be worth it.”
I step away from the opening in the floor. “Be honest, is this a trap? Are you all evacuating me into space?”
“There’s an idea.” The familiar voice sends an icy chill up my back before I even meet Meridian’s cold stare.
I knew there was a good reason I should have stayed in my unit.
She strolls toward us dressed in a puffy maroon jacket with Hale at her side.
Asha crosses her arms. “You weren’t invited.”
“We were last time. Figured it was open-ended.” Hale zips his jacket to his throat.
Meridian stops and points her thumbs back toward the way they came, her eyes burrowing into Asha. “We could always go back up and tell your dad that you’re all floating around the docking bay playing a game.”
“It’s fine. More players.” Tar waves them over, climbing down the hatch. “Stay.”
Asha rolls her eyes and follows him into the tunnel. Skye goes next, Curran after her.
Jupiter waves me in.
I take a deep breath, tap my fingers to my thumb, and step down onto the ladder.
Below, Skye pushes off the bottom rung, suspended in air.
“No way.” My words echo through the tunnel. I climb down faster. Near the bottom, the pull of artificial gravity releases me. My weight shifts, evenly distributed. My curls lift off my shoulders. I push myself down into a long, gray room covered in a grid of bars along the walls. Keeping hold of the ladder with one white-knuckled hand, I feel off balance, like I’m about to fall, even though there’s no gravity to force me in any particular direction.
Jupiter follows, lowering down beside me. His gold eyes are bright.
I test letting go, but my limbs flail like I’m in free fall. I reach out for an anchor point.
He takes my hand. “You’re not falling. Try to relax.”
Meridian calls down from above Hale, “Will you two get out of the way?”
“Yeah, I don’t want to miss out because of the newbie.” Hale frowns down from the tunnel.
Jupiter stares up at him. “You slammed full-on into a wall your first time, knocked yourself out, and we had to drag your ass all the way to the med bay. Be patient.”
My free arm windmills like I’m trying to catch myself again.
Jupiter’s expression and tone soften again. “Take it slow. You can hold onto me if—”
“I got it.” I shake my head and let go, drifting sideways and spinning in a slow circle. I might as well be crashing to the floor the way my stomach flips. Oh god, how do I stop?
I grab hold of the only thing still in reach.
Jupiter tugs my forearm away from his throat. “The floor isn’t going to hurt you unless you launch yourself at it.”
I suddenly realize I’m clinging to him like he’s the only thing keeping me from plummeting to my death. I untangle myself. “Don’t read into this. When we’re back in the lab, I’ll continue barely tolerating you.”
“Of course.” A smile tugs at the edge of his mouth.
My heart races and my stomach twists. My feet are only six feet from the floor, but it feels like a thousand. I stay completely still, afraid if I try to move, I’ll spin until I puke or smack into the wall.
Skye grabs a pipe and pushes herself along the ceiling above me. “First rule of weightlessness: slow, easy movements.”
Meridian does a somersault off the ladder, spinning past Hale.
In the center of the room, Tar floats with his hands behind his head and ankles crossed, framed by a view of space that’s the width and height of the entire end of the docking bay.
I bump into the wall and feel my momentum shift. It’s kind of like swimming, but with less resistance. Actually, no resistance. I push off, passing under Tar, and glide toward the window at the end of the long room.
Jupiter drifts along beside me. “You’re doing great.”
“How did you all even find this place?”
“Pilotless space barges deliver supplies during crossings. They were sent out ahead of us with extra food and stuff. The artificial gravity gets shut off for resupply, and since Asha and Tarak’s dad is the captain, they can figure out when we’re going to pass one.” Jupiter runs a hand along the wall to stop.
I catch myself, palms to the window. Outside, the giant disk-shaped vessel is docked.
Tar bumps the glass beside me. “This one arrived yesterday, and they finished unloading around lunch, so we have plenty of time.” He launches himself backward.
I push off into a slow roll. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”
On my fifth rotation, I realize my mistake. I’m barreling longways through the room. Nothing to grab hold of until I hit the roll-up door at least fifty feet away. Trying to spot, I pick a point on the wall and crane my neck. All I can do is wait it out, while Meridian and Hale snicker behind me. Rule two: know where you’re going.
Darting past, Jupiter anchors himself and reaches out to catch my hand. “Careful.”
I crash into him, knocking him into the wall so we’re face to face. Puffs of white breath mingle in the air between us. “Sorry.”
Jupiter’s expression is patient and sweet and close. Too close.
I push off his chest, drifting across the much shorter width of the room.
He shoves off the wall to follow. “It’s okay. There’s a learning curve, but you’re getting it.” He’s so much nicer than me. There’s no way I wouldn’t tease him mercilessly if the roles were reversed.
“If everyone’s got their space legs, can we start the game?” Curran calls from the end of the hall, tucking a silver medallion floating from the chain around his neck into his jacket.
“Game?” I grab a bar and launch myself toward the group gathered in front of the window.
Skye sails past the giant number 14 painted across the long wall. “It’s like a soccer and handball hybrid. Soccer rules, except you can only pass with your hands and you have to hit the wall instead of the inside of a goal.”
Asha pulls out a multicolored ball the size of an egg, squishing the soft toy between her index finger and thumb. She leaves the ball hovering in the center of the hall and pushes herself back. “Alphabetical teams!”
Last or first? I don’t know any of their last names.
Shit. I’m drifting away, slowly, but I can’t stop it.
Anchored to the roof, Jupiter catches me with his injured hand, wincing as he pulls me back to the group. “It’s easy. The roll-up door and the window on either end are the goals. The space between one and four is midfield.” He nods for me to grab hold of the bar above my head and points at the giant characters on the opposite wall. “Just catch, pass, and try not to run into anyone. Got it?”
Sounds simple enough. “Careful with your drawing hand. ILSA will be annoyed if you mess up her work.”
The edge of his mouth twitches upward. The gold around his pupils is more brilliant than I remembered, like burning stars.
“My team will take the hatch side.” Asha launches herself to the other end of the room where Hale is holding onto the bottom of the ladder.
“Wouldn’t want to annoy ILSA.” Jupiter follows Curran after them.
A, C, H, and J. First names. Which means…
Meridian glides along the ceiling to join Skye, Tar, and me.
I deflate. Maybe this isn’t going to be all that simple after all.
“Skye, you take point,” Tar instructs, sending her to the center of the hall. “Wes, you’re left. Meridian, right. I’ll hang back and play defense.” He keeps his hand flat on the window, holding himself in place, and the rest of us push off.
“It has to be passed at least three times before hitting the wall for a point. No collisions. I don’t want to drag anyone to the med bay this time,” Asha calls from the other end.
Skye positions herself across from Curran, the ball floating midway between them.
“Everyone ready?” Tar yells.
Jupiter moves into position ahead of me on the other side of the hall. Did he choose to pair up against me or was that Asha’s call?
“Let’s play!” Asha shouts.
On her word, Curran and Skye shove away from the ceiling. Curran moves comically slow, while Skye is moving too fast, but she manages to grab the ball and grab his ankle to both slow herself and spin him off course.
She tosses the ball back to Meridian, who’s drifting in the middle of the hall with Tar behind her, ready to catch it if she misses. She lets go of the bar above her, snatches the blur of rainbow colors out of the air, and twirls in slow motion, releasing it, shockingly—in my direction.
I climb along the wall, spinning, ready to catch the ball.
Before it reaches me, Hale crosses the room, cutting off Meridian’s pass and rotating to throw to Jupiter.
When he twists to make the catch, I push off and glide past, snagging the ball just out of his reach. I grip the bar along the ceiling and throw to Meridian, who’s waiting on the left.
Hale is halfway across the room when Skye zooms down the center, grabbing the ball as Meridian releases it. She fakes the throw left and then chucks it at the upper right corner of the wall behind Asha, whose momentum carries her in the wrong direction.
“Goal!” Skye catches the edge of the roll-up door and launches herself past me, slapping my outstretched hand.
I drift past Jupiter as he moves back into position.
“You’re a natural,” he says.
“Beginner’s luck!” Hale calls from the opposite wall.
Tar and Asha count down from three when we’re all back in position. Curran, Hale, and Jupiter use a handoff approach, twirling around each other and clenching their hands to hide who has the ball.
Tar zeroes in on Hale, launching at him.
There’s a flash of colors as Jupiter slips the ball to Curran with their backs to Meridian.
“Curran has it!” I call out to her as he slams the rainbow sphere into the wall for their first point.
Next round, Skye zooms through the space until she launches herself a little too hard at the back wall and collides with Asha.
“You two okay?” Tar asks from his position in front of the window.
“Yeah, give us a minute,” Asha calls back, checking Skye for injuries as they both laugh.
The rest of us move slowly back into our starting positions.
Jupiter doesn’t stop on his side, crossing the center line and slowing in front of me. “Enjoying zero gravity?”
“Technically there’s no such thing as zero gravity. Everything has a gravitational pull. Even you and me.” Did I really just say that out loud? Being a know-it-all never sounded so much like flirting.
“Yeah?” He grins like he’s asking a completely different question that has nothing to do with space or gravity.
That is not happening. He’s sweet for a privileged Elysian, but he’s still a privileged Elysian. Who cares if his smile makes my throat close up or that my breath hitches every time he looks at me through those thick lashes? That all sounds like an allergic reaction.
Tar calls from the window, “Timeout over. We need to finish this game before launch.”
“What happens at launch?” I frown at Jupiter.
“This is kind of like a big airlock.”
My eyes go wide. I’ve always wanted to experience weightlessness, but this isn’t worth the risk of being sucked out into space. I stare at the docking door. “So why the hell are we playing a game in it?”
“It’s fine. There’s a warning before it takes off. Plus, Tar always gets us out of here well before it gets close to time.”
The next round, I’m too busy watching the docking door to notice Skye’s pass. Hale snags it and his team collectively earn their second point.
“Wake up, Earther!” Meridian calls from the opposite side of the room.
I shake it off. None of these people seem reckless. Especially not Asha. She’s too protective of Tarak. If this was seriously dangerous, she wouldn’t let her brother down here at all.
They manage to get a couple more past Tar, but more rounds than not, Meridian and I manage to work together to keep control of the ball, despite the glares and cloaked insults she’s busy tossing my way between passes. And Skye keeps the other team guessing, zooming through the long room like she’s not afraid of crashing again.
By the last round, we’re three points ahead when we reset.
“Did someone tell you the game started, Big Six?” I lock eyes with Jupiter on the other side.
Curran snags the ball and throws it back to him.
Jupiter catches it in his palm. “Game? What game?”
I narrow my eyes and push off toward him as he passes to Hale.
The lights flash off and then on again.
“Auto-departure, dock fourteen, proceeding in sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight…”
Tar zooms past me as the lights flash on. “Everyone out!”



Chapter Nineteen
Weslie
TWENTY-FIVE DAYS TO MARS
Heart racing, I launch myself along the wall as the lights go out again.
A white glow floods the dock. Asha grabs her brother, ushering him up the ladder, and the lights shut off.
“…forty-seven, forty-six…”
Skye disappears up the ladder and Meridian starts the climb behind her.
I brace myself to push off, aiming for the opening of the tunnel and waiting for light. The room bursts with a too-bright white glow. Pushing off, I follow Curran and Hale, who grab the bottom rung. Darkness cloaks the room again.
“…thirty-five, thirty-four…”
The heel of a boot hits me in the center of my chest. Light explodes, burning my eyes.
I hit the side wall, tumbling across the giant painted 4 in the opposite direction. I can’t stop. I reach for the first bar I pass, but my fingertips graze it.
Darkness. My palm hits the next bar, and I jerk to a stop.
“…twenty-eight, twenty-seven…”
“Hurry!” When the light comes on, Jupiter is alone, holding the bottom rung of the ladder and waving for me to follow.
I push off toward him, launching myself into the sudden darkness.
Light floods the space. My trajectory is off.
Jupiter reaches for me, stretching as far as he can. “Grab my hand!”
Our fingers brush. I twist. The lights go out. Our hands lock together in the dark and he pulls me to him.
“…twelve, eleven…”
Lights flash on. Jupiter pushes me ahead of him, and I scramble up the ladder.
Lights off. Gravity presses down on me, slowing my climb.
“…eight, seven…”
White light fills the tunnel. I crawl out of the hatch and turn back, leaning over the edge. Curran and I both stretch down to grab Jupiter’s hands.
“…four, three…”
Curran grips Jupiter by the arm, hoisting him up, as I grasp the collar of his suit jacket. The three of us hit the floor together.
The last number in the countdown is cut in half as Asha and Tar seal the hatch, and my pounding heartbeat is the only sound left in the universe.
Beside me, Jupiter lies on the floor, panting and shivering. His hand is still in mine. It’s practically frozen.
I sit up, shrug off my jacket, and drape it over him, rubbing his icy fingers between my palms. The bandage on his right hand is torn and stained with fresh blood. “Are you okay?”
“Perfect,” he says through a shaky exhale, glancing at our hands.
A rush of heat burns in my cheeks, and I let go. “Good.”
On his other side, Curran’s eyes are wide as he stares down at his best friend. His face is colorless and still like a statue over a grave.
“Hey.” Jupiter reaches up and pats his chest. “Breathe, man. I’m okay.”
Curran wakes up. “Right. Sorry.” He sucks in a breath, rising to his feet and offering Jupiter a shaky hand.
Skye helps me up.
Asha braces herself against the sealed hatch.
Tar paces with his hands on his head, eyes wide as he counts our party.
Sitting against the wall next to Hale, Meridian glares at him. “What the hell happened with the departure info, Tar?”
If I hadn’t caught that bar, if Jupiter hadn’t grabbed me, I’d be a frozen bit of space debris right now.
“I guess I got the time wrong.” Tar’s eyes flicker back and forth like he’s rifling through information, trying to find where he went wrong.
“Guess? You nearly got us sucked into space,” Hale snaps.
Locking eyes with him, I cross the room, gaining speed with each step. “Says the asshole who tried to kill me. Again!”
Hale narrows his eyes at me like he’s forming the perfect insult.
Skye steps between us, holding him back and blocking me.
“I have no idea what you’re going on about, dust mite.” Hale glares over Skye’s shoulder.
“You kicked me away from the ladder!” My chest rises and falls with heaving breaths.
Jupiter wraps his fingers around the clenched fist at my side and whispers, “Not worth it.”
I hold Hale’s stare. No way I’m going to be the one to walk away. I won’t give him the satisfaction.
“We all need to get out of here before we’re caught.” Curran throws his hands up and starts down the hall with Tar by his side.
“Dirty Earther,” Meridian says through her teeth.
Skye and Asha herd Meridian and Hale around the corner.
“Don’t listen to them.” Jupiter forces me to relax my clenched fist. Loosening my grip, his fingertips slide along the inside of my palm.
My breath catches in my chest.
“Plus, punching someone in the face only feels good for a second. After that, it’s all bruised knuckles and broken fingers, and he can still go back to running his mouth.”
I step away, brushing my hair over my shoulder. “I took you for more of a peacekeeper than a fighter.”
“I grew up with Hale.” He shrugs and nods toward the hall where everyone else disappeared. “Everyone has a breaking point.”
“You continue to surprise me, Jupe.”
His shoulders relax as a grin stretches across his face. “You called me Jupe.”
Warmth blooms in my rib cage.
When we round the corner, everyone is stopped.
Flanked by five porters, the captain blocks our path with his arms crossed over his white vest, the brass-edged star pin gleaming in the light of the hall. “…past curfew. What makes you think you’re somehow exempt from the rules?”
“I’m so sorry, Dad, we…” Asha snaps her mouth closed when he whips around to face her and Tar.
“I’ll deal with the two of you later. I’m taking you home. We’ll discuss this in the morning.” He nods to the people in navy vests. “Escort each of them to their quarters.”
The porters split, pairing up and separating us.
One pushes me forward with a hand on my back and I slap it away. “I can walk without your help, thank you.” I split right, the porter scrambling to keep up.
“Good night, Wes.” Jupiter walks backward in the opposite direction, that silly grin still painted across his face.
“Night, Jupe.” I bite my lips, starting to turn away, but then freeze when my eyes lock with the porter behind him.
Dressed in his navy porter vest, Reve waits for Jupiter to catch up, jaw tight and a nearly imperceptible sadness in his dark eyes. His blank stare burrows through me, tugging at something deep in my gut.
Cold guilt floods my veins as he tucks his chin and spins away. He was the one who told me to play their game. Make them believe I’m one of them.
“See you tomorrow,” Jupiter calls, following Reve around a corner.
Hours later, when I’m in bed, my mind keeps serving up flashes of Reve. The look on his face. Like I’d somehow betrayed him. And then Jupiter. His sincere grin, right eye squinted more than the left. Every small, patient gesture in the cargo hold.
No one’s ever been that careful with me.
Stop, Weslie. You cannot be lying awake thinking about these boys. Especially not a Big Six heir. He’s definitely off-limits.
I flip over, pressing my face into my pillow.
We are friends. That’s where this ends. I have enough going on without complicating my life with messy feelings.
But my palm still tingles along the trails left by Jupiter’s long fingers, and I let myself imagine more until it bleeds into my dreams.
My eyes fly open. I sit up in bed, my heart already pounding, but my body is heavy, slow like I’ve been drugged.
Red light fills my room, turning the green curtains and dark wood to the color of dried blood.
A nightmare? But it feels so real.
A buzzing, high-pitched alarm rings out in quick bursts between a repeating message that finally becomes clear in my foggy brain. “Oxygen level critical. Your unit is experiencing a loss of breathable air. Please make your way to the exit promptly.”



Chapter Twenty
Weslie
TWENTY-TWO DAYS TO MARS
“Weslie, oxygen level 17 percent. Do I have your permission to administer oxygen?” ILSA is undocked from her charging port, parked next to the bed with a yellow triangle on her face screen.
Waving her off, I gasp for air, inhaling faster with each incomplete breath. The room is shrinking. The walls are closing in around me. I put my hands out to hold them off, stumbling out of bed.
The alarm cuts off. “Oxygen level critical. Your unit is experiencing a loss of breathable air. Please make your way to the exit promptly,” the automated voice repeats.
“I have to get out of here.” I stagger to the control panel on the wall with lazy limbs and slam my palm to the door release. Nothing happens.
“Weslie, your brain is receiving insufficient oxygen, impairing your critical thinking. If you are not compliant, I will have to put you into the emergency cryo-pod as is passenger protocol.”
I can’t let her trap me in that coffin or her tiny oxygen helmet. I just have to get the door open. I mash the button again, holding myself up against the wall. Still nothing. Gray fog curls around my view of the panel. I shake it away, slamming my fist against the button again. Nothing.
“Oxygen level critical. Your unit…” The announcement becomes too muffled to hear.
My rib cage expands and contracts around my burning lungs. I press a hand to my chest. “IL…SA…over…ride…door…con…trol.”
ILSA’s face flashes a red emergency icon. “Oxygen level 13 percent. Deficient oxygen compromises cognitive abilities. Emergency protocol initiated.”
“No,” I cough out, clawing at the edge of the door. It has to open. I need to get out.
ILSA’s hands expand around my head.
“Stop!” I duck, batting her away, tottering, and falling to the ground. “Just…open…the…door!”
“Oxygen level 12 percent. Deficient oxygen compromises cognitive abilities. Emergency protocol initiated.”
I push off the floor, but my body is too heavy. Rasping breaths come faster. My chest heaves against the cold tile. Heartbeats pound in my skull.
ILSA hovers over me, her words echoey and muffled. Is she trying to deliver a message from my mom? “It is going to be okay, Weslie.”
I blink slowly. The room around me fades away…
…
A whoosh of air drowns out all other sounds.
“Weslie, I have alerted all stored contacts aboard the ship to your emergency. Please attempt to take slow breaths. Help will arrive shortly.” ILSA’s voice is clear like everything else has gone silent and it’s only us two left in the universe.
My body melts into the floor.
Thud, thud, thud. A hollow pounding echoes through the darkness.
I blink my eyes open. Red light paints the ceiling. Everything is warped at the edges of my vision. My heavy eyelids fall shut again.
Thud, thud, thud, thud. There’s a voice. Far away. “Weslie! Someone get this door open!”
I lift a hand to rub my temple, but inches away from my head my fingers hit plastic.
“We’re going to get you out. Hold on!” the distant voice calls.
My eyes pop open. Heart pumping faster, breath quickening, I squirm. Both hands press to the helmet ILSA’s formed around my head.
“You have experienced oxygen deprivation. Take slow and deep breaths. Help will arrive shortly.”
I pinch my eyes shut, lie still, and breathe deeply. As oxygenated air fills my lungs, my muscles start to relax. I’m so tired.
The light shifts from red to soft, dim white. “Oxygen level restored,”
the robotic voice of the alert system announces.
ILSA releases me.
“Oxygen level 21 percent. My readings indicate you’ve sustained no long-term damage. You may experience a headache as a result of your oxygen depriv—”
The door slides open. Noise bursts into the room. Hands move under me, propping me up, cradling my head and torso.
“Weslie!” Jupiter presses his fingers to my neck, along my windpipe.
Pressure builds inside my skull, and I wince.
Footsteps pound down the hallway.
“Say something, Wes.”
“I’m fine.” My voice is hoarse. I push his hand away and open my eyes. I try to sit up, but I’m too exhausted. “What are you doing here?”
Someone is calling for help outside my door.
“I got ILSA’s message and came as fast as I could.” Jupiter’s face is almost gray, eyes wide. He cradles me in one trembling arm, pulling me closer against his chest.
I can feel his thumping heartbeat. Too fast.
“I thought…” He scans me like he’s ILSA searching for damage. Then his eyes go distant. His free hand shakes, hovering over my stomach.
I weave my fingers into his, holding it steady.
Is he really this worried about me? An Earther. Just barely a friend.
When I press my other palm over his heart, he finally sees me again. “Everything is okay. We’re okay.”
He stares back and then swallows hard. “Sorry. Yes. Let’s get you to the med wing.”
With his help, I get to my feet. “ILSA already—”
“Please don’t fight me on this, Weslie.” There’s something more than worry in his expression. Like he just watched someone die. He looks down at our hands still clasped between us, the only barrier between our bodies. “Please.”
My heart swells, and I surprise myself by nodding.
I don’t pull away, mesmerized. How does he survive every day being so open, so vulnerable all the time?
My eyes flick from his thick lashes to his mouth.
“Weslie! Are you okay? What’s going on? What’s the emerg…” Asha whips around the open door and into my room, freezing when she sees us. Her wide eyes narrow and her concerned frown turns up at the edges. “Did ILSA really wake me up to witness you two stare longingly into each other’s eyes? I mean, I assumed it would happen eventually, but I would have been happy to hear all the details afterward.”
“The emergency was dire,” ILSA announces. “Weslie and Jupiter have each experienced a boost of adrenaline and their biological response seems to be heightened arou—”
“Thanks, ILSA!” I cut her off, voice softening as I continue. “Really, I mean it. You saved me. Thank you.”
Expressions shuffle across her face screen before she settles on a single, simple heart icon.
Tar appears suddenly, almost slamming into his sister. His eyes shift from me to Jupiter to Asha. “What happened?”
Jupiter steps away, rubbing his neck. “The oxygen to her unit was cut, and the door was sealed. The whole block was compromised.”
I’m suddenly very aware that I’m only wearing my tiny pajama shorts and an oversize T-shirt that hangs past them. I cross my arms over my chest.
“How is that possible?” Asha puts a hand over her heart, rushing to my side, shrugging off her silky pink robe and wrapping it around my shoulders. “Was it a malfunction or did someone shut it down?”
In the hall, a porter holding an emergency O2
pack stands aside as two people in bathrobes pass the doorway, arm in arm.
Jupiter shrugs. “I don’t know, but the crew’s emergency override keys worked on everyone else’s doors in her block. It took three times as long to get her out.”
“Figures I would end up with the faulty door.” I shake my head. Maybe there’s more to it, maybe it wasn’t a matter of chance at all, but I can’t think about that right now.
Tar twists his mouth, exchanging a pointed look with Jupiter.
“Okay, enough. If I know Weslie—and we’re basically best friends now, so I absolutely do—she needs to get dressed and have a big breakfast. I’ll meet you in the dining hall, Wes.” Asha pushes Tar through the door and leans back through the opening. She glances at Jupe and then back to me, widening her eyes. “Details.”
Jupiter sits on my bed.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m waiting.”
ILSA glides in between us. “Jupiter, my scan indicates the abrasion on your right hand has been reopened. Do I have your permission to attend to your injury?”
“That can wait. I don’t need an audience to get dressed.” I open the closet, searching for the quickest thing to put on.
“Leaving an open wound untended increases risk of infection. Jupiter, do I have your permission to attend to your injury?” ILSA asks again.
“Get dressed in the bathroom. I’m not going to leave you alone until you get a med check.”
“Nope. This is not how this is going to go.” I pull him off the bed and push him toward the door.
“But what if—”
Tar appears in the open doorway again. “You two should probably come see this.”
We follow him around the corner past the unit next door to mine. Passengers in various states of dress are scattered through the hall. A few people sit along the wall with porters crouched beside them offering O2 masks.
“Jupiter, do I have permiss—”
“If you are not outside your own quarters or in need of assistance, keep moving!” A porter waves for lingerers to move along, including Asha, who is frozen in the middle of everything, stares at three giant letters painted across the wall.
E.F.E.



Chapter Twenty-One
Jupiter
NINETEEN DAYS TO MARS
Three days later, the image of Weslie lying limp on her bedroom floor still haunts me. I stick close to her as our class is herded onto the bridge. We shuffle in a single-file line along the back of the room, above levels of workstations descending like tiered seating in a theater in front of a wall of glass. Dull overhead lights are dimmed by the gray walls, amplifying the brightness of the stars ahead and the colorful lights that blink on and off among the displays of screens.
Asha jumps in between Weslie and a girl with pigtails on her other side. “My dad’s first mate showed up early this morning with a full report of the incident in your block. Apparently, it was shut down manually, but they only caught the person who did it on a couple of cameras.”
I lean around Weslie. “They know who did it?”
Asha shakes her head. “Someone in a black hooded sweatshirt. They kept their face covered the whole time and stayed on the edge of the frame.”
A few of the bridge crew, clad in matching navy blue jackets, glance back before silently returning to work.
I whisper, “A sweatshirt isn’t much to go on.”
Weslie rolls her eyes. “It’s nothing. All they know is that a human did it. A human who managed to get hold of an incredibly rare black hoodie.”
“Captain Nazari!” Calypso waves the man over as he enters the room.
Asha gives a discreet wave.
Her father, a tall man in a navy-blue suit with the same brass-edged white star pin on his lapel that the other crew members wear, nods at his daughter. Under salt-and-pepper stubble, his face is pale. No hint of Asha’s beautiful golden hue. But they have the same smile, the same gentle eyes. He removes his hard-brimmed captain’s cap to reveal a swoop of neat, thick hair and shakes Calypso’s hand. “Welcome. We’re happy to have you all. Orion and Sofie here will be giving you a tour of the bridge.”
Beside him, two crew members, a short, serious-looking man and a woman with fire-red hair, stand at attention.
We’re split into two groups. Asha frowns, turning right with half the class, while Wes and I are ushered left with the other.
Orion leads us around the upper level of the bridge.
On the way, Weslie walks beside me. “I had a thought about ILSA’s plans.”
“Yeah?” I raise an eyebrow.
Wes’s lips part and then she clamps her mouth shut as we’re ushered into Navigation, packed tightly around a large table displaying a hologram of specks. Too close to whisper without everyone hearing.
At one edge, Earth is tiny, but clearly blue. On the other end is Mars, the little red planet no larger than a pinhead. A trail of purple dots in consistent intervals track the course to Mars. Behind the blinking ship icon, they are faint. Ahead of it, they shine like tiny beacons. Resupply barges, I assume.
“With the holomap, we’re able to identify potential hazards on our route and map course corrections.” Orion puts his hands together over the map like he’s going to dive into it, then parts them and the area enlarges, zooming in. Space debris takes form. Scattered bits of craggy rock. An asteroid field. He releases the enlarged image and swipes a hand over the table.
The Boundless takes form like a glowing orange line drawing. Orion expands it until it’s the only thing hovering over the surface. He brushes away the top level and pulls the arboretum until it’s the size of a dinner plate. A list of readings for the room glows green in the center. Oxygen levels. Temperature. Humidity. “We can also keep an eye on systems throughout the ship.”
He nods and turns, waving us on.
As the class follows, I tug on Weslie’s wrist. “Tell me your idea. About ILSA’s plans.”
“I was thinking we could animate them. Make them more interactive.”
A broad shoulder slams into mine. “Careful, cousin…” Hale glances at Weslie on my other side. “You know her kind carry disease, right?”
I spin toward him, but Weslie grabs my hand and whispers, “Not worth it, remember?”
“My threat from the pool still stands,” I remind him.
The smug expression falls from his face, and he cuts ahead in the line of students. “Whatever.”
Orion leads us to the bottom of the bridge, through the terminals, and up the other side, delivering a full dissertation on space travel advancement.
The group comes to a stop, meeting up with the second half of the class at the starboard wall.
Sofie guides us all to amphitheater seating. “And this is where we gather for crew meetings and announcements. Please, everyone, take a seat.”
I climb to the top, following Weslie. Curran sits on my other side.
Orion and Sofie take turns explaining the basic tasks they perform to keep the ship running smoothly and then turn to the class for questions.
“What happens to everyone if the ship breaks down? Like the oxygen systems go offline for the entire ship?” someone at the back of the room asks.
I glance at Weslie, my chest tight, but she doesn’t seem to be affected. Like the oxygen being cut to her unit was just a normal part of life. Or maybe she’s just really good at hiding her feelings. Except for anger and annoyance. Those she shares freely.
Sofie and Orion exchange concerned glances.
Orion pastes on a reassuring expression. “Well, that’s incredibly unlikely, but in the event of a major system shutdown, all passengers would be directed to escape pods. There is a first-class bay connected to the living quarters level, second-class bays in the sublevels, and a few pods for the bridge crew just down the hall outside those doors. Plenty of vessels to safely evacuate everyone on board.”
I lower my head and lean toward Weslie so only she can hear. “Aren’t you concerned with who these people, the E.F.E., are?”
“Of course,” she says, staring straight ahead. The dim light brings out the green in her hazel eyes.
I remember the way she looked on the floor of her bedroom when the door opened. Eyes closed. Pale. Unmoving. Before that moment she seemed impervious. Like nothing and no one could ever hurt her, but even her stubbornness can’t beat oxygen deprivation. That fluttering panic I felt when I held her limp body in my arms blooms in my stomach again.
In my memory, she transforms. Short, pale hair matted with blood, instead of Weslie’s dark curls. Burned flesh. Clothing melted to skin. Blood leaking from her mouth and ears. The way Andi looked when they found her, after the explosion. “Maybe you should stay with Asha.”
“Not this again,” she says under her breath.
“But—”
“I have ILSA. I’ll be fine.”
Calypso catches my eye, violently pointing at Weslie and then me, and pantomimes zipping their mouth shut.
I rest my elbows on my knees, holding my chin in my palm so I can cover my lips. “She’s not with you now.”
Wes lowers her head. “Good thing you’ve appointed yourself as my volunteer bodyguard, then.”
“No, I… You…” I sit up straighter. I didn’t consider how obvious I was being.
“You were waiting to walk me to lunch again yesterday and followed me to the gym. Then you stopped by my room three times last night with thoughts on my presentation that couldn’t wait until morning and shocker—you happened to be in my hall when I left for breakfast this morning. Somehow, I caught on.” Weslie raises her eyebrows, keeping her attention on the two crew members answering student questions.
I desperately want to protect you.
I can’t say that. She might never talk to me again.
I need you to be all right.
No, that’s not right, either.
Seeing you lying there on the floor, dying, almost broke something inside of me, and maybe I should have realized it before, but I know now that I…
Nope, no way, I’m not even ready to hear that one. 
“I just…don’t want anything to happen to you,” I finally respond.
The rest of the class stands around us.
“Please carefully make your way down and we’ll see you to the exit.” Sofie motions toward the door.
“You’ve been an excellent group. Hopefully this has been an exciting and informative visit.” Captain Nazari approaches, inclining his chin to Calypso.
They respond with a wide grin. “Thank you, Captain. We’re all grateful for the opportunity. Right, class?”
Staggered thanks and half-hearted agreements roll through the group.
I jump off the last step and offer Weslie a hand, fully prepared for her to shove it away, but her fingers wrap around mine. A calm feeling, like warm liquid, floods my veins.
She steps down next to me but doesn’t let go.
“Mr. Dalloway, good to see you,” the captain calls.
My father approaches, returning the captain’s greeting. With a quick scan, he spots me hanging back from the rest of the class with Weslie. His gaze drops to our linked hands. His expression turns sad, mouth scrunched sympathetically when he meets my eyes again.
I let go, taking a half step away from her.
Dad smiles at the captain, engaging in a mutual greeting. “Just came in to say hello. Don’t let me get in the way.”
He won’t say anything. It was nothing anyway. Weslie can barely tolerate me on a good day. Even if it did mean something to me.
The bandage on my right hand tightens around my clenched palm. The still-healing cut is tender and reminds me of the way she took my wrist so gently in her hands. The genuine concern on her face while ILSA patched me up. What if she… No. Even if she did, if we did, it would all be over by the time we stepped off the ship. I’d still be locked into the future my mother has planned for me. Going where she dictates, doing what she tells me to do, and, eventually, marrying the person she’s chosen.
“Who takes over captaining the ship if you can’t for some reason?” Hale stops in front of Captain Nazari.
“That’s an excellent question.” The captain waves him over to survey the amphitheater below and points at a station at the center of the second level. One Orion and Sofie already explained to all of us.
“For the standard day-to-day tasks, we have an advanced system that can automatically control the ship and send direct alerts to the bridge crew in an emergency. But my chief mate”—he waves to a woman in Navigation, who salutes in return—“she takes the helm when I am needed elsewhere or if something were to render me incapable of doing my job.”
I wish there were someone who could take my place like that. Rendered incapable by my own desire to do literally anything else. After two years of my mother’s lectures and hours upon hours of private tutoring sessions, playing the part of the Dalloway heir still feels like putting on an ill-fitting costume. Like wearing someone else’s clothes.
“And if she weren’t able to take my place, responsibility is passed to the second mate, then third mate, then deck cadet, and so on.”
Hale nods like it’s the most interesting bit of information he’s ever heard. He’s so obviously sucking up that it’s painful to watch. I wonder what he’s angling for this time. Is he slipping something out of the man’s pocket or buttering him up to get some kind of information or access code?
“There’s a whole chain of command in place so that everyone and everything is taken care of, always,” the captain finishes with another wide, reassuring grin.
A chain. Hale. My mother’s sister’s son. A direct blood descendant. Three back in the chain of inheritors. He’s a link. An insufferable jerk, but still a link. If I step aside, legally the responsibility would pass to him. Could I do it? Would I? Give Andi’s legacy away to someone like him?
In front of me, Weslie brushes her hair over her shoulder.
Ignoring my dad’s close observation, I step up beside her, letting the back of my fingers brush against hers.
She turns her head, lips twisting around a half smile.
Maybe my future isn’t set in stone. Maybe there’s another way. Maybe I would.
“Jupiter!” my dad calls out, waving me over. 
“Later, Big Six.” Weslie turns to follow Asha toward the door.
Dad wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I’ve been tasked with getting you to your tutoring session today.”
“Great,” I say with more sarcasm than I intended.
“Cheer up, bud. It’s a lesson, not a prison sentence.” He ruffles my hair and heads out the door.
Don’t invite the comparison.
My comm vibrates, and I pull back my sleeve.
Asha: This is Wes. Can you get away tonight? After dinner? 
I have to read it twice before I believe it. She’s asking me to meet her. Weslie. The girl who acted like spending time with me was a punishment just a couple of weeks ago.
Message to Asha: Where should I meet you? 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Jupiter
NINETEEN DAYS TO MARS
A bread plate is wedged between the door to the pool and its frame, so it can’t fully shut and lock. How often does Weslie come here at night?
I shove it open, glad all the passageways are programmed with the gentle-close feature we learned about in our passenger ship unit in fourth year. Hale was particularly interested in the horror stories predating the ordinance about passengers getting crushed or worse. The little plate clanks against the smooth floor and I replace it before the door slides into place again.
“Hello?” My voice echoes through the room, bouncing off every plane.
Dim nightlights set low in the walls put off enough illumination to make out only the basic shapes in the room. A line of wooden deck chairs. The trim of the high ceiling. The abrupt edge of the pool. Stars glitter off the dark surface, like the water’s been replaced by space.
The locker room door swings open, Weslie silhouetted in the lit doorway. “Keep your voice down. I was grabbing towels.”
“When you said meet you at the pool after hours…” I lower my volume, but it doesn’t stop the eerie reverberation, sending every word back to me in duplicates. “…I didn’t think you meant we’d actually be swimming.”
The door swings closed behind her and my eyes slowly adjust to the low light again. She’s already down to her bathing suit. Skintight, low cut. “What else do you do in a pool?”
Too many completely inappropriate ideas rush into my head, not one of which I can share even as a joke without destroying our friendship, or whatever this is. My face goes hot, and I avert my eyes. “Like, maybe it had a great view or something.”
“It’s stars. Like every other window in the ship.” She waves a hand toward the glass wall across the pool, following the long edge toward me.
“You don’t like stars?” I shove my hands in my pockets, rounding my shoulders.
“I do, but there isn’t a lot of variety.”
More than two weeks of looking out into space does kind of kill the awe.
“Right.” I can’t help glancing at the spot where she was held under, flailing desperately in the water. I clench my shaking hands. “Are you going to be okay? After Hale—”
“I love swimming. I’m not going to let that asshole take it from me.” She tosses a stack of towels down on a slatted chaise.
Of course not. She is absolutely formidable.
Suddenly aware that I’m staring, I spin around, looking for the room’s control panel. “Want me to figure out how to turn on the pool light?”
“Nope. This is better.” She dives in, disappearing into the reflection of open space.
Better? I peer over the edge. A chill runs over my skin. Scarier, maybe.
She pops up, her heavy curls matted down her back. “What’s the holdup?”
“I…” I look down at my pants and untucked dress shirt. “I didn’t wear the right clothes.”
Her eyes go wide in feigned shock. “Do those disintegrate in water?”
I shake my head. “You’re very funny.”
“Suit yourself. Stay on dry land, Prince Dalloway,” she teases, pulling herself to the center of the pool, so she’s barely visible in the sparkling blackness.
I run a hand over my face. My palm stings and I hold it out to examine the dressing. Even if I claimed ILSA’s job sealing the wound was botched, the bandage is airtight. That excuse is out.
“I’d say it feels like bathwater, but I’m sure it doesn’t compare to the one drawn by your butler each night.”
Dropping my chin, I march to a chair and sit, removing my shoes and socks. I can’t believe I’m letting her taunt me into this.
“It’s okay if you’re too scared. There are probably all kinds of monsters lurking under here with the light out.” She floats on her back, splayed out. Her ears are submerged, so she can’t hear how loudly she’s heckling me.
It’s not that I’m afraid of water, it just always makes me feel a little uneasy. Maybe even panicked. Okay, I’m a little afraid of water.
“Fuck it,” I say to myself, unbuttoning my shirt and tossing it over the back of the chair. I start to unlatch my belt, but getting down to my underwear feels weirdly presumptuous. Sitting on the edge, I lower myself into the pool, keeping hold of the wall.
She was right. It’s warm. But that doesn’t stop the chill creeping over my bare chest or my breaths from coming too fast.
My pulse is racing as I turn to find her.
The surface is almost still. She’s gone.
“Wes?” I say softly. Nothing. “Weslie?”
She bobs out of the water right beside me.
My heart stops for a full beat. “Dammit, you scared the hell out of me.”
She splashes me. “Trying to keep your pretty hair dry?”
“I can get out and leave if you didn’t actually want me to come.” I start to climb out of the pool.
“No, wait.” She catches my arm, pulling me back in. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s kind of my default. I don’t know why I do that.”
I do. It’s a defense. She’s not used to letting people get close.
“Please, stay.”
She convinced me the moment she touched me. Damn, I’m pathetic around this girl.
I dip under the surface to hide my shame, coming up face first so the water trickles through my hair like warm fingers. I wipe it away from my eyes, trying not to gasp for air.
She swims backward and I drag myself along the wall to follow.
“How’d you learn to swim?” The question slipped out before I had time to gauge if it would offend her. She seems to be as proud to be from Earth as she is desperate to leave it behind. “It’s just…people always talk about the dust and I…”
She narrows her eyes like she’s considering being mean again and then turns away, pulling herself through another long stroke. “There’s a seasonal lake about an hour walk through the woods from my house. It doesn’t get very deep, but deep enough to swim in spring and early summer. Plus, the area was used for agriculture like a hundred and fifty years ago, so if it rains enough the old canals flood. Every kid learns how to swim just in case.”
“What’s that like?” I move farther down the wall.
She peers over her shoulder, the water lapping at her chin. “Do you not know how to swim, Big Six?”
“Swimming is more of a choice than a necessity on Mars. I never really saw the appeal.”
“Oh, god.” She hurries back to my side like she’s afraid I’m about to accidentally drown myself. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You didn’t exactly give me the chance between all the relentless mocking.” I laugh.
She looks horrified.
“I can swim.” I roll my eyes, letting go of the edge. “Just not well. Or often.” I manage a smooth enough breaststroke, not quite as graceful as hers. “That’s not what I was asking, though. Rain. What’s rain like?” I’ve read about it in books, seen it in old movies, but I always wondered if it was as magical as they made it out to be.
“Wet.” She laughs, flicking droplets at my face.
“Poetic.”
She pushes off the wall and twirls in the water. “Didn’t we have a storm a couple weeks before the Boundless departed? Were you too afraid to go outside and see the miracle of precipitation for yourself?” Dipping under the reflected stars again, she doesn’t wait for an answer.
My heart pounds, like I’m alone, drifting in open space.
She pops up on my opposite side.
I flinch.
I wish she would stop doing that.
She wraps her elbows over the edge of the pool next to the giant window, staring out into the vast, sparkling darkness.
I hold onto the wall next to her. “I wasn’t allowed out much on Earth.”
She glances at me, blinking away the droplets glittering in her eyelashes. “You’ll have to go back, then. Climb a hill. Touch dirt…”
There it is. That note of cautious pride in her voice. I wish I could see her face better.
“Run in the rain…or I guess walk, in your case.”
“I’ve also never seen the appeal of running.”
Her lips twist into that apprehensive smile I’m getting used to. I don’t know what she’s holding back. Are there meaner thoughts trying to get out? Harsher jokes? Or maybe honesty too deep to trust me with? She might be the most guarded person I’ve ever met.
“Think you will?” She rests her chin on her folded arms.
“What?
“Go back to Earth.”
Not likely. Until there’s business there and that’s usually handled by a company representative. “Maybe. I really want to.”
“But you’re an heir.”
“Exactly.”
“What is that like?” She lays her head down, keeping her eyes on me. “I mean, I know the standard lore. You’re inheriting your family’s company. You’re basically Elysian royalty. But what does that actually mean?”
“For the next decade, I’ll shadow my mother. Obey orders.” Everything I have to give up flashes through my mind, and I swallow back the frustration. “And then, when she retires, I’ll be the one on top, shaking hands, giving speeches, putting out corporate fires.” I’m not really even considered a person anymore. I’m a commodity.
“So they basically control every part of your life, then?” Weslie frowns, lowering herself back to the water, watching me closely.
I want to tell her. About the betrothal. About Skye. About Andi. I want to tell her how much I want to throw it all back in my mom’s face and run back to Earth. Just disappear. But that’s too much to put on her. “Basically.”
“That’s…” She scrutinizes my face.
I stare into the black water and brace for a classic Weslie insult. Poor little rich boy. Must be tough to be so taken care of, Big Six.
Her fingers brush my chin, and I meet her eyes, unguarded and sympathetic. “…really sad.”
Should I tell her the rest? The full scope of it. How every detail of my existence will be dictated by a corporation. What I say. Where I live. Every interaction. Every relationship. And if I give it up, if they let me go, I’ll disappoint my parents and hand my sister’s legacy to Hale, of all people.
Her hand falls away, but I can still feel the ghost of her touch lingering on my skin.
“Come on.” She pushes off the side again, expertly treading water and holding out her palm on the surface. “I wanted to show you my version of zero gravity.”
“Technically there’s no such thing as zero gravity. Everything has a gravitational pull.” I repeat her words back to her, remembering how she flushed even in the cold of the cargo hold. There’s no stopping the smirk that tugs at the edges of my mouth.
She winces, covering her face with her hand. “Can we forget I said that, please?”
“Said what?” I peel it away, letting go of the wall. “Now, what are we doing?”
“Take a deep breath and follow me.” Sucking in air, she dives underwater.
It takes me an extra second to gather up the courage and the oxygen, but I follow.
Under the surface, the world is muted. My heart beats loudly in my ears over the muffled sounds of moving water. Weak light barely highlights the ripples above as I sink into darkness.
A stream of bubbles tickles my skin, trailing up my stomach to my neck. Underneath me, there’s a mild current in the wake of Weslie’s movements. Her hands find mine, fingers weaving together. She drags me along, like a siren from Greek mythology, luring me to my death. And I give in, gliding with her in the tranquil quiet, ignoring my burning lungs.
When I’m with her, I feel like it would be worth it. Giving it all up. That Andi would understand. That even if I can’t stop being an heir, if she felt a fraction of what I feel for her, I would fight for the chance to see where this might be going. Even if it means blowing up my entire life.
We slowly drift back up. Breaking the surface, we both gasp for breath and grab hold of the wall.
“You should be more careful. What if I was trying to assassinate you by drowning, Big Six?”
“Not a chance. I trust you.” I move closer, my gaze flicking to her mouth.
She closes more of the distance, cautiously placing a hand over my pounding heart, and my skin ignites under her touch. Her eyes explore my face like she’s searching for something I haven’t said hidden at the edge of my lips or the curve of my jaw.
A loud clattering bounces off the water.
Weslie pulls her hand away and I jerk to attention.
“Jupiter!” Gianna’s voice booms through the cavernous room.
I press my eyes shut.
She’s moving fast tonight. This has to be one of the last places she looked.
The lights come on overhead, momentarily blinding me. I squint across the pool, plastering on a fake grin. “Gianna, you found me! Your turn to hide.”
“Out of the water.”
“One, two, three… Better hurry. I’ll get to fifty before you know it.”
“Now. Or I’m going to tell your mother where I found you.”
I lift myself on the edge and glance down at Weslie. “It seems I have to go.”
She chews her lip.
Is that disappointment I saw flash across her expression?
Leaning down, I shake droplets out of my hair, offer her a hand, and whisper, “Next time, I get to pick the place.”
She grabs hold and I help her out of the water so we’re standing toe to toe. She’s fighting a smile, but her eyes brighten.
Gianna’s large hand clasps onto my shoulder. Spinning me effortlessly, she shoves a towel to my chest, drops her gaze, and lets out a full-body sigh.
I follow her eyes to my pants, heavy with water and sagging on my hips even with my belt tightly cinched.
“My god, if your mother saw this.” She massages her forehead and then waves me toward the door. “Move.”
I peek back at Weslie, who cringes as a towel whizzes past my head. She catches it before it hits her face.
“You, too. Out.” Gianna leads us to the door. “It’s not safe for either of you to be here at this hour without the lights on”—she pauses to inspect the control panel next to the door—“and the lifeguard system offline. It’s like you have no concern for your own safety. Why do you insist on making my job harder, Jupiter?”
“I figured you appreciated the challenge.”
Her expression is blank. “For the record: I do not.”
With the bread plate gone, the door locks behind us. 
“See you tomorrow.” Weslie pats her face with the towel and a wet curl falls into her eyes.
I reach out to brush it away. “Big presentation day. You ready?”
“Enough.” Gianna grabs my forearm and drags me down the hall like a small child.
I glance back at Wes, pointing my thumb toward Gianna. “Hide-and-seek champion of the galaxy, right here!”



Chapter Twenty-Three
Weslie
EIGHTEEN DAYS TO MARS
I lay my head on the edge of the table, heaving a massive sigh. “Stop, ILSA.”
The garbled message cuts off. She didn’t immediately delete Jupiter’s test message this time, but we’re back to her translating his words into a compilation of gibberish and various error noises.
“You’ve been over everything. How is it still an issue?” Jupiter asks from across the lab, sweeping his finger over his tablet and throwing the animation of ILSA’s construction plans on the wall screen.
I lift my head and stare across the room. “Multiple times. I have been over everything multiple times. The comm connection is perfect. I can’t find a single issue. If there was a problem, there’s no possible way I could have missed it.”
“With the length of my base code, I calculate there is an 8 to 12 percent margin for human error.” ILSA rotates her face screen to the side, producing two dots that shift toward me.
I blink slowly and half sigh, half growl.
“Weslie, do not feel inadequate. Humans are not capable of my level of infallibility.”
I frown at her. “When did I crank up your ego settings?”
Holding his fingers wide over the screen so the illustration separates into pieces, ILSA’s parts hovering independently, Jupiter glances over his shoulder, shaking his head and grinning.
ILSA rotates her head forward, her white dot eyes disappearing. “I grow in complexity every day through observation. My excellence is clear.”
I narrow my eyes at her. “No one likes a narcissist, ILSA.”
“False. Most narcissists are perceived as charming.”
“You have a point.” I can hear the smile in Jupiter’s voice.
“Don’t agree with her! You’ll make it worse.”
“Sorry,” he says, snapping the image of the bot back onto his tablet and taking a seat across from me.
“Try to observe some humility before we get to Mars, ILSA,” I say, opening my computer again.
“I continuously modify my speech and behavior protocols in real-time based on information obtained from my environment.” ILSA pivots toward me again, displaying a neutral expression. “The person with whom I spent the most time is you, Weslie.”
Jupiter chokes on a laugh.
I wipe my hand over my face. “I’m about over the both of you. ILSA, I think this is the perfect time for a reboot.”
“Rebooting.” Three dots trail across on her face screen and then it goes blank as her systems shut down.
If she gets snarky in front of the panel on Mars, they’ll probably find it amusing. Everyone else seems to. But if she delivers a mouthful of nonsense, they’ll absolutely think she’s malfunctioning. It’s not even a required feature. I only keep trying because it should be such an easy fix, especially for me. “That’s it. I’m going to disable the messaging. It’s the only option.”
“Whatever you feel is best. I’m only the artist and occasional test dummy.”
I run my hands over my face. I hate admitting defeat.
Jupiter comes around the table and takes my shoulders.
My breath catches in my throat. Intentionally or not, we’ve been keeping our distance after last night at the pool. Nothing happened. I teased him mercilessly. He was way too patient with me. We swam. End of story.
Thank god ILSA’s still rebooting, so she can’t announce changes to my heart rate.
He leads me off the stool. “Okay, time for a break. You have an hour and a half before the mock presentation. You’ve done everything you can. Let’s get some lunch.”
With ILSA docked in the lab, charging to full power for the presentation, the two of us make our way to the dining hall.
Jupiter follows me along the buffet. “I was thinking about the comm issue. Have you ever tried just asking ILSA about it?”
“Ask the smug-as-hell defective bot about their defect?” I narrow my eyes and flatten my tone. “Brilliant idea.”
“Oh! I completely forgot.” With his free hand, he reaches into his pocket and pulls something out. He opens his palm to reveal a small comm screen on a thick silicone band.
I shake my head. “I don’t want your charity, Big Six.”
“It’s old. No one is using it, and I figured, since ILSA isn’t great at getting you your messages, maybe you could.”
My gaze flicks from his kind expression to the comm again. It makes sense. I could communicate better with my friends on the ship if I actually receive their messages.
“Fine.” I set my first plate down on the edge of the buffet, snatch it out of his hand, and strap it to my wrist. “Thank you.”
As we sit down, Jupiter eyes my second plate.
“Don’t judge me.”
“Definitely not judging. I’m impressed.” He takes a forkful of his salad. “So how are you feeling about your presentation?”
I raise one eyebrow and shove an oversize bite of strawberry cake into my mouth.
“It’s only a mock presentation. You still have the rest of the trip to iron everything out.”
“I know, I know.” Dropping my fork on the table, I sit back. “It’s just…ILSA’s my way out. If I mess this up, I go back to Earth and work in a factory for the rest of my life like my mother and…” My rib cage is too tight for my lungs to expand. I can’t get enough air to finish with the weight of everything I have to gain or lose sitting on my chest.
“Want to practice one more time?”
I answer through a mouthful of pastry. “I would rather take a space walk in a ballgown.”
Jupiter laughs, then presses his lips together, his chest expanding with a long inhale. “Speaking of ballgowns, I’ve been meaning to ask. The Midway Gala is tonigh—”
“Hey, stranger.” Reve leans over the table between us, refilling my water glass.
Fighting the instinct to leap out of my seat, I shift and wipe crumbs from the edges of my mouth.
“Want to get out of here?” Reve pours water into Jupiter’s glass, keeping his eyes glued to me.
Jupiter leans around Reve and frowns. “We were kind of—”
“I need to talk to you.” Reve’s eyes burrow into me.
Jupiter sits back in his chair.
“Won’t you get in trouble?” I look around the room at the rest of the porters.
That half smile tugs at his lips. “I’m technically off. The vest was just a way to get in here.”
Jupiter leans around Reve again. “You have the presentation in less than an hour.”
“You said I needed a break, right? I can be back in plenty of time.” I touch Jupiter’s arm and rise.
He nods and stares at his plate.
Reve sets the pitcher on a table, grabs a plain black sweatshirt from the back of a chair, and heads for the door with his head down.
I weave through tables and meet him outside.
“Hurry.” He zips up the hoodie until it’s covering his vest and only the white of his undershirt is showing. Taking my hand, he leads me toward the back of the ship.
By the time we’re passing through the arboretum, we’ve run out of small talk and the silence between us goes from awkward to painful.
Reve rushes ahead, turning round and walking backward with his hands in his pockets. “Are you going to the Midway Gala with that guy you were having lunch with?”
That can’t be why he pulled me away from my meal. “What? No.”
“I can’t even picture you in a gown.” He chuckles.
I shove his shoulder. “I would look amazing in a gown.”
He trips backward, stumbling before he falls in step beside me again. “There’s a party going on downstairs. You should come. It’ll be more fun than some stuffy ball with a bunch of boring rich people.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
In the middle of the escape pod bay, Reve sprawls out under one of the long windows between the emergency vessels and pats the floor beside him.
I lie down, propping my feet up against the glass. “So what did you need
to talk to me about?”
“Right.” He turns his face toward me. “I meant to check on you after I heard what happened with the O2 system in your room, but they’ve had me stationed below since I was caught off duty on a first-class level.”
“Oh no! I got you in trouble.” I press a hand to my forehead. “I’m so sorry.”
“It was only twelve days.” He props himself on one elbow, staring into my eyes. “I’m glad you’re okay.”
“It wasn’t a big deal.”
He reaches over and gently smooths a tendril of my hair between his fingers.
I gulp past the sudden blockage in my throat. “I can’t understand why this Earther group would shut off one block of rooms. Why not the entire first class? And even then, what’s the point?”
He frowns at me, lying back on his hands and staring at the ceiling. “I don’t think it was them.”
I sit up. “They literally signed their work.”
“Or someone wants to put the blame on Earthers.”
That’s what I had thought in the beginning. When it was only paint in an elevator. But who could it be? Hale? I can’t imagine him being calculated or subtle enough to avoid getting caught. Meridian? She definitely hates me enough. I just don’t see her putting in that level of effort. Like at the pool. She wanted to watch me drown, but she didn’t want to get her hands wet.
When exactly did I start to consider it was other Earthers?
“You’re getting too comfortable up here, Wesi.”
“Hardly.” I tilt my head and glare at him, but the shred of truth tightens around my windpipe.
He sits up and moves closer. “That’s good to hear.”
“Without ILSA, I’m nothing to these people.” My voice is unsteady.
He leans closer and bows his head, so his face is inches from mine.
I freeze, my heart pounding against my rib cage.
He cups my face with his rough hand. Biting his bottom lip, he lets it slide out of his teeth while he stares at my mouth.
A breath catches in my throat. Is this really happening?
“I like you fine on your own,” he says through a breath before our lips touch and his fingers plunge into my hair. His mouth is warm and urgent. He tastes like toothpaste and strong tea, herby and comforting, like home.
Jupiter’s face flashes across my mind. The way he looked at me last night when we came up for air. His perfectly asymmetrical smile. Bursts of gold burning in his dark eyes.
Sucking in a breath, I press my hand to Reve’s chest and pull away. I lie back, staring at the ceiling.
Am I losing it? This is Reve. I’ve wanted to kiss him since we were twelve and here I am pushing him away. Maybe I am coming down with a case of space madness.
He lets out a breathy laugh, running a hand through his hair before resting back on his elbows.
A dull, insistent pain cuts through my rib cage. Like something inside of me is pulling away, tearing, changing. Part of me, a huge part of me, wants to be somewhere else. With someone else.
Oh god. This is really inconvenient.
“Where’s ILSA anyway?”
“Shit!” The presentation. I leap to my feet. “What time is it?”
Reve pulls his sleeve back. “Two forty-eight.”
I’m sprinting before I can finish calculating the minutes.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Jupiter
EIGHTEEN DAYS TO MARS
I’m the only one in the library aside from the librarian, who has finally stopped giving me the side-eye. My sketchbook lies open in front of me. I add a loose tendril of curly dark hair that never seems to stay behind Wes’s ear, imagining the way that porter—Reve, she called him—looked at her in that unfiltered way, like he wants her and he doesn’t care who sees it.
I slam the book closed.
They have more in common. They know each other. Hell, they live on the same planet.
I check my comm again. Ten ’til three. I tap the screen and whisper the message, “Message to Weslie. Don’t forget your presentation.”
Who am I, her mother?
“Delete message.”
Stacking my tablet and sketchbook, I tuck them under my arm and walk out of the library, heading toward the lab.
“Message to Weslie: want me there for your presentation?”
Now I just sound desperate.
“Delete message.”
I loop in a half circle until I’m headed in the opposite direction. If she wanted me there, she would have asked. “Message to Weslie: you’re going to do great. Send.”
My comm buzzes. I pull back my sleeve and tap it to view the message.
Weslie: Thanks. You coming? 
When the lab door slides open, I expect Wes to be set up inside.
Tar and Asha are the only humans in the room. Perched on opposite sides of a table, Asha pulls a needle through the fabric in her hand and Tar scans his laptop with ILSA stationary beside him.
Two white dot eyes on her face screen shift to me. “Hello, Jupiter.”
Asha’s greeting is muffled by the pin she’s holding between her teeth.
Tar waves without lifting his gaze or speaking. He must be onto something.
Wes rushes in behind me.
“Cutting it a little close.” I eye the clock on the wall, failing to keep the bitterness out of my voice.
She frowns at me. “Six minutes. Plenty of time.”
“Want to try a run-through?” Setting my things down on the nearest table, I clear my throat too loudly, put my hands on my hips, and then shove them into my pockets, which feels equally wrong. I start to sit, decide against it, then slide onto the stool and fold my hands on the table.
Stop being so weird! She’s the same girl you’ve been working with for the last eleven days. And it’s not like she isn’t allowed to hang out with other guys. You aren’t dating. Hell, she doesn’t even like you!
I press my eyes shut and resist banging my forehead against the tabletop.
“Nah, it’ll make me more nervous.” She crosses the room, breezing past me, and glances at Tar’s laptop over his shoulder. “Are you reading ILSA’s code?”
Tar’s mouth opens and closes like he only just realized he might be overstepping. “I-I’m sorry. I should have asked. She’s incredible.”
Weslie smirks. “Except she’s kind of an asshole and can’t perform the simple functions of a comm device.”
ILSA pivots toward her. “You are the one who programmed me, Weslie.”
Wes glances back over her shoulder. “And?”
“It is a relevant fact.” ILSA’s face screen goes blank.
Tar furrows his brow and shakes his head. “Her messaging system looks fine to me.”
“I know. I’ve been over everything.” Weslie checks the time again and crosses the room. She opens her laptop and picks up the tablet, moving to the wall screen and throwing ILSA’s plans up as she explains. “There’s a glitch I can’t figure out. Every time she tries to deliver a message, it becomes gibberish.”
Tar frowns. “She delivered Jupiter’s message clearly.”
Weslie and I exchange confused expressions. We’ve both heard ILSA’s message delivery. No one would describe it as clear. Half the time it barely sounds like words.
Tar checks over his computer screen again. “The programming and mechanics are perfect. Although her sarcasm and humor seem higher than what you initially coded.”
Makes sense. Wes was the one who programmed her, her most consistent human interaction, and…ILSA learns from her surroundings. I face the bot. “ILSA?”
“Yes, Jupiter?”
“Have you been distorting Weslie’s messages on purpose?”
“That is probable.”
“What?” Weslie tosses the tablet on the nearest table, marching across the room. “You’re telling me I have been agonizing over a fake problem for WEEKS?” She gets louder with every word, her face turning pink.
ILSA rotates her head toward Weslie. “You could have asked me, but your manners seem to be defective.”
I dissolve, holding myself up against the edge of the table.
Asha holds a fist to her mouth, and Tar grins.
“This is not funny!” Weslie grips fistfuls of her own hair, marching back and forth in front of ILSA. “I’ve been breaking my brain because you purposely distorted my messages. I wasted all that time!”
“All transmissions I’ve received from Earth since we’ve been on board have been damaged. Potentially interrupted by—”
“But you have them? They weren’t actually deleted?”
“Correct,” ILSA confirms.
“You lied to me?” Weslie looks murderous, which only makes me laugh harder. “I built you to organically expand your dataset so you could develop your environmental and social awareness, not so you could manipulate me! Why the hell would you do this?!”
“I am not culpable for your underdeveloped communication skills.” Two dots appear on ILSA’s blank face screen and shift toward Weslie. “Humans often learn by experience. Next time, you will consult with me when there is a malfunction in my operating system instead of resorting to insults.”
My cheeks ache and tears fill my eyes. “Come on, Wes. That’s funny. You gave her so much of your personality that you”—I can barely get the last words out—“made her as difficult as you are.”
She stops pacing. Her chest heaves and she shoves a finger in ILSA’s face. “If I weren’t depending on you to get me an internship on Mars, I would dismantle you right now.”
ILSA shifts her dotted eyes toward me. “I am not difficult. I am just smarter than everyone in the room.”
Weslie throws her hands in the air and falls onto a stool. Arms folded and lips pinched, she slowly shakes her head at ILSA.
I can’t take it. My side aches. I’m laughing so hard I can barely open my eyes. “Oh, wow, that might be an actual quote!” The rest of my words come out strangled and high-pitched. “She is you, Weslie.”
Wes’s face crumples, eyes pinched together as her head drops, shoulders shaking. I worry she’s crying until she takes a sharp breath and her laughter becomes audible.
I wipe the tears from my eyes, barely able to breathe.
“You know what this means, though?” I stare at Weslie as we both recover. “ILSA’s ready.”
I stand at the back of the room with Tar and Asha behind Calypso, who insisted on more of an audience. The beginning of the presentation is rough. I try not to wince when Weslie inserts two “ums” in the first sentence.
She takes a beat to roll her shoulders back and reset. One deep breath, then another. Just like I taught her. When she continues, she doesn’t have to check her notes once. She delivers the speech like a pro, never glancing at the floor, staying present. When she moves on, asking ILSA to begin demo mode and bringing our animated plans up on the wall, she meets my eye, grinning.
At the end of the demonstration, ILSA opens, releasing Weslie and retracting the oxygen helmet. Weslie steps onto the floor as ILSA breaks down and retracts her stretcher, folding it back into her chest compartment.
Wes is clearly fighting to breathe evenly, but anyone who didn’t know her might read it as excitement. She manages to catch her breath before ending the presentation with a smile, her eyes shifting between the imaginary board members around Calypso.
They clap, rising from their seat. “Well done, Weslie!”
The rest of us join the applause.
“Keep up the practice and I have complete faith that you’ll blow the board away.” Calypso picks up their bag and pulls the strap over their shoulder. They head for the door, pausing part of the way to meet my eyes. “And you have a real knack for illustration, Jupe.”
When the door closes behind them, Wes and I lock eyes, and she runs across the room.
Both of us cry out in celebration.
“I did it!” She crashes into me, locking her arms around my neck.
I catch her around the waist, the momentum almost knocking me off my feet, and let her slide to the floor, so we’re face to face. My voice softens. “You did it.”
“Where is my hug? I did spectacularly,” ILSA says from behind us.
Weslie steps away. “Yes. You did. And when I fix your personality algorithm, I won’t have to worry about you playing pranks on me during the real presentation.”
Asha puts an arm around ILSA. “You can’t change her now. ILSA’s perfect exactly the way she is.”
“Listen to the pink-haired one. She is nearly as brilliant as I am,” ILSA states.
“Agreed,” Tar adds.
My comm alerts me that I’m due for tutoring,
and if I want a prayer of not spending all night chained to my mother’s side, I’d better not be late. “I have to go.”
It suddenly feels like this is the end. Every muscle in my body resists walking out the lab door. With the presentation and plans done, nothing is forcing us together.
Asha grabs Weslie’s arm. “So do we. We only have four hours to get ready for the Gala.”
“I’ll celebrate the halfway point by changing into sweats and having ILSA project old movies on my bedroom wall.”
“Oh, please come, Weslie. Pleeeeeease,” Asha begs. “There’s going to be great food, and you love food. And we get to dress up, really dress up, like full makeup, full gowns, full glam. And before you tell me you don’t have anything to wear—I have been through your closet, and you absolutely do.” She says each word faster than the last like she’s trying to squash every argument before Wes can make it. “Just this one night, can you please drop the ‘I’m too cool to participate’ attitude?”
Weslie turns to me with wide eyes, pressing her lips together, suppressing a laugh.
I glance down at my feet. “You should come.”
“Fine,” she groans.
“Yes!” Asha grabs her arm and yanks her to the door. “I think I’ve settled on black for you. Definitely some glitter. I’ve been waiting weeks to get you into something that sparkles!”
In the doorway, Weslie turns back and silently mouths, Help!



Chapter Twenty-Five
Weslie
EIGHTEEN DAYS TO MARS
Asha huffs, pulling back the mascara wand again. “Will you please hold still for five more seconds?”
I blink wildly. “You’ve been at this for hours.”
“You’re going to thank me, I swear.” She pulls at the skin on my forehead, runs the wand through my lashes again, and sits back to examine her work.
“You look amazing, Wes,” Skye says, perched on the window ledge over my bed.
“So I’m passable?”
“Passable? Weslie, you are practically galactic royalty.” Asha puts the makeup neatly into her case, slapping my hand as I reach for the corner of my eye. “Don’t you dare touch your face!”
“She’s serious. I let her make me up once. She spent half the night slapping my hands.” Skye steps down from the bed and smooths her dress over her stomach and hips. The gold fabric falls perfectly into place, complementing the intricate pattern of waves on her head. She raises her chin, taking her usual stance, head high, shoulders back, confidence on full display. Her moonstone earrings glimmer in the overhead light. It all looks so natural on her.
I sit on my hands, squinting, widening my eyes, and blinking away the tickle of what I can only imagine is a unicorn’s worth of glitter.
“Now, dress.” Asha points to the bathroom.
I get up to do as I’m told.
“Wait!” She runs in ahead of me, stepping out with a smirk a second later. “My work deserves a proper reveal.”
In the tiled little room, she has covered the mirror over the sink with my towel. The dress hangs from the shower’s glass door. I run a hand over the sheer overlay, covering the silky black fabric underneath with sparkles. Some of the glittering adornments form constellations, but there’s no consistent pattern. I unzip it and step in, pulling the cap sleeves to my shoulders. I tug on the neckline between my breasts but even unzipped, it doesn’t budge, the seam around my ribs holding it appallingly low. I twist and reach for a full minute before I march out of the bathroom. “I’m not capable of the gymnastics it takes to get this thing zipped up.”
“Oh, Weslie!” Skye beams. “Wait ’til you see yourself.”
Asha twirls her finger, instructing me to turn away.
I gawk over my shoulder as she finds the tiny zipper. “What is that?”
“My dress!” The shiny, amethyst-colored gown clings to her all the way up to her Adam’s apple. She twists playfully and the light dances over it, casting a rainbow sheen over the iridescent purple fabric. Clasping the top of the seam at my back, she steps away. Holding her arms out and letting the wide fanning sleeves dangle from her forearms, she spins so the skirt flares out around her.
“You look incredible.” I try to pull up my dress again, but it’s even less giving zipped up. “But where is the neck of this dress? I feel like I should be wearing an undershirt or a sweater.”
Asha gasps. “Don’t you dare!” She skips to the open bathroom door, hand hovering over the button. “Are you ready?”
“Hit me with it.”
She taps the button and steps aside, clasping her hands together. The door slides closed, revealing its mirrored surface.
My mouth falls open. The sheer, starry top layer of my dress parts in the front as I step toward my reflection. The black fabric underneath is buttery soft and thin, draping over my body like a dusting of smoke. My curls are pinned up loosely. Soft tendrils frame my face and cascade down my neck like they naturally fell away from the updo, though I watched the girls methodically select each and every curl. The makeup isn’t what I imagined. It’s subtle. There’s a faint shimmer to my skin. Glitter catches the light at the edges of my eyes.
Asha descends with a brush and a tiny container before I notice she’s opened her case again. She sweeps silver glitter along my collarbones and paints some shiny goop on my lips. “Voila. You are a work of art.”
“At least I’ll blend in,” I say to my reflection. “I almost look like one of you.”
Skye steps up beside me in the mirror and hugs my arm. “You look like you, Weslie.”
I’m still gawking at myself in the mirror when Asha opens the door to the hall and announces it’s time to leave, slipping on sheer, sparkling gloves as she struts out of the room.
“You ready for this?” Skye smiles.
“I don’t know. What the hell do you do at a Gala?”
She shrugs. “It’s just a party. You’ll do great.”
“Let’s move, ladies!” Asha calls from the hallway.
I follow a few steps behind Skye and Asha until we get to the top of the grand staircase, and I stop, heart racing. “I need a moment.”
Asha frowns and then squeezes my hand. “Okay, but if you aren’t down there in three minutes, I’m putting together a search party.” She runs down the stairs ahead of me, slowing at the bend. Running her hand along the banister, she lifts one arm high and juts out the opposite hip. Applause echo from below.
“There’s an audience?” My stomach jumps to my throat.
“Unfortunately. It’s tradition. A crowd always forms outside the doors to watch us make an entrance. This is not my favorite part, either.” Skye twists her mouth, rolls her shoulders back, and descends the stairs, holding the skirt of her long dress. She doesn’t pause when the clapping starts again but nods politely to the onlookers below.
I press my back to the wall and my hands to my stomach, staring at the floor. I can’t do this.
A hand reaches out, palm up, fingers open. Jupiter stands in front of me with his other arm tucked behind his back. His eyes wander down and back up the dress.
“I feel ridiculous.” I pull at the low-cut neckline again, but it doesn’t move. Stopping my hands just before I touch my face, I remember Asha’s warning and hug my stomach again.
“Weslie.” His voice is low and soft. “You look anything but ridiculous.”
I roll my eyes and take his offered hand.
His expression goes serious. Pressing his lips together, he searches my face and inhales sharply like he’s preparing to say more. He huffs out a breath and smiles reassuringly. “Come on,” he whispers, “I’ve got you.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
Weslie
EIGHTEEN DAYS TO MARS
Leading me down the staircase, Jupiter moves slowly, a step ahead, like he’s prepared to catch me. Below, gathering partygoers clad in gowns and tuxedos greet each other in the foyer outside the open dining room doors. Every head turns as we step into view.
I hold my breath, prepared for jeering.
They applaud. Instead of “Earther” and “dust mite,” they shout words like “lovely” and “radiant.”
Jupiter grins up at me.
When we make it to the door, the cheers erupt again. Behind us, someone with smoothed-back black hair glides down the steps in tails and pearls, bowing midway down the bottom half of the staircase.
Inside, Jupiter interlaces his fingers with mine, guiding me through the crowded room. The walls glow gold, bursting with a pattern of long-pointed stars. Along the high ceiling, more chandeliers seem to have been hung since lunch, their light filtering through strands of crystal. The tables curve around an empty stretch of floor where a full band is assembled on a stage I’d never noticed before. Soft, cheerful music lingers in the backdrop of the murmur of conversations.
We wind through the crowd, finding his friends congregated around a table close to the open floor.
Curran nods once as we approach.
“You look nice, Weslie,” Tar says.
“Who knew you could clean up a dust mite so well?” Hale raises his eyebrows and takes a long sip from his champagne glass.
“Enough.” Jupiter scowls at his cousin.
The music changes, growing louder and more upbeat. People flood the dance floor. Each pair takes the same position, hands clasped on one side. One half of the pair holds their partner’s shoulder while the other takes their waist. Then they move together in the same orderly circles as every other couple around them. Even their dancing is organized.
Curran clears his throat, shifting his eyes behind Jupiter.
Gianna weaves between tables and people, heading straight for us.
Jupiter groans without turning to look, not reacting when she grabs his shoulder.
“Your mother needs you.”
He squeezes my hand before letting go. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself, but it’s hard to ignore the tugging sensation urging me to follow him.
Someone checks my shoulder as they pass, nearly knocking me over, and Meridian wraps her arms around Hale, spinning him toward the dance floor. Her ruby-red dress shimmers under the soft chandelier light.
I sink into a chair, unsure of what else to do.
Tar stares at the table, frowning. “I can’t remember if I locked up the bunny bots.”
“I’m sure they’re fine.” Curran takes a glass off the tray being offered around by a porter and hands one to Tar. A noisy group of middle-aged people all holding champagne flutes waves, urging him to join them. He takes a long sip and nods to the insistent group. “I’ll be back.”
Right, Jupiter mentioned he’s an heir, too. An important one with a powerful family.
Tar doesn’t seem to be listening, his eyes distant like he’s already left the party. “Yeah, I definitely left their pen open. I have to go check the lab.” He hops up and hurries for the exit, leaving me seated by myself at the large, round table in the middle of the enormous room.
Suddenly alone, I scan the party and weave my fingers together in my lap, which immediately feels wrong.
Shaking out my hands, I cross my arms over my chest.
Nope. Too unfriendly. Asha made a point to mention it when she was finishing my hair.
I uncross them and tuck my hands under my thighs to keep from fidgeting.
Vaguely familiar faces pass, some offering forced smiles, while others ignore me entirely.
My knee bounces under the table. This was a bad idea. I should just leave. There are so many people in here, I can probably slip out the door before anyone notices. Decided, I start to rise.
“Where’s Tar?” Curran stops with his hands on a chairback, scanning the table and then the room.
I don’t know what’s worse, being alone with a Big Six heir I barely know or being the lone Earther sitting solo at the party. I should have run when I had the chance. “Decided to check on his bots.”
“Oh.” Curran swallows and hesitantly pulls out a chair, leaving one empty seat between us.
I guess we’re doing this.
For half the length of a song, he watches the doors across the room, while my gaze wanders, searching for someone, anyone, who might join us. I hardly know anything about Curran aside from the fact that he’s from the oldest Big Six family and he’s Jupiter’s best friend. And he’s in some kind of a something with Tar, but, from what Asha and Jupe have said, it’s complicated. None of this exactly inspires conversation.
At the back of the room, Jupiter stands next to a regal-looking woman. Even if he weren’t at her side, I would know his mother just by looking at her. Same pale hair. Same delicate frame. Same golden-brown eyes.
He glances past her, catching me staring, and grins.
That contagious calm floods through me. Almost like magic, but it’s just Jupiter. It radiates from him. When we first met, I thought people treated him differently because of his family, but it’s more than that. It’s his sincerity that draws people in. He’s so damn kind. Not in a boring or cliché way. He embodies it. Like the word was invented to describe him.
Gesturing to a tall man in a teal suit, his mother shifts to block our connection like she can sense he’s distracted. Her form-fitting burgundy dress swings with the movement where it flares out from her knees, nearly brushing the floor. Twisted and pinned into a neat roll, her hair is as tight as her expression. She keeps her head tilted back slightly, enough that she perpetually looks down her nose over sunken cheeks and narrow lips.
A soft zipping noise pulls my attention back to the table.
Curran mindlessly runs his pendant back and forth along its chain. Catching my glance, he drops it against his chest and adjusts his posture, like he isn’t already sitting as straight-backed as me. He brushes the dark curls off his forehead, his gaze flicking between the tablecloth and the doors again. I wonder if I look that uncomfortable.
It’s almost impossible to get enough oxygen with the thick awkwardness in the air. I’m about to jump out of my chair and brave an interaction with Jupiter’s mother.
Curran clears his throat. “Did you and Jupiter finish your…er…presentation thing?”
Jupiter’s been talking to him about me? No, wait. In the library. He was working on a project, too.
“Yeah. Just finished. How’s your project going?” I brush the curls away from my face and then quickly retract my fingers and place them awkwardly in my lap again, hoping Asha didn’t see.
He frowns like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about and then nods. “Right. Yeah. All done.”
I shift in my chair and twist the champagne flute on the table in front of me. “What was it about again? Family history?”
He nods once, eyes flicking from my face to the doors again as more silence stretches between us. “Have you ever mapped your lineage?”
I shake my head. “Nah. Can’t imagine it would be worth—”
“There you are.” Skye slips into the seat on my opposite side, leaving the empty chair between me and Curran. “I can only handle so many stories about how these old people know my parents. Worst part of these events.” She swallows Tar’s untouched champagne.
“I’ll listen to every one of them talk about my dad as long as I can avoid dancing,” Curran says.
Asha takes the seat on Skye’s other side. “An eligible alliance like you? Unlikely.”
Curran sinks down in his chair, his effort to hide actually making him seem more approachable.
“I’d bet good money that once you get dragged out there, you won’t get off the dance floor for at least an hour,” Asha says.
Skye rests her elbows on the table, blocking my view of Asha. “I don’t know. He’s pretty good at slipping away unnoticed. Where do you think Jupiter learned it?”
Curran’s standard serious expression brightens. “Is that where you want to start? Because I’ll take that bet.”
“You’re on.” Asha stands and reaches across the table to shake his outstretched hand.
Tar’s coat brushes my arm, and he takes the seat between Curran and me. “You didn’t start placing bets without me, did you? My money is on Mr. Earnshaw passing out in his chair before midnight.”
Curran shakes his head. “That’s not even worth betting on anymore. It’s more of an inevitability than probability.”
“I’ll take ten o’clock. He won’t last more than a couple of hours,” Skye says.
“Too many important people around. He’ll rally. Midnight.” Tar stares past me, where Skye locks onto his gaze, and they both nod. Bet placed.
“Nine,” Asha adds, leaning around Skye and pointing across the room at a familiar man already plopping down into a seat and stretching. “I’ve got this in the bag.”
I know that pink face and bright white mustache from the Judges’ Panel.
A song ends and applause erupts throughout the room.
Leaning toward Tar, I have to shout over the clapping. “Everything okay in the lab?”
“What?” he shouts back. Then realization washes over his expression. “Oh, yes. Bunnadillos are officially secured.”
“How many glasses of champagne until Meridian starts hanging all over Jupe?” Skye raises her eyebrows, nodding behind me.
I follow her glare to Meridian, who’s tucked under Hale’s arm and holding a half-full glass between her delicate fingers. Her intense stare is aimed across the room directly at Jupiter. I remember Asha’s story about their breakup. I guess setting fire to his sketchbook didn’t help her move on. No wonder she hates me so much. If my being an Earther didn’t offend her enough, I’m an Earther spending time with the guy she can’t seem to get over.
Not that it means anything. We’re friends at best. Jupiter was literally forced to work with me. And we’re finished now. ILSA’s plans are complete. The mock presentation for Calypso is done.
My chest tightens. What happens now that our obligatory alliance has ended?
“Boom!” Asha points a gloved finger toward where Mr. Earnshaw’s head is tipped back, mouth hanging open. His chest slowly rises and falls with heavy snores that penetrate the din of the party, audible even from halfway across the room. “Pay up, folks!”
“That might be a record.” Skye pulls her comm out of her beaded handbag. “Sent.”
Tar glares past me at his twin, pulling back the cuff of his dress shirt and reluctantly tapping the little screen.
I glance back again, but Jupiter’s disappeared.
A porter cuts off my view, offering a tray of bite-size puffs.
I pop one into my mouth. The filling is salty and sweet. Before he swings the tray away, I take two more. I’d only managed a few bites of cake before my presentation between my nerves and Reve, and my stomach aches for more food.
“Excuse me.” I nod at the others, pushing away from the table and heading for the next tray-wielding porter I catch in my sights.
“Whose child are you?” A bony hand clamps around my wrist. The woman squints up at me with an intrusive stare. The lace sleeves of her violet dress hang off her thin arms, and her earlobes droop under the weight of clip-on pearls. Her years are tallied on her face in smile lines and sun-weathered skin. “Did you hear me?”
“My parents aren’t here. I…I’m from Earth.” I suddenly remember how much I don’t belong here.
“Well, little Earther girl, I didn’t ask where they are. I asked who they are,” she says in a matter-of-fact way, like my status doesn’t concern her in the least.
“Nova and Samuel Fleet.”
“Afraid I don’t know any Fleets. There is something familiar about you, though.” Pulling me in a little closer, she studies me. She looks equal parts frail and formidable. It’s something behind her eyes. Like she could get up and waltz across the floor as likely as she could be too weak to stand. Even with her clear lack of boundaries, I think I’m going to like this woman.
“I’m Aquilla Nole. Friends call me Quilly. You can call me Aquilla.”
I definitely like her.
“Sit with me, Fleet. I’m in dire need of company. These events haven’t been fun since 2170. What’s the point if you aren’t young enough to dust up a bit of scandal or be swept off your feet?” She adjusts her beaded gown like she’s making room, but she doesn’t actually move back.
I sit in the chair next to her, a little too close for my comfort, but she continues squinting at me like I’m too far away.
Keeping her eyes locked on my face, her hand flies out, catching a passing arm. “Captain, stop and meet my new friend.”
With a heavy sigh, Captain Nazari pauses next to Aquilla’s chair with a hard set to his jaw and a tight smile.
She grips his forearm like she’s keeping him from running away. “Have you met…” She squints at me like she’s trying to remember my first name, but she didn’t ask for it.
“Weslie Fleet.” I fill in the blank.
“Yes. Weslie Fleet. She tells me she’s from Earth.” She turns her attention to the captain and raises her eyebrows at the mention of my planet like it’s significant to him. A warning, maybe? Monitor this one closely, she’s an Earther.
“Good to meet you, Ms. Fleet.” His expression softens, eyes lingering on my face longer than seems necessary. Recording a mental mugshot? Still trapped in Aquilla’s grip, he bows his head to me. “Always good to find an Earther among the elites.”
I nod once. But what the hell does that mean?
Placing a hand over Aquilla’s frail fingers, he bends down closer. “You ladies will have to excuse me. I’m expected to make the rounds at these things.”
“Of course.” She pats his hand and releases him.
He glances back at me once before disappearing into the crowd.
Aquilla scrutinizes him as he walks away. “He holds the record for safe crossings, you know. So popular among the ultra-rich. Smooth, debonair, very handsome. Slipped right in among the elite of the elite.”
She’s as big a gossip as Asha.
“So…which one will you choose tonight?”
I frown. “I’m sorry?”
“Love or scandal?” She raises one thin white eyebrow. “Or possibly a bit of both?”
“I’m, uh…I…”
Jupe lays a hand on her shoulder. “Quilly. Don’t scare Weslie off before I’ve managed to convince her to dance with me.”
“Ah…a bit of each it is,” she whispers, bringing me back to reality. She winks and then peers up at Jupiter. “Of course, dear.”
I rise from the chair. “It was nice meeting you, Aquilla.”
She pulls me in closer again before releasing her grip and shaking her head.
As we walk away, she mumbles something under her breath, but I can’t make it out.
Jupe stops at the edge of the dance floor as a new song begins. “Do you know how to waltz?”
“Kind of.” In my mind, sunlight breaks through leaves and a warm, dusty breeze brushes my bare legs. I follow my mother’s steps through the soft dirt. My bare feet are clumsy and small. She hums a high-pitched tune, holding long notes as I miss a step, and she guides me in the right direction. Back, side, together, front, side, together.
Jupiter offers his hand.
My skin tingles under his touch and, for a millisecond, I’m transported back into the cargo hold. Floating. Weightless.
He swings me around and our grip locks.
I watch my feet as we move over the dance floor like I did when I was a kid.
“Keep your eyes on me. You’re doing great,” Jupiter whispers.
I lift my gaze, and we glide together easily until over his shoulder I’m caught in his mother’s icy glare. I trip over the toe of his shoe, but he doesn’t miss a step. “How powerful is your mother?”
“She’s the head of my family corporation. Everyone answers to her, and she doesn’t stand for anyone disagreeing with her.” There’s reverence in his voice, but also bitterness. “I would say my mother’s power is as close to absolute as you can get without actually being a dictator. Why?”
“Because I think she’s about to put a hit out on me.” I keep my eyes on her, spotting as we spin.
She leans toward Gianna, staring without seeming to ever blink.
“Ignore her.”
“I can ignore stares, but a knife in my back might be a little more difficult.”
“She’s a control freak, not a murderer. You’re safe, I promise.” He pointedly avoids looking toward the back of the room. “She’s probably angry with me. She’s always angry with me.”
“Your parents are pretty hard on you, huh?”
“Just my mom. My dad’s pretty easygoing, but he follows the whole ‘no disagreeing with Sabine Dalloway’ rule.” He exhales. “That’s part of her job, though, oppressing and molding the next generation of leadership.”
“I’m sorry.” I find his eyes. “That sounds like a lot of pressure.”
“It is what it is.” He shrugs and spins me, catching my hand expertly and pulling me back in a little closer than before.
The song ends. A long, trilling note begins the next. A slower song. The people around us move in shorter, swaying steps.
Jupe pulls me to his chest.
“I don’t think I know this one.”
“Just follow my lead.” He guides me, shifting around the other couples in wide circles. We loop three pairs before I realize there’s a pattern to the movements. Everyone steps at the same time, passing between each other flawlessly. No collisions. No chaos.
I give in, following and watching the other dancers pass.
“Wes,” Jupe whispers.
My skin tingles where his breath grazes my ear. I turn my head to meet his eyes. Our faces are so close he barely moves to touch his forehead to mine. Heat washes through me from my face to my chest to my stomach.
“I…” He draws his mouth so close to mine that I can taste his breath. Peppermint and champagne.
The music stops. Applause erupts as the crowd on the dance floor swells.
Jupiter exhales and steps back.
I unfreeze more slowly, shifting to face the stage with the rest of the party.
The violinist, a tall woman with black hair braided into a tight crown, stands holding out her bow toward the rest of the band. They all take a quick bow before she rests her chin on her instrument and leads them immediately into a quick-tempo number.
As though possessed by the arrangement of notes, everyone around us moves into position, forming circles across the dance floor. Within the bounds of the closed groups, sets of dancers take quick steps, spinning, crisscrossing, splitting on the opposite side, and switching partners at the edges.
“Follow me.” Jupiter pulls me to him, catching my waist with one hand and leading me in dizzying circles, weaving between other pairs, and then spinning me to my position on the other side. Disoriented, I twirl away until Curran and Asha catch me between them at the edge of the group.
“Our turn,” Curran says, offering me his white-gloved hand.
He pulls me along in the same steps, but he’s taller than Jupiter and far less graceful. Our movements feel out of control, and when the other couples swirl around us, I’m sure we’ll end up in a pile on the wood floor. When he spins me out to find my place on the other side of the circle, I’m as relieved as I am dizzy.
Pressing a hand to my chest, I take a long breath to settle my churning stomach.
In the center of the circle, Skye and Jupiter twirl together, face to face, grinning and laughing as they disappear between other couples. I guess I never noticed how close they are. Something ugly knots my stomach, but I immediately smother it. Skye is my friend. And so is Jupiter.
The song ends and everyone applauds.
On the other side of the group, Skye holds Jupe’s shoulder for support like she’s about to crumple. When they recover, he kisses her cheek and then turns away. His eyes soften when he finds me in the crowd. Different from the way he looked at Skye. Because I’m new? Because he’s obsessed with Earth? Or is it something else?
Jupiter crosses the disbanding circle, unaware of anyone in his path, and stops in front of me. “Can I have another dance, or do you need a break?”
People partner up again. Couples move through basic steps around us.
Across the room, Jupiter’s mother is engrossed in conversation, her back turned.
I lean close to whisper, nodding toward her. “Want to get out of here?”
His eyes stay glued to me, and a devious grin spreads across his face. “Absolutely.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Jupiter
EIGHTEEN DAYS TO MARS
In the hall, Weslie squeezes my hand and cuts to the left. The stairwell is colder like it’s more exposed to space, too unused or unimportant to heat. Our shoes clink against the metal stairs, echoing behind us like a trail of past moments trapped in the upper levels. As we cross another landing, I run my hand along the railing and peer down through the open cavern in the center. Weak light traces flights of stairs and platforms spiraling down into complete darkness.
Weslie hits a button on sublevel three, and I expect a dark cargo hold, empty and private, but noise bursts through the open door.
The narrow hall is packed. Ceiling low. Light dim. All conversations are at full volume, like no one cares who hears them or what they think. Pulsing music grows under the voices until we pass into a dark room where bright-colored laser lights swing around the space, swirling and crossing and illuminating the tightly packed throng of bodies inside. The air reminds me of the greenhouses at home, warm and humid. Along the perimeter of the circular room, people shout to each other, spilling their drinks and laughing. In the center, a tangle of arms and bobbing heads move together to the thumping bass.
Inside the door, Weslie stops, pushing my jacket off my shoulders. Her fingers run over my arms, and my heart beats faster. She tugs on a sleeve, and I untangle from the coat. Tossing it on the back of an empty chair, she takes my hand again.
Weslie pulls me along, weaving between dancers and clearing a path through the crowd. She doesn’t stop until we’re in the center of the room smashed between bodies, all writhing and bouncing with the music.
I lean in close to Weslie’s ear. “Are you going to be okay?” I’ve noticed how she avoids the elevator. She’s not a fan of tight spaces, but here, packed in with all these people, she looks at home.
“Are you?” she shouts over the noise, already jumping with the others. Tilting her face to the high ceiling, she closes her eyes like she’s bathing in sunlight instead of packed into a pulsing mob at the center of a dark room.
From the mezzanine surrounding the dance floor, a man hangs over the railing, cupping his hands around his mouth and whooping. Everyone in the room joins in.
Bright green light flashes across my face, turning Weslie into a dark silhouette. Her shoulders sway with the beat as she moves with the other dancers. Completely uninhibited. Free. No sign of the usual protective mask she wears upstairs.
In the chaos, noise, and darkness, my mind wanders through the scenes her stories have painted for me. The garden behind her house. The fruit orchards. Her mother’s cluttered worktop. The paths between the oak trees. And I imagine myself there with her, her face the way it looks now. Unguarded. Happy. And a deep ache builds in my chest. For a place I’ve never been. Never seen. For a life I’ve never had. But in this moment, it feels possible.
I reach for her, but a woman with glitter painted across her cheeks rolls between us, holding my chest and passing inches from my face before being swallowed into the crowd again.
Two men cut through the dancing mob, bridging their hands over and around me, forcing me into their rhythm for a beat. They release me and come back together on my other side, pressing close as purple light passes over them.
“Did you want to go back?” Weslie shouts close to my ear.
I realize I’ve been standing still. A spectator. Entranced. “No.”
She lays a hand on my shoulder, moving with the music again as it builds like we’re waiting for an explosion.
The bass vibrates in the floor, through my shoes. The beat drops and the energy surges, movements bigger. Everyone follows the same rhythm, but they all dance for themselves. There’s a total freedom in it that I’ve never seen before. A warm, glowing sensation bleeds through me, filling me. I bounce and sway with the crowd, giving in to the push and pull of collective movement, the energy, the music, the euphoria.
The song morphs into something gentler, more rhythmic. My mind goes numb. My breaths and heartbeat merge with the pulsing music. The bass reverberates in my ears, drowning out thought.
Weslie spins and catches herself against my chest, laughing. Her face inches from mine, but she doesn’t push away.
I press my hands to her back, pulling her close, holding her gaze. I could live in this moment forever, wrapped up in noise, the smell of sweat and spilled drinks permeating the sweltering air. No expectations. No future. No past. Just now. The rhythm and the beat. Movement. Sensation. And Weslie.
She leans in closer.
The crowd shifts, knocking us off balance. Bodies crash into us and I’m swept away, losing her in the tangle of limbs and darkness. Arms reach out of the shifting crowd, catching me before I hit the ground.
A blue light flashes over Weslie’s face as she pulls me back to her.
Her lips part against my ear, sending a tingling rush down my neck, spreading through my lungs, crashing into the pit of my stomach. “Come on.”
She guides me, more slowly this time, through the dark. At the side of the room, the flashing and swinging lights above the dance floor cast an electric glow across the faces in the crowd.
She spins back toward me. Soft pink light sweeps over us, highlighting her freckled skin.
Heat builds in my chest. I search her eyes, gaze flickering to her mouth. Desperate to pick up where we left off. Dying to know what she’s feeling.
Her hand slides up my neck to the edge of my jaw and something coils inside of me, aching for release.
I lean in, closing the distance slowly.
“You two lost?” A familiar voice cuts through the music and a hand claps hard against my shoulder.
Weslie dips her head away and takes a step back. “Reve, did you just get here?”
“Had to finish my shift in the cargo bay. I guess I’m later than I thought.” A dim purple light flashes through the dark edge of the room, illuminating his scowl. He scans me like he’s assessing a low-level threat. Completely different from the silent, stone-faced porter who escorted me to my family’s quarters after the captain caught us leaving the docking bay. “What’s the heir doing here?”
“We were…uh…” Weslie bites her lips, gaze flicking between us like she doesn’t know the answer. I’ve never seen her this nervous.
I frown. “Having a good time like everyone else.”
One edge of Reve’s mouth pulls upward with his eyebrow. “Is slumming it in second class part of your Earth Experience Mission, Dalloway?”
I hold his stare for a beat before meeting Weslie’s eyes. I raise my voice over the music. “No. I don’t believe in that classist bullshit.”
“That’s cute,” Reve says flatly, slapping my back and angling himself between me and Weslie. He turns to the wide-shouldered blond man beside him with a cup to his lips. “This is Wes. The friend I was telling you about. We’ve known each other forever.”
I take a deep breath, sidestepping out from behind him.
He puts his hand on her arm, roping off my access. “She’s a robotics genius and won herself a first-class ticket.”
The stranger wipes his mouth against his sleeve, eyes widening. “No shit? What’s it like up there?”
Weslie glances at me, sounding unsure as she answers, “Fancy?”
“Damn, I bet.” Reve’s blond friend raises his cup, taking another drink that dribbles down one side of his chin.
Reve steps closer to Weslie, taking her hand. “You still owe me that tour of your room we talked about.”
Weslie’s eyes shift between him and me and back again.
What is with her and this guy? If anyone else said something like that, she’d decimate them in under ten words. It’s like her personality setting has been dialed down. The difference between ILSA and a tow-bot.
Reve thinks he’s going to scare me off. But I’ve known guys like him. Self-assured to a fault and enough charm to feel powerful. He sees me as easy competition.
I touch Weslie’s arm. “I should get back. Did you want to stay?”
“It’s still early,” Reve says, moving even closer to her.
This guy is shameless.
I hold her gaze. You good? I mouth.
She lays a hand against his chest.
My insides tie into knots. I drop my chin and suck in a shaky breath. She’s made her choice.
Weaving my way through the packed room, I keep my eyes forward, no matter how much I want to look back. The air in the empty hallway is cold against my hot face, clearing my mind. Why am I giving up so easily? What happened between us out on the dance floor, I didn’t imagine that. She wanted to be there with me. If Reve hadn’t shown up, we would have…
My imagination flashes pictures of Weslie pressed against Reve, bright-colored light streaked across their faces as their mouths move closer. My throat tightens, making it nearly impossible to breathe.
If she wants him, it’s none of my business. She doesn’t owe me anything.
I punch the button to open the stairwell door and hurry inside and up the steps.
Someone stops the door from automatically shutting behind me. “Hey! Wait up, Big Six.”
My shoulders soften. I exhale; I couldn’t stop the smile tugging at the edges of my mouth if I tried. I grab the railing and lean over to see Weslie on the lower landing. “Do you have to keep calling me that?”
Across the gap of empty space in the center of the stairwell, she smirks up at me. “Yes.”
I shake my head as she climbs the steps. Heat lingers in her pink face, though she has to be freezing in this icy, forgotten part of the ship.
She offers me the coat I left behind and I wrap it around her bare shoulders.
Her fingertips run down my forearm, over the inside of my wrist, sending an electric current through my body. She picks up my right hand, tracing the outer edge of my palm around the bandage. “Does it still hurt?”
“A little.” My voice comes out breathless. I clear my throat. “It’s healing fast, though. ILSA does good work.”
I watch her climb the next set of stairs, clenching my hand around the lingering sensation, the memory of her touch.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Jupiter
SEVENTEEN DAYS TO MARS
On the main first-class floor, we stop outside the dining hall’s open doors. The room is the same as we left it, bustling and full of music, but the energy is different. Compared to the pulsing rhythm and unbridled noise downstairs, the Gala feels like a watered-down version of a party. Subdued. Controlled. Sanitized.
Wes shrugs off my coat and hands it back to me. Her lips twist into a concerned smile. It’s warmer up here. She doesn’t really need it. But maybe she’s more worried about the scandalized glances we’d get.
The captain takes the stage, squaring his shoulders and waiting as his audience files onto the dance floor in front of him.
I move closer, so I can feel the heat of Weslie’s bare arm through my thin shirtsleeve. The back of my fingers brushes hers.
She glances down at our hands and back up at my face. Light glimmers in her hazel eyes, the green flecks brighter.
My dad appears beside us, half a lemon tart in his hand. “Jupiter, good. I was afraid you’d wandered off again.” He stares back at me with a knowing expression and waves us inside to follow the migration toward the stage.
“Passengers of the Boundless, thank you all for attending our midway celebration!” The captain’s voice carries through the room. He pauses, waiting for the clapping to die down.
Weslie steps forward, but I twist my hand around hers and lace our fingers together, pulling her back out the open doors.
“Thank you. Thank you, everyone, for embarking on this momentous voyage.” The captain’s voice echoes through the high ceiling of the corridor, followed by more cheering.
“Where are you taking me?” Her voice is quiet and curious like she doesn’t care. Like she might follow me anywhere.
“I’m not really sure,” I whisper back.
The captain’s dynamic speech trails us down the empty hall. “There are many journeys in this ship’s future, but there will never be one as historic as the first. You are all a part of the history of this glorious vessel.”
Applause pours out of the room behind us.
“Here.” She yanks my arm, pulling me into a windowed alcove.
Unlike the brightly lit dining room, the little viewing deck is on the usual nighttime pattern, painting her in dull white mock-moonlight. Her dress is like a starry camouflage against the glittering darkness outside.
The captain’s voice, faint from here but just as clear, trickles into the small space around us. “Today we were meant to arrive at the midway point between Earth and Mars by the standard of the thirty-six-day passage. But I am proud to announce that according to our adjusted calculations…”
She turns to face me, her bottom lip slipping from between her teeth as her eyes meet mine.
Gently taking hold of one of her loose curls, I let it run through my fingers. I shift closer until we’re pressed together like we’re lost in a crowd of dancing and color and darkness, only this time it’s just the two of us.
“Wes…” I say through a breath that fades into a string of unspoken words. Something has shifted between us tonight, but I’m too afraid to name it.
My heart races as she slides her hands up my arms.
I skim my fingers along her jaw and cup her face in my palm.
“Jupiter…” She exhales.
The captain’s words barely penetrate the sound of my drumming pulse, my heavy breaths. “We are due…Mars station…eight days ahead of schedule.”
I look up. My lungs seize and my heart plummets into my gut as I stare back toward the dining room.
“Not only is the Boundless the most luxurious ship in the galaxy, but it is officially the fastest!”
Clapping and cheering erupt again, thunderous and enthusiastic, echoing through the hallway.
Eight days faster. Only ten days left. Less than two weeks until we each step onto Mars and continue along our separate paths. Weslie could even be heading back to Earth. I don’t know what she plans to do after her presentation to the board, what her choices will be, what she wants.
Weslie grips the fabric of my sleeves. There’s more urgency in her eyes. Of course she’s done the math, too. But am I imagining she feels the same?
She slides a hand around the back of my neck, searching my face.
I wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her against me like I can stop time if I hold her close enough.
Leaning in, she barely brushes my lips as a piercing scream cuts through the ship. We both flinch, turning our attention toward the noise, but I hold her tighter.
More screams. People are shouting. Something is wrong. My parents. Curran. They’re all in there.
“Asha,” Weslie whispers, pulling away and running toward the chaos.
We both sprint back down the hall. I catch a man in an emerald suit as he stumbles backward out the doors, holding his chest. He rights himself and waves me off.
In the dining room, a distorted voice booms over the speakers. “Eight lives were forfeit to build your ship. Eight dead. Eight forgotten. Eight more added to the hundreds who die to support your greed and luxury every day.”
I nearly crash into Weslie, catching her shoulders, as she freezes just inside the doors.
The chandelier light flickers overhead. A gray-haired woman to our left cries out, half shrieking, her hand fluttering in front of her face as she stares at the wall. The starry wallpaper is gone, replaced by a new projection like dripping blood, casting a sickly reddish glow over the entire room.
“You rob us. You take from our home like it is yours, but you abandoned it long ago, threw away one planet for another. Earth is for those who endured. We will protect what has survived at all costs.”
The captain glares at a porter at the side of the stage, furiously signaling for her to cut off the feed, but the wild-eyed woman shakes her head. They’ve lost control.
Earth for Earthers runs across the walls in repeating lines of scrolling text from floor to ceiling.
E.F.E. Earth for Earthers. Earthers. I have to get Weslie out of here.
“We have issued our demands to your leaders. They will comply, ending their reign on a planet they do not own.”
The crowd collectively shifts for the doors, sweeping us up into the chaos. Our hands lock together, and I pull myself through the panicked bodies between us.
“Hand the power back to those who inhabit Earth before the Boundless arrives on Mars, or this ship will become an example of the power of the many over the elite few. Earth for Earthers!”
The room brightens. The blood red disappears, replaced with gold.
Demands for explanation roll through the frightened crowd.
“We are investig—” The captain’s words are drowned out by angry shouts and distressed cries. He signals to someone behind him.
The tide shifts back toward the stage, sweeping people under. Someone calls for help, but I can’t see them in the jumble of bodies.
The captain’s voice blasts over the speakers, ten times as loud as before. “Please, stay calm!”
Weslie and I both clap our hands over our ears.
Everyone around us holds their heads, shielding themselves from the thundering volume. The room goes silent.
All faces stare at the captain rubbing his hand over his forehead. “We’re aware of a small group of disgruntled Earthers who have sought to disrupt this historic voyage by spreading fear and chaos. We are looking into the issue, but I assure you there is no immediate threat.”
Whispers roll through the hushed crowd. I scan their faces, some suspicious, most relieved.
He’s lying. What about the paint-splattered elevator?
“Champagne?” A porter holds a tray next to me, and I shake my head.
They’re flooding the room, each with trays full of sparkling flutes, weaving into the crowd. Half the faces around us soften. Like the threat was imagined, breaking the protection of their perfect world for only a moment, but this small gesture brings back their reality enough to ignore it.
“We are working diligently to prevent any further disruptions, but until then I implore you to not give them the emotional reaction and attention they desire.” The captain winds his hand in a circle, motioning for the band to play, and steps off the stage.
A chorus of relieved breaths and uncertain murmurs fills the room.
Weslie stares at me, eyes wide. Her thoughts are written across her face as plainly as the letters in the hallway after the oxygen shut off. E.F.E.
The crowd expands, most collecting their discarded layers and heading for the exit, while others follow the captain, asking questions like they will get more thorough answers due to their status, but he waves them off.
“Well, that was unexpected.” My dad emerges from the crowd and takes a heaving breath laced with butter and citrus. There’s something guarded behind his expression. “At least it’s under control.”
“I’m going to walk Weslie to her room.” What if she’s a target? An Earther on the wrong side? I can’t let her go alone.
Dad presses his lips together and peers across the room at Mom, who’s got us locked in her stare as she puts her hand up. The captain stops on her command. He won’t dodge her like the others.
“Hurry,” he whispers, “straight home after.”
The light in the grand staircase dims incrementally as we climb, passing the clock. It’s close to midnight. The countdown has changed since we came down these steps together. Eight days shorter. Only ten days until we reach Mars and everything goes back to the way it’s supposed to be.
I’ll go back to lessons and meetings on my way to a life I don’t want, while Weslie follows life where it leads her. To the board presentation and anything that might come after. Maybe she’ll stay in Elysium. More likely, she’ll head back home where her friends and family and life are waiting for her. Where she can’t be mistaken for an Elysian or treated like a traitor.
My chest feels heavy. I pause mid-step, squeezing Weslie’s hand. What if I could go back, too? Leave behind position, birthright, and status. Walk outside. Breathe unfiltered air. She could show me her garden, the orchards behind her house.
Ice runs through my veins as the threat echoes in my mind again. Hand the power back…or this ship will become an example of the power of the many over the elite few. Is the captain lying? Minimizing the threat to avoid panic? Or is it really under control? Realization washes over me. Why all those passengers gave in so quickly. What would it change if the captain’s claims were false comfort? What could they do? What could I do to protect the people I love on this ship?
I tear my eyes away from the clock and back up at Weslie.
She stops, a step ahead, peering back over her shoulder. Her expression reflects the complicated storm of thoughts and emotions raging inside of me. Concern. Worry. Sadness. Helplessness. Our time cut short. The threat. The danger. The inevitability of this ending. Neither of us willing to say it out loud.
I tighten my grip on her hand, pulling her toward me.
On the landing behind us, Gianna clears her throat. I know it as well as her voice. Climbing the steps, she motions up the stairs. “Let’s get the girl home.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Jupiter
SEVENTEEN
NINE DAYS TO MARS
Class drags on in the morning and, after everything that happened last night, I can’t begin to focus on anything Calypso is saying. Weslie glances across the table. My mind drifts back to the previous night. The sounds. The rush. The feel of her against me.
The lights flash along with the bell, and we’re excused.
I grab my things and round the table, lacing my fingers into hers. My whisper is low and breathy. “Library?”
She chews on her bottom lip, her mouth working into a smirk as she nods.
“Wes, you have to see this. I had this dream last night.” Asha tugs Weslie toward a table and lays out her tablet, swiping across the screen.
“Meet me in the hall.” Her fingers slip from mine as she follows her friend.
“This dress came to me. It would be perfect for you. Just look at the cut of the neckline. I’m thinking jewel tones to complement your hair.”
“I don’t have a lot of reasons to wear a dress like that, Asha. You’re forgetting.” She points both thumbs at herself. “Earther. Remember?”
“Not after you present ILSA.”
Weslie half smiles and shrugs.
Does she want to stay on Mars? And what if she doesn’t? I would go back to Earth in a heartbeat.
Skye touches my back. “You really like her.”
I take a full, deep breath, pressing my lips together. She’s one of my best friends, but I can’t talk to her about this. I can’t tell her that Weslie makes me feel like the future might not be so bad, that I could have a chance to make it better. Because when I look at Skye, all I can think is that Andi is still gone. I lost my sister. Skye lost her first love. Same tragedy, different damage. But it’s like a barrier between us.
“I remember that feeling.” Her eyes glisten. I don’t have to say it. She knows. “What are you two going to do once we get to Mars?”
“I’m going to refuse the position. I’m not the only one in line.” I nod toward Hale as he walks out the door with Meridian by his side. I’ve been lying awake every night trying to figure out how to talk to my parents without destroying them.
“You better help me talk all our parents out of this alliance then. I may not want to marry you, but I would rather launch myself into space than deal with Hale for the rest of my life.”
I laugh. “Fair.”
Weslie and Asha follow the flow of people out into the hall.
“I’ve heard of heirs petitioning to concede their position before, but there’s usually an agreement reached before that happens.” She can’t mask the worry in her voice. Biting her cheek, she glances toward Weslie. “Think your parents will go for it? Making him the family heir?”
No. “I have to try.” After dinner tonight. I decided the moment I opened my eyes this morning. I have to make them listen before we get off this ship and everything’s too routine to change my mother’s mind.
“Let me know how it goes.” Skye pats my arm, hugs her tablet to her chest, and backs away.
Halfway down the hall outside the classroom, Weslie leans against the wall, waving goodbye to Asha and Tar. When her eyes swing back to me, her expression softens. The same way she looked at me in the alcove last night before our perfect moment was interrupted. A warm, fluttering sensation floods my body, and it takes all my restraint not to run to her.
A familiar grip latches onto my shoulder. “Just in time to head to your tutoring session, Mr. Dalloway.”
Weslie’s expression falls when she sees Gianna behind me.
“I was just on my way to lunch, so…” I spin out of her grip, but she grabs hold of my arm.
“Your mother arranged a special lunch to be delivered to your family’s quarters, so you’ll have time to catch up on all your missed lessons.”
Weslie pushes off the wall and marches toward us, her eyes glued to Gianna’s fingers tightening around my bicep.
I hold up a hand and she stops, folding her arms together. Her gaze flicks to Gianna like she’s telling me she’s ready to help me break away and run for it.
I spin back to face Gianna. “One hour, then I promise I’ll be there. Mom’s in meetings all day anyway, right? She’ll never know.”
She sighs and shakes her head, her tone softening. “Sorry, Jupiter. Not this time.”
Peering back over my shoulder, I shake my head at Wes, and she nods, heading to find our friends.
It’s like I’m back on Earth, watching everyone else go about their lives, while I’m locked away. This has to end.
I glance back to see Weslie smile, not quite hiding the disappointment in her eyes, before she turns the corner at the end of the hall.
No more putting it off. It’s time my parents and I have that talk.
The holoflames in the hearth crackle, burning yellow and orange. It’s late. My mother paces behind the couch, circling our living room again. On the love seat opposite me, my dad holds an empty glass between his fingertips and swirls the ice cubes around the bottom. The knot in my stomach tightens. After being held hostage in our living quarters through two meals and the better part of a day, I was the one who asked to talk and somehow this has turned into another lecture.
“Jupiter, are you listening?” My mother stands rail straight behind my father, pursing her lips.
“Yes. I’m sorry.” How did this conversation get so completely out of my control?
I had a plan. I would sit down. Present the facts. Tell them what I wanted, except for the part about Weslie. But my mother has barely let me speak. How am I supposed to propose handing over the company to my cousin? Make her understand I’ve thought it through, when she’s dropping words like “disappointed” and “inconsiderate” like they’re swear words?
“It was wholly irresponsible to disappear like that and—”
Dad touches her hand. “But we can understand that you are young and it’s easy to be swept up in a party. And you deserved to enjoy it.”
Mom stares down at him. Her eyes widen and relax. They’ve done this since I was a kid. Conversation through expressions. They won’t disagree with each other out loud, but they fail to consider that I’m not six anymore.
Mom sighs. “Enjoy these events without disappearing in the future. You cannot be permitted to wander around unaccompanied any longer.”
“Come on, I can’t—”
Dad reaches over the coffee table and grabs my knee. “We can’t risk you, Jupiter. Your mother and I only want to keep you safe.” His eyes are sad, the rest of the words hanging in the air between us. They want to keep me safe like they couldn’t keep Andi safe. And that was on Mars, where we were supposed to be protected, not on a ship floating through space with a long list of factors they can’t control.
“Fine.” I stare at my hands, folding them between my knees.
My mother pulls back her sleeve, revealing the thin gold band around her wrist. “I have an early meeting. I’m going to bed.” She glares at me. “No sneaking away in the morning, and you will come straight home after class tomorrow.”
I don’t answer before she marches out of the room. The knot in my stomach twists tighter. I let out all the air in my lungs and drop my head. How am I ever going to bring up Hale if she makes every conversation into an account of what I’ve done wrong?
Dad moves to sit on the cushion next to me. “She really only wants the best for you.”
“As long as the best is her idea.” I meet his stare.
“That’s not fair.”
“Isn’t it?”
He drops his eyes to the glass still in his hand. “We noticed you’ve been getting close to the Earther girl, the contest winner…” He snaps his fingers like he’s fishing for her name.
“Weslie.”
He gives an overexaggerated nod. “Your mother and I would like you to bring her to dinner tomorrow. We’ve already requested a place for her at our table.”
I glance at him sideways and then toward the hall where Mom disappeared.
“It was her idea. Jupe, we want to know the people who are important to you.” He pats my knee, placing his glass on the table and standing. The light from the fireplace dances in the melting ice.
This is exactly the opportunity I need. For all they know, she’s just a friend. Maybe if they meet Weslie, get to know her, and see how I feel about her, they’ll understand.



Chapter Thirty
Weslie
EIGHT DAYS TO MARS
My feet stop moving on the threshold of the dining room. Heads turn. The low hush of whispers comes from every direction. Everything I had dreaded. It’s as bad as I imagined. Exactly why I have never come to dinner. And to make myself more of a spectacle, I enter with the heir of a Big Six family. There may as well be a spotlight on us.
After Jupiter was dragged away by Gianna yesterday, I didn’t hear from him all night. Then he didn’t show up to breakfast, got whisked away after class again, and stopped replying to messages for the second day in a row. My heart practically exploded when my comm pinged in the late afternoon and displayed his name on the screen.
Jupiter: Wes, I’m sorry. My mom’s being overly protective after the E.F.E. threats and I’ve been in constant tutoring sessions. 
He hadn’t been avoiding me. The nagging concern that he’d only been swept up in the excitement and hypnotized by that low-cut dress Asha stuck me in finally loosened.
Jupiter: Come to dinner with my family tonight. They want to meet you. I want them to meet you. 
I almost immediately turned him down, but before I hit send, a sinking feeling in my gut held me back. We’d spent nearly every day together until the Gala and then nothing. Two days and I already missed him.
Plus… They want to meet you. I stared at the words until they melted across the screen. My mind raced. Does that mean… Are they okay with… Maybe their laws and rules aren’t as inflexible as people say?
Weslie: Okay, but only if you promise me half your dessert.
Jupiter: Deal.

“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” I say through my teeth and smooth the front of my ivory dress. When Asha picked it out, I thought it was perfect. Comfortable. Simple ivory. No glitter or sparkles. The neckline is higher than the one she put me in for the Gala, but the cap sleeves sit on the outer edge of my shoulders and the cool, silky fabric lies over my body so softly I could forget it’s there. I hug my rib cage.
Jupiter presses his hand to the small of my back, guiding me forward. The heat of his palm burns through the dress like he’s touching my bare skin. “Forget them all. It’s just you and me.”
I take a breath, and it catches in my chest.
The walls are coated with a shimmering damask. The display is something between the gala and lunch. No band. No dance floor. Fewer chandeliers. Brighter light. Just as many people. And everyone takes a turn to gawk.
“Oh, you must be Weslie!” A woman with long black hair steps into our path, holding the captain’s arm. Tar and Asha have her delicate chin and radiant golden skin, and her fuchsia dress is adorned with extensive beadwork I can imagine Asha doing by hand. “I’ve so wanted to meet you. Asha never stops talking about you.”
Asha never stops talking.
So glad I did not say that out loud.
“Good to see you, Cyra.” Jupiter takes the lead. “Have you been enjoying the journey?”
“It’s a lovely ship.” She continues to smile, like it’s her most natural expression. Caressing her husband’s arm, she leans closer and whispers, “But if I’m being honest, I’ve been on so many of these, I’m always just glad to get home. I do love our stays on Earth, though.”
“It’s a beautiful planet. I hope to see more of it someday,” Jupiter says.
I glance at him. At the pool, it sounded like he knew he’d likely never make it back, but I can hear it in his voice. He really does hope.
“Edward took me to the most beautiful little lak—”
“Cyra.” Captain Nazari pats her hand in the crook of his elbow. “Let’s let them get to their table. It’s always good to see you, Jupiter.” His eyes shift to me and he bows his head. “Weslie.”
Was she talking about the lake? In the years since Reve and I found the way out there, I’ve never seen an Elysian even close. They usually stick to the cities. Never too far from a transport and an air purifier.
“Have a good night.” Jupiter hooks my waist, guiding me to the left toward a large, round table with two free seats. “Take a breath and remind yourself that I’m giving you half my dessert at the end.”
Jupiter’s father stands, tucking his chin-length brown hair behind his ears. His smile is comforting. Familiar. It takes over his whole face. Right eye squinted more than the left. Perfectly asymmetrical. Jupe might look like his mom, but he has his dad’s smile. Behind him, Jupiter’s mother talks across the table to a man seated next to one of the empty chairs.
Mr. Earnshaw’s laugh is deep and resonating. He never so much as cracked an encouraging smile when I was trying to control the tremor in my voice in front of him and the other contest judges. The round-faced woman at his side grins sweetly, patting her partner’s hand as he roars and snorts without anyone joining in.
Jupiter pulls out a chair next to Mr. Earnshaw and nods for me to sit. My name is projected onto white porcelain flanked by more utensils than any human should ever need to feed themselves.
“I don’t believe we have been introduced, young lady,” Mr. Earnshaw says a little too loudly. He offers his huge hand, as puffy and pink as his face.
Jupiter discreetly whispers, “Okay, you can have my entire dessert.”
I shake the man’s hand, leaning away, and let go as soon as possible. Does he seriously not remember me?
“I’m Calvin Earnshaw, and this is my wife, Philomena.”
I nod to the woman, but my smile widens when I see who’s seated beside her. Skye. Thank the universe.
The people next to her must be her parents. He has Skye’s usual patient expression, and she looks like an older copy of her daughter with long hair, in contrast to Skye’s short waves, loc’d and piled high upon her head.
There’s a shift in the room, and everyone takes their seat. Porters move around the tables, balancing trays. Smaller plates are placed on the platters in front of each of us. Faintly sweet steam wafts past my face. A fleshy white lump of glistening meat sits over a smear of green sauce, topped with a sprig of grass. The other diners pick up forks without hesitation. I guess they all recognize this as food.
Mr. Earnshaw swallows the last of the meat from his plate, chasing it with champagne and waving over a porter to refill his glass. “So, young lady, what do you plan to do after basic levels? Lots of exciting opportunities for bright young people in Elysium these days.”
This guy can’t be for real. I fight to keep my voice even, and it comes out flat. “I plan to work in robotics.”
“Is that a common path for kids nowadays? In my time, that was grunt work.”
My face goes hot. Pompous asshole. You were literally part of the panel that chose my bot as the winning entry, and you can’t bother to remember me?
“Weslie is from Earth, Calvin. She is a guest,” Jupiter’s mother is quick to inform him.
“Oh, very interesting. What are living conditions like on Earth these days? I hear the dry season has been decreasing. I was only there for a brief time.”
“Long enough to judge the contest I won,” I mutter under my breath and clear my throat. “We did have more rain than usual this year.”
The plates are removed from our table. I spear the little medallion of white meat with one of my forks and devour it whole, right before a hand reaches between me and Mr. Earnshaw. With a full mouth, I thank the silent porter who keeps his eyes down and expression neutral.
Ms. Earnshaw leans forward, so her heavy breasts almost rest on her plate. The bottom half of the letters of her name are projected across her cleavage. “What do your parents do, dear?” Her voice is nasal and high-pitched.
I take a deep breath. I’ve avoided this awkward fact until now, but no use lying. “My mother works in the Dalloway Tech factory.”
Jupiter whips his face toward me, squinting like he’s surprised I never mentioned it. Shouldn’t he have assumed, though? Almost everyone in my town works there. His family’s factory accounts for at least 80 percent of the jobs. If I go back to Earth, chances are I’ll end up working there, too.
“Factory workers are so essential.” Mr. Earnshaw downs the rest of his glass again and taps a fist to his chest, his cheeks expanding with a burp.
“It must be a treat to have the first-class experience after a life like that.” Ms. Earnshaw’s shrill voice makes the cloaked insult more enraging.
Our plates are replaced. The main course is a small, round stack of paper-thin vegetables and pastry sitting in broth, surrounded by a leafy sprig. Everyone picks up their second fork of the meal and the knife on the other side of the plate, though I’m positive I could cut through this thing with a spoon.
“Don’t you feel awfully out of place here?” Without pausing for an answer, Jupiter’s mom cuts a small portion of food and glowers across the table with a pinched smile. “I imagine you’d be tempted to join your people in second class.”
I narrow my eyes and bite my tongue.
Jupiter shakes his head. “Mom…”
I grab his hand under the table and squeeze. I would love to give her a piece of my mind, but not here. Not now.
Conversation is minimal as we finish the second course. Skye’s parents draw attention to the opposite side of the table, asking the Earnshaws about their new housing in the Elysian habitat.
When porters come around passing out desserts, Jupiter’s father reaches for one, but his mom waves off the tray.
She really is evil.
A different porter reaches between me and Jupiter, sliding plates in front of us. I don’t know what it is, but it’s fluffy and dripping with chocolate. I snatch up my spoon and dig in.
Good luck, ivory dress.
The edge of Jupiter’s plate tinks against mine. I glance up, covering my full mouth with my fingers. “Are you sure you want to miss out on this? It’s amazing.”
He smirks. “A deal’s a deal.”
Standing, Jupiter’s mother scoots her chair back, clinking the edge of a spoon against her water glass. “Before we all indulge in desserts and scatter, my husband and I have an announcement to make.”
Jupiter’s eyes go wide. He stares across the table at Skye, who suddenly looks gray, and then at his father, who appears as stunned as he does.
As the applause settles, his mother continues. “We are so lucky to have so many of our friends and colleagues here on this gorgeous ship’s first voyage. Most of you know my son, Jupiter, is being primed to train as the head of Dalloway Technologies.” She pauses, nodding as the enrapt audience claps again.
“Not now,” Jupiter says through his teeth, closing his eyes and lowering his head.
“And our lovely Skye Dupont will be inheriting Avenir Industries. She is a beautiful, intelligent, and accomplished young woman.”
Jupiter turns to face me, gripping my hand under the table. “I am so sorry.”
“And we are so thrilled to share with all of you here tonight that Jupiter and Skye will embark on these journeys together.” Her eyes meet mine. “As husband and wife.”



Chapter Thirty-One
Weslie
EIGHT DAYS TO MARS
My heart sinks into my stomach. My rib cage constricts like it’s being laced into a corset tighter and tighter until every breath is a struggle.
Husband and wife.
Married.
Skye and Jupiter.
I meet Jupiter’s eyes. Tell me it’s not true.
His lips part, but he doesn’t say anything. He’s not telling her she’s wrong. He’s not telling me it’s a lie.
We both stand.
He’s swept into handshakes, patted on the back, and pulled from person to person, our eyes still locked.
I’m the one to break it.
On my other side, Skye is swept into the chaos of congratulations, fighting to politely work her way toward me.
Jupiter’s mother grins, taking another offered hand.
His father’s posture is tense, whispering in his wife’s ear, but he nods and shakes hands with a tightly focused smile.
I step back from the table. I shouldn’t be here. I can’t be here. I should never have come. I smooth the layer of ivory fabric over my stomach and turn away, cutting through the crowd with my head high. It’s an effort not to rush or race out of the room. But I will not let that woman see me run. At the doors, I fight the urge to look back as I round the corner. Then I slip off my shoes and sprint.
I don’t slow down until the sound of my bare feet hitting the floor is echoing off the escape bay walls. Cool air cuts through my thin dress, but my face is hot. I’m so glad I left ILSA in my room, so I don’t have to try to explain why my heart is in my throat blocking enough air from getting into my lungs. I grasp my sides, squeezing tight, holding myself together as I pace.
Why didn’t he tell me? How many times has he said his entire future has been mapped out for him? He’s an heir. I knew better. I was never going to be anything more to him than a moment on a ship between planets. It’s the only place where we make any sense.
I lean against the window, the glass like ice against my hot skin. Outside, the red planet is already visible in the distance. So that’s Mars… I wish I had it in me to care. My dream is so close. Only eight days away now. When I got on this ship, I couldn’t wait to get off. But now, even knowing how completely impossible Jupiter and I are, I’m dreading it.
Footsteps slow behind me. I glance back over my shoulder and Jupiter stops. His eyes are pleading with me before he says a word. “Wes, I—”
“Did you know they call Mars’s moon Phobos the ‘doomed moon?’” I can’t see the little misshapen rock. It’s too small, too far away, but it’s out there.
“Yes,” he says through a breath, still panting from the run.
“It’s crashing into Mars.”
He slowly shakes his head. “Fifty million years from now.”
“It might be slow, but it’s still crashing.” I wipe my hands over my wet cheeks.
He steps closer and the ache builds inside me. “I know what you’re getting at, Weslie, but we’re not doomed.”
“Of course we are.” I meet his stare. “Even if you weren’t engaged.”
“I’m not engaged. It’s not settled. It’s a business arrangement made by our parents. But deals change all the time.” He reaches for my hand.
I pull away, pushing off the icy window and moving farther down the hall. “Go back to your people. You shouldn’t have followed me.”
“I don’t want this. Skye doesn’t want it. We had a plan. It doesn’t have to happen.”
“But neither of you warned me. You just let me…” I walk faster. I knew by their faces that they both knew what was coming before it happened. Somehow the confirmation makes it worse.
“It’s my fault. I asked her not to say anything. I thought I could stop it before it was announced.”
I whip back around. “So you lied, and you asked her to lie, too. Do you think that makes it better?” First my mother, then my bot, and now him. Can I not trust anyone in the universe aside from myself?
He steps close, reaching for me again. “I didn’t want to mess this up.”
I shake my head, backing away. “We both know this ends the moment we step off this ship.” I turn to leave again.
“No.” He grabs my hand, his grip delicate like he’s asking me to stop.
I exhale and meet his eyes again, pleading with him to let me go. “I can’t pretend this is real anymore, Jupiter.”
“This”—he points between us—“is more real than anything in my life has ever been. You and me. I can’t walk away. I don’t want this to end when we get off the ship.” He steps closer, so I can feel his warmth against the thin fabric of my dress.
“I’m still an Earther. You’re still an heir. We’re literally from different planets.”
“The only thing that separates them is space.” His gaze is unbroken. Eyes pleading and soft. He squeezes my hand.
“It’s a lot of space.” Another treasonous tear rolls down my face.
“And we’re already crossing it.” Jupiter brushes his thumb over my wet cheek, his fingers grazing my jaw. “Tell me to leave you alone and I will.”
I press my cheek into his palm and close my eyes.
He rests his forehead against mine, the way he did on the dance floor, sending electricity running down my neck through my body.
I lean my weight into him, pressing my lips to his.
He grips my waist, following my steps backward until my shoulders hit the cold window, and I gasp into his mouth.
He kisses me deeper, pinning my body between his and the glass. Two extremes. Hot and cold. All my senses fire off. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. But I don’t care.
His grip tightens on my hips, and I lace my fingers into the back of his hair.
Chest heaving, he draws back. His voice is breathy. “Weslie.”
I kiss him again, not ready to let go of this perfect moment outside of reality.
“Wes.” He pulls back again, just enough to run the tip of his nose along my cheek, whispering in my ear. “I…I think I—”
“Jupiter. Let’s not make this into a game tonight, please,” Gianna shouts, and the pounding echo of her footsteps grows louder behind us.
He whips his head toward the noise and then back to me with wide eyes.
I grip his hand and we run.
The halls are brighter when we come out of the pod bay. The heavy metal door slides shut with Gianna on the other side. It opens again with the sound of compressed air as we cut left, then right, and down a stairwell, until we find the bottom. The hollow pounding of her feet against the metal stairs is cut off as we run into another hall.
The high ceiling and dark gray walls subdue the dim light. We sprint down the wide hallway, past a large cargo bay. The stairwell door opens behind us, and we cut right as Gianna shouts again.
Door after door, but nowhere to hide. Ahead, near the end, an exit. Across from it, one of the cargo bay doors is opened just enough to squeeze through. We stop between them.
Jupiter slaps the button for the exit. White light floods in from the small door, like a beacon.
Gianna is almost in sight. Her footsteps, heavy and echoing.
I pull Jupiter in the opposite direction, slipping into the dark.
The exit across the hall slides closed, and she stops in front of the door.
We creep back farther, deeper into the darkness until Jupiter softly bumps into a pod-like structure, making a quiet thud, and I grab the plastic form to keep it from tottering. We both freeze. I hold my breath, and Jupiter doesn’t make a sound.
Gianna squints and tilts her head, staring into the dark room. Backing across the hall, she hits the exit button.
Light floods in again, reaching out for us as we creep back deeper into the darkness, weaving between rows of large capsules.
She runs the opposite direction, and the exit slides shut.
Jupiter’s fingers find mine. “That…was close.”
“She’s pretty fast”—I swallow and take a deep breath, still winded from the chase—“even for a henchwoman.”
Jupiter laughs quietly. “Running laps around this ship has really improved her speed.” He tugs on my hand, lowering to the floor. “Probably best to wait her out, she might loop back.”
It’s too dark to make out his expression, but my skin prickles with anticipation like an electric charge building in the inches of air between us. “She is pretty determined.”
He leans in closer and pauses like he’s waiting for me. He sucks in a breath and swallows loudly.
“Nervous, Big Six?”
“Something like that,” he whispers and lifts my hand, softly pressing his lips to my palm.
My blood ignites. Without the icy floor under my thin dress leaching the heat out of my body as quickly as it can flare, I would burst into flames. I shift closer, my thigh pressed against his, and weave my fingers into his short hair.
Our lips slide together like we can predict each other’s smallest movements in the dark. Lips and teeth and tongues.
He lifts me onto his lap. “Holy stars, you’re freezing.”
I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him again.
He draws back and huffs out a breath. “This can work, Weslie. I swear. I don’t have to take over the company. And if I’m not the heir, my parents won’t have a say in anything else. They won’t care what I do or who I’m with.”
Behind him, between the rows of silhouettes, endless stars sparkle through the glass wall. Like the two of us are floating alone in space. But that’s not real. Everything that stood between us minutes ago is waiting outside this cargo hold. His parents. His betrothal. His responsibilities. And stepping aside, giving it all up won’t be easy. If it’s even possible.
“Can we just be lost right now?”
“But I—”
I press my lips to his forehead and say through a breath, “Jupiter, please.”
He cups my jaw, tilting my face so I’m looking at him.
I can barely make out his eyes, but my imagination fills in the details.
“As long as you want to be lost…with me.” His voice is rough and unsure.
“Forever.”
Two sets of casual footsteps and voices echo through the cargo bay, breaking the illusion. The door slides open wider and two figures step inside.
I slip off Jupiter’s lap and we scoot back, deeper into the row, farther from the dim hall light.
“Why is the door open?”
I know that voice.
Jupiter stiffens beside me.
“I was only away for a moment.” The fake confidence in the second, unfamiliar voice wavers.
Lights burst on in sections overhead. We separate, each sliding behind one of the pods.
I press my eyes shut tightly.
“Sabine would have you, and possibly me, thrown off this ship if she knew you left the cargo hold open and unattended. Let’s exercise more caution.”
Where have I heard that voice?
Jupiter’s grip tightens on my fingers.
“Yes, sir,” the other man says.
“Now, where are we with the prototypes?”
The memory of a face takes shape behind my closed eyes. A man in a tuxedo, holding a half-eaten lemon tart. It’s Jupiter’s dad.
“We’ve managed to conduct the necessary rounds of safety testing since we were able to access the plans and finish building them, but they won’t be fully operational until we get the complete code.”
“Good. Let’s run one more round before we arrive. You can never be too careful with bots.”
Bots?
My eyes fly open. ILSA stands in front of me, powered down in the middle of the sea of pods.
No. Not pods. ILSAs. Rows of them. A hundred lifeless screen faces. Faces of the bot I designed.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Jupiter
EIGHT DAYS TO MARS
The clacking of my dad’s dress shoes fades. The lights go out and the door shuts, enveloping us in pitch-dark silence. Far-off starlight outside the tall window between exterior docking doors doesn’t reach into the ship. Weslie yanks her hand out of mine.
A clank farther down the row sends my heart into my throat.
“Ouch.” Weslie’s voice is far away. Her bare feet hardly make a sound against the floor, but I try to follow.
The lights switch back on in sections above, revealing the inventory of bots and filling the room with an electric hum. I spin, walking down the line and scanning the rows.
Is this what my parents had been whispering about on Earth? Did they come to Earth to steal the winning design? My mom is ruthless, but this doesn’t seem like her brand of deception. She orchestrates. She lines up her moves. She expertly maneuvers, manipulating people to her will so carefully they can’t see they’re being moved like pawns.
Weslie stands at the end of a row of her bots, mouth tight and eyebrows pinched. Her scowl deepens, and she shifts her gaze from the bots to me. “Did you know about this?”
I shake my head. “Of course not.”
Guarding something behind an angry half smile, she shakes her head slowly. “It all makes sense now.”
“What does?” She can’t really believe I helped my parents do this.
“Why you wanted to help with ILSA. Why you’ve been slumming it with a dust mite. Why you lied about being engaged!”
“I didn’t lie. I told you Skye and I had a plan!” A few minutes ago, she was in my arms. I search her eyes for some spark of the girl I was just kissing, but her guard is up. She’s slipping away.
“Oh my god, the plans. That was the goal the whole time, wasn’t it? Get ILSA’s specs and turn them over to your parents’ company!” She spins back to the cargo bay door, releasing a breathy laugh and holding down the control as the heavy door creaks open. “You played me.”
That’s not who I am. My throat tightens. “You know me better than that.”
“I hardly know you at all. We’re basically strangers.” She crosses the hall, opening the exit door.
My mind is reeling for evidence. But I’m backed into a corner. I’m being trained to run this company. She has no reason to believe me aside from the time we’ve spent together, but for all she knows it was all a lie. “Wes, I would never…please…”
“You must have had a good laugh behind my back. The stupid Earther girl handing over her design, falling for a Big Six heir.” She whips around and marches away.
“I fell for you, too.” I jump on her confession, not hiding my desperation. “I honestly don’t know how they got the plans.” All my muscles tighten in place like cement is hardening in my limbs. Everything is changing between us in seconds. If I let her go, let it end like this, she might never speak to me again.
She’s halfway down the white hall, eyes forward. “Drop the act, Jupiter. It’s over.”
There’s a finality in her words I can’t accept. It pushes me forward. I have to make her believe me, but she’s already running up the stairs. “Wait!”
Passing a porter outside the arboretum, I slow, nod, and grin like everything is normal. When I start up the lower steps of the grand staircase, she’s already near the top and ignores my pleas to slow down. I barely catch up in the hall, feet from her door. Reaching out, I brush her palm with my fingers like I did in the escape pod bay.
She yanks her hand away, walking faster. “Don’t touch me!”
“Please listen to me. I—”
“I think I’ve listened to you enough for one space crossing.” She presses her palm to the access pad next to her door. It slides open and she steps inside, out of sight.
I hurry to the doorway, gripping the frame. “Will you please think about this for a second?”
She crosses her arms.
“You were supposed to deliver the specs with your presentation on Mars anyway. Wouldn’t it have been a hell of a lot less work to wait instead of chasing you around this ship and convincing you to let me help you?”
She frowns, chewing on her lip. The tension in her expression softens slightly.
Relief washes over me. Thank the universe, she’s listening to me at least.
Narrowing her eyes again, she resets her shoulders, and my heart sinks. “Probably would have. But you people are known for greed, not intelligence.”
Dropping my head, I clench the doorframe tighter. How can someone be so infuriatingly shut down? One minute she’s kissing me and the next she believes I’ve masterminded a scheme to rip her off. That I’m as ruthless and cutthroat as my mother.
I meet her cold stare. “There’s a part of you that knows you’ve got this wrong because you know me. You want a reason to think I’m not on your side because that makes it easier. But this was never going to be easy, Weslie!”
Her face is stone. “Then let me simplify it.” Hand raised, eyes locked with mine, she hits the door button, and it slides closed between us.
I squeeze my fists and eyes tight, pressing my knuckles and forehead to the thick metal between us. Pushing off, I head for my family’s quarters. At first speed-walking, but by the end of her hall, I’m in a full sprint.
When I burst into the living room, my mother stands next to the fireplace, staring into the holoflame.
“Why the hell would you do that?” The words burst out of me before I can find better ones.
She calmly turns to face me as the door slides open behind me again.
My dad pats my back as he passes. “Jupiter, there you are. Did Gianna hunt you down?” He says it like he wasn’t just at the bottom of the ship checking in on their stock of bots.
I stand opposite the fireplace, gaze flicking between my parents. “How could the two of y—”
“You’ve had your fling, Jupiter. It’s time to get serious now.” My mother puts down the empty glass in her hand and squares her shoulders.
I frown. What is she… The announcement. It feels like so long ago after the escape pod bay, the cargo hold, and Weslie shutting the door in my face.
“The girl needs to know the reality of the situation.” Her tone stays infuriatingly even and matter of fact, like she’s reminding me about a tutoring lesson.
“It didn’t have to be like that. You had me lead her into a trap.”
My father pauses between us.
I point at each of them. “And worse, you two sto—”
“You are my heir. Even Earthers understand what that means.”
“You didn’t have to hit them with the announcement without warning like that, Sabine.” Dad raises his eyebrows. “Besides, even if Jupiter never married, the company wou—”
“Be serious, Jason, it’s time to get him back on track. This little crush has been a distraction for long enough.” She purses her lips, staring into the flickering holoflame.
“It’s not just about a crush, Mom.” I take a deep breath. This is it. I opened the box and now I have to lay it all out. I don’t want your life. I don’t want the company. Lies. Theft. Ripping off Earthers. No wonder they want us to stay on our own planet. I don’t want to be a part of what they’re doing.
“The moment you return to your normal life, it’ll become clear that she has no place in it.” She glares at me. “You are too important.”
Important? The company would keep going without me. With anyone else at the helm. No, I’m not too important. I’m too valuable. Something for her to offer up to create another alliance for the Dalloway corporation. Currency in a game of power.
Something twists and burns inside of me. I swallow it back. “You don’t know what I’m feeling. You’ve never even asked.”
She laughs, picking up the glass from the mantel and swirling the remnants of dark red liquid in the bottom. “I know better than you think.”
“You’re forcing all of this on me, the company, the engagemen—”
“I’m not forcing anything on you. This is your life. You are the heir now.” She stares into the glass in her hand, her voice going quiet. “There is no one else.”
“Hale is…” The thought slips out of my mind and past my lips before I can stop it. It’s not the right time. This is all wrong.
She lets out a laugh. “Hale is too immature.”
No turning back now. “He has a decade of training before he’ll have any real responsibility anyway. He wants this. I don’t. Doesn’t that count for anything?”
“He has a point, Sabine,” my dad says, still holding the back of the couch.
She slams the glass down on the marble mantel. “I will not cede the entire company to my sister because our son wants to draw trees and waste his life with some poor Earther girl!”
I narrow my eyes. “That’s what it’s really about, isn’t it? You’re not concerned about my future. It’s your legacy you need to protect. If Hale is the Dalloway heir, you won’t be in full control anymore. Of the company. Of all of us.”
“I won’t listen to this.” She turns back to the holoflame, gripping the mantel.
“Andi lost her life and you’re taking mine. She was the one built for this, not me.”
“That is enough.”
“You can’t make me into her. I can’t be her!”
She composes herself, rolls her shoulders, and looks me dead in the eye. Her icy expression and cold tone cut through me. “I know.”



Chapter Thirty-Three
Weslie
SEVEN DAYS TO MARS
The helmet ILSA forms around my head to supply oxygen is fogging up, blurring my view of the watching class. As I finish my presentation, I pinch my eyes shut. My heart is racing and a jittering panic pulses through more muscles, urging me to fight my way out. Save myself. It’s so much worse when she’s got me fully cocooned. You’d think this would get easier. Like exposure therapy.
I close my eyes, trying to imagine I’m somewhere else.
Cool darkness, warm hands sliding up my… No. Not that.
I picture my backyard at home. Hot, oxygen-rich wind carrying the scent of fruit blossoms.
“Conclude demo mode, ILSA.” My voice sounds hollow inside the plastic encasement, but it parts and she releases me, setting me on my feet. I scan the silent room, turning to Calypso before I get to Jupiter’s table. “Thank you.”
“Well done, Weslie. ILSA is truly impressive.” Calypso stands, claps, and nods to the class to join. Covered by the noise, they lean in, so only I can hear, “You could put a tad more energy into it. You sounded a little defeated. Be proud of your accomplishment.”
I nod and lead ILSA back to my seat.
A little defeated? The whole competition is a lie. I was never going to sell my design. Jupiter’s family already stole it, and there was nothing I could ever do to stop them. His mom would have watched me present on Mars, shook my hand, and sent me back to Earth. She already has my design. I’m just a loose end to be tied up. And I should have seen it coming.
I slip onto my stool without acknowledging Skye, who swapped seats during my presentation with some redheaded guy who never talks and smells like he bathes in cologne.
She touches my arm. “Great job, Wes.”
“Thanks.” I brush her off and spin away, keeping my eyes glued to the front of the room.
She whispers over my shoulder, “Can we talk after class?”
“Nope.”
Calypso goes through the rest of the schedule of presenters. The Earther Experience presentations are about what I expected from a bunch of privileged Elysians. A lot of fake sympathy and misconceptions. The French girl with the shaved head spends half her presentation outlining an idea for an outreach program that would match up Earthers with Elysians on their Basic Levels Earth Mission to widen every student’s view of the universe. It doesn’t become purely offensive until she suggests Earthers would likely gain more, but it would be a charitable sacrifice. Classic elitist bullshit.
“Thank you, Céline.” Calypso doesn’t muster their usual enthusiasm, possibly as annoyed as I am with the girl’s narrow-minded point of view. “We have a few more minutes left. Those of you who haven’t presented can take this time to look over your notes for tomorrow.”
Murmurs of conversation fill the room.
I stare down at my computer, bringing up the first document I can pretend to read.
“Did you see them at the Gala the other night? I would be mortified.” Meridian’s voice is performatively loud and right behind me.
“She’s kind of pretty, I guess. If you don’t consider the fleas,” Céline says.
“So, Skye.” Meridian’s voice is full of smugness. “How does it feel to be tossed aside for a dirty Earther?”
Rage pulses through my body and my cheeks burn, but I stay completely still. She wants me to react. Shout or throw a punch. Prove I’m the lowly wild creature they all think I am.
“Shut the hell up, Meridian,” Skye says through her teeth. “You’re the only person in this room Jupiter’s ever tossed aside.”
Meridian goes silent, but I can practically feel her seething behind me.
“So rude,” Céline mutters in her phlegmy French accent.
I keep my eyes glued to the blurring lines across my screen. It can’t be much longer before class ends.
Skye leans closer, lowering her voice. “Jupiter and I have only ever been friends, Weslie. And I’ve never seen him as happy as he is with you. It’s just a stupid business deal, and we can still—”
The lights flash and the bell sounds.
I stand, snatch my computer off the table, and race for the exit with ILSA on my heels.
“Weslie, I believe Skye was attempting to communicate with you. It is considered socially unacceptable to leave in the middle of polite conversation.”
“Don’t care.” Commanding ILSA into silent mode, I rush to the dining hall, grab whatever I can fit on a plate, and head out the door. I’ll eat in the escape pod bay, away from all these people.
“Miss, you’re supposed to keep dinnerware in the dining hall.” A porter with dark, curly hair and a plastic smile blocks the exit.
I stare straight into his dull blue eyes, hand him the plate, pile as much as I can in one hand, shove two mini cakes in my mouth, and grab a roll in my other hand, slipping it into my sweater pocket. “Sorry about that,” I say through my overly full mouth, crumbs flying out with the words.
He dusts off a bit of cake from his vest, and purses his lips, blinking slowly. “No problem.”
Huffing out a breath, I hurry around the corner and slam into a broad chest.
“Watch it, Earther!” a familiar voice snaps.
The tiny sandwiches and cupcakes I’d been holding fall to the floor, leaving a smear of yellow icing coating Curran’s medallion and the front of his white shirt.
My mouth falls open as I meet his eyes.
With obvious effort, he softens his expression. “I’m sorry, Weslie. You surprised me.”
Up to this moment, he’d never given any indication that he looked down on me for where I came from. But then, he didn’t say much at all. I had just assumed…since he’s close to Jupiter. But I’ve been wrong about a lot of things.
A trash bot cuts in between us, sweeping up the mess on the floor.
“It’s fine,” I choke out and push past him. “Let’s go, ILSA.”
By the time we get to the arboretum, I’ve finished the crushed roll I’d stashed in my pocket. The artificial wind carries the scent of eucalyptus from the quadrant of blue-green leaves. A holographic chickadee swoops over the path in front of me.
“Weslie…wait up.” Asha sounds out of breath. “I saved…you a spot…in the dining room…but you just left.”
“I’m done with that.”
She barely catches up by the time we get to the other side of the tree-filled garden, passing between the maple and pine quadrants and turning the corner into another hall. “Okay, no more dining room. I can understand that.” Her voice is sympathetic.
I speed up. I don’t want to hear another apology or condolences about getting caught in the middle of Jupiter and Skye’s engagement announcement. I don’t care anymore. Only seven more days until I’m off this ship and all these people are out of my life forever.
“Hey, can you slow down?” she calls after me. “I’m trying to—”
“Stop, Asha.” I whip back to face her. “I’m not one of you. You belong with the rest of them, so go back and leave me alone.”
She looks like I slapped her, eyes glistening instantly.
My chest tightens. I hate hurting her, but how do I know what’s real with these people? She’s Jupiter’s friend, not mine. Her, Tarak, Skye, all of them. Falling for Jupiter’s act was humiliating enough. I spin back around and keep walking.
Halfway into the escape pod bay, I freeze and put out a hand to signal to ILSA. Around the bend, Jupiter is waiting, sitting by the window with the best view of Mars, exactly where he knew I would go. I tiptoe back before he spots me, shaking my head. I should have stayed separate this entire trip. Now, there’s no escaping them.
I pass the door to the stairwell we took to the cargo bay together, remembering his hand in mine. I shake off the memory, and an idea forms in its place. I hit the button, and the door opens. The hall is clear in each direction. No one is around to see or stop me. Inside the stairwell, I listen for footsteps. It’s silent aside from the gentle hum of ILSA by my side.
At the bottom, ILSA and I enter the dingy gray cargo bay. Compared to the midday light settings upstairs, it feels darker than it was the other night. And eerily quiet. The kind of quiet that feels like it’s expanding in your ear canal, filling your head. I follow the path Jupiter and I took through the halls that night after dinner until I’m standing at the huge roll-up door across from the exit. I touch the panel on the wall next to it, but nothing happens.
If I can find a way in, I could dismantle all of them.
Farther down there’s a normal-size entrance with a small window in it. I try the control pad, but this door doesn’t budge, either.
“ILSA, override the lock and open it.”
She moves toward the panel, an ellipsis running across her face screen.
The little round window is black, complete darkness.
An exclamation mark flashes on ILSA’s face screen. 
“End silent mode.” 
“Inaccessible. The security level is impassable.”
“Passengers aren’t supposed to be down here.” At the end of the hall, a porter I’ve seen before with a thick beard and long ponytail leads a tow-bot carrying a pallet of boxes.
“And yet, here I am.”
“Excuse me?”
ILSA pivots toward him. “She said, ‘And yet—’”
“We were just leaving.” I shove off the door.
He sighs loudly like I’ve ruined his day. “I’ll have to escort you back up.”
“I got it, Spence. Take the load to the kitchen.” Reve appears from around the corner, tucking a key fob into his vest pocket.
The other porter nods, eyeing me, as he waves the bot to follow.
“Always in places you aren’t supposed to be.” He shifts his focus to ILSA, raising one eyebrow. “I expected this from Weslie, but ILSA, I figured you’d keep her out of trouble.”
“Weslie’s listening skills seem to be damaged. She is unable to process my warnings.”
I glare at ILSA. Traitorous bot. If I didn’t know better, I would think she had a crush on Reve herself.
He hits the button next to the door to the white hall. “Let’s go.”
“Hey, do you happen to have access to this one?” My voice is so overly sweet I’m even suspicious of myself. I point my thumb back at the door behind me, straining to keep my eyes off his vest pocket.
“No. That’s a private hold.” He waves toward the open door impatiently.
“I supplied this information two minutes and sixteen seconds ago, Weslie.” The white dots on her face screen both move in a circle as she spins toward Reve and moves through the exit.
I follow, glancing back at the locked bay one last time, imagining the rows and rows of ILSAs. And there’s nothing I can do about it. Even if I found a way in, we’d be on Mars before I got through dismantling half of them on my own. And they’d only repair the bots and get rid of me like I’m sure they plan to. I could tell anyone who would listen, but what will it help against a multi-trillion-dollar corporation? “I wish I’d just stayed on Earth.”
Reve hums a reply, staying a step ahead of me.
“I always thought I wanted to be on Mars, but if it’s anything like it is upstairs with all the rituals and traditions, ruled by hierarchy, business deals instead of personal relationships… You should see the way people act around Sabine Dalloway like she’s a god.”
“I’ve noticed.” He rounds a corner.
I have to scramble to keep up. “It’s disgusting. All those first-class Elysian snobs.”
He laughs, shaking his head, gaze flicking back at me for a millisecond, but long enough to see there’s something more to it.
I take longer strides, keeping pace beside him.
His jaw is set, eyes focused forward. There’s a strange tension in every movement, unlike the relaxed and casually confident way he usually carries himself.
I’m talking about myself too much. “How was the rest of the party?”
He blinks slowly. “Fine.”
“Reve, you’re experiencing a sudden spike in body temperature. My scan does not indicate any signs of infection, which would suggest you are experiencing a heightened emotion,” ILSA announces from behind us.
“Thanks, ILSA.” He walks a little faster.
Wrong topic. I press my lips together, watching him in my peripheral vision until I can’t take it anymore. I grab his bicep and stop. “Are you mad at me?”
“No.” He turns to go again, but I pull on the back of his vest.
“Your heart rate and temperature would suggest otherwise. Try taking some calming breaths with me. In…out…in…out…”
“I’m fine, ILSA,” he snaps at her and finally looks down at me. “Can you shut her up?”
“ILSA, silent mode,” I say without breaking eye contact with him. “What’s with the cold shoulder?”
“I’m doing my job, Weslie. I have to get you back to first class where you belong.”
“I don’t belong there. I’m stuck there.”
“I’m so sorry.” He narrows his eyes, words dripping with insincerity. “It must be so hard on you to live in luxury, being waited on and served excessive amounts of lavish foods while the people literally below you are fed rations. And I’m sure your fancy private room is torture compared to the sleeping pods and bunks we have down there. How insensitive of me.”
I drop my head. “You’re right. That was a stupid thing to say.”
“Yeah, it was.” He turns to go, but I pull him back again.
“But I’m just a visitor. A tourist. It’s not who I am!”
He laughs at me again, shaking his head. “Come on, Wes. Stop lying to yourself.”
“They aren’t my people. I’m going back to Earth after this, back to my normal life. Just like you.”
“Not like me.” His posture softens. His eyes are sad and distant. Chewing on his lip, he takes my hand in his, rubbing his rough thumb over a faded scar on my soft palm. “I remember when you got that. You fell in the orchard and that stick got lodged in your hand. You pulled it out and marched off like you were pissed at the stick for sending you home early.”
“And you walked with me the whole way.”
“I almost passed out watching the blood drip down your fingers.”
He’d held my good hand while my mom cleaned and sewed up the wound anyway. It wasn’t like it hadn’t hurt. I just couldn’t let him see me cry. I step closer to him, intoxicated by the familiarity.
“We’re a long way from that orchard.” He brushes his fingers through my hair, searching my eyes.
I want him to envelop me. Make me forget where we are. Forget the contest. That I ever stepped foot on the Boundless. Send me back to when the worst thing in my life was getting injured during an aggressive game of hide-and-seek.
His hand falls to his side, and he starts back down the hall again.
We climb the stairs in silence.
At the top step, he pauses, one hand on the railing, and nods to the door. “We’re near the escape pod bay. You know the way from here.”
I raise my hand to the control panel, pause, and turn back. “Reve, I—”
“They aren’t playing around with these threats.” He squeezes the railing tight enough that his knuckles turn white. “That thing at the Gala the other night, it was a party trick. No one got hurt, but they had to find a scapegoat. Create a cautionary tale. They made us all watch. Without any proof, they accused and condemned a man, and then shot him out of the airlock. He never hurt anyone, just did his job and kept his head down. Now there’s an empty bed in my bunk room, and all of you up there never even knew he existed.”
My mouth hangs open. An execution. For little more than a presentation that interrupted a party?
“Don’t go wandering through the sublevels anymore. You belong up here now, Weslie.” His words are punctuated by the hollow clank of his boots on the metal stairs.
I peer over the railing as he whips around the first landing.
If I don’t belong down there, and I don’t fit in up here, then I’m somewhere in between. Floating alone in space. If I’m being honest with myself, I was there before I got on this ship. When my dad didn’t come back, I isolated myself until I didn’t think there was another human in the galaxy I could rely on. I took myself out of the world long before I left Earth.
God, I’m an insensitive asshole. Reve’s working on this ship, while I’m experiencing the first-class lifestyle. And Asha. She treated me like her friend from the first moment we met. I shouldn’t have snapped at her. I’ve never had a friend so enthusiastically stick by me. Even Skye. She accepted me without question. And the way she looked after the engagement announcement. She didn’t want to hurt me. She’s on a track. Same as me. The course of her life is planned by her circumstances instead of her own choices.
If I push everyone away, I’ll end up alone. No matter which planet I’m on.
A question mark blinks on ILSA’s face screen.
“Yes, ILSA?”
The question mark blinks faster.
“Exit silent mode.”
“I liked him better before I was aware of his biological readings.”
“I thought you had a question.”
“More of an observation.” Her face goes blank. “Weslie, you are showing signs of distress. Perhaps you should limit my settings to identifying emergencies. All your emotional signals are exhausting.”
“ILSA, you’re a computer. You can’t get tired.”
She flashes a low battery warning on her face screen.
Over where her heart would be if she were human, her battery gauge glows like a badge. It’s entirely green. “You’re fully charged.”
Jupiter rounds the corner, stopping mid-stride, right before we collide. His chest rises and falls.
“Do I need to notify both of you of your irregular heart rates or can we all assume by now?” ILSA asks.
Rubbing the back of his neck, he opens his mouth to speak.
I drop my chin and rush past him. I wish I could shut down my emotional readings.



Chapter Thirty-Four
Weslie
SIX DAYS TO MARS
We weave through the agriculture bay with our classmates, single file, between walls of leafy greens. Ahead of me, Asha’s pink hair is so brilliant in the room’s artificial sunlight that she could be a rescue beacon. I hoped she would forget my bad mood. Let me off the hook for snapping at her. But she’s been quiet since I sat next to her in class. Not silent. But her sentences have capped out at a ten-word max.
“What’s this drama everyone’s talking about from dinner last night? Something about Ms. Lovell’s girlfriend making a scene in front of her husband on the grand staircase?” If I can get her talking, maybe she’ll get over it.
She pauses, then shrugs and keeps walking.
Oh, this is serious.
At the end of the row, the room opens to a series of pools connected by elaborate tubing to walls covered in plant growth. I imagined there’d be troughs of dirt, but there doesn’t seem to be an ounce of earth anywhere on board. I pull my sweater up over my nose to get a break from the briny, fishy smell in the air.
Meridian splashes Hale with water from one of the pools.
“Everyone, please be careful not to touch anything. The artificial ecosystem is fragile!” a short woman cries out like it’s a matter of life or death. Her heavy accent is too muddled from her years in Elysium for me to place. She runs out of the crowd ahead of us, waving her hands at Meridian and pulling a tight, thin netting over the water, scanning the rest of the potential threats around her pools.
“Please respect this space. We are guests here and this is a very real and vital part of our survival in space.” Calypso puts a hand over their heart, lowering their voice to speak directly to the distressed little woman.
The woman’s shoulders visibly loosen as her bowed lips form a tight almost-smile.
“Would you stop being mad at me if I told you about what happened after I left dinner the other night?” I nudge Asha with my shoulder.
She whips back toward me, her face bright until she remembers she’s angry with me and forces a frown. “No.” 
“I promise to be very descriptive.”
She turns completely around, grabbing the sleeve of my sweater and pulling me back into the row.
We both look back to Calypso and the woman in the white lab coat, still deep in conversation.
Asha leans in to whisper through tight lips, “I have been nothing but welcoming and nice to you since day one, well two, but that’s only because I didn’t meet you on day one, but I would have been just as nice on day one. You can be mad at Jupiter or his parents or whatever, but I did nothing but be your friend.” She pokes me in the chest with her index finger. It might as well be a punch in the face the way she furrows her brow and crosses her arms like she’s waiting for return fire.
“I know. I’m sorry, Ash.”
“Oh.” She releases her arms to her sides, and her face lights up. “Well, then, tell me about what happened after dinner with you and Jupiter. Every detail!”
Cold shoulder to friends in one apology. Who knew it would be that easy?
“Class, move in closer. Please give Dr. Abara your full attention.” Calypso waves us inward.
“I want all the promised details after class,” Asha whispers, widening her eyes before she moves into the center of the room.
I nod, regretting the lure. Maybe Hale will try to drown someone in one of the ponds and Asha will forget.
Dr. Abara climbs a three-step ladder by one of the pools, standing tall on the top with her hands on her lower back. Without it, the top of her head barely reaches Hale’s shoulder. Like we’re little kids at story time, she insists we all sit on the floor and swivels her head as she explains how the fish in the water fertilize the plants and the plants filter the water as it’s cycled through the room.
Next to me, Asha is busy examining her glittery pink nails.
Calypso stands at the end of a row, nodding enthusiastically with the lecture.
Jupiter shifts his eyes to me the second I let myself look at him. His face is neutral, not pleading or angry. He doesn’t flinch or look away or lower his head. There’s something about the open way he’s staring back at me like he might as well be standing in the middle of the room, arms splayed, heart and all his other vital organs exposed, unprotected.
My chest tightens. I stare at the floor. I can’t fall for it again. He helped his parents rip me off. So much power in two worlds, and they had to take this from me. A nobody Earther with nothing in the universe but a stellar bot design. All I have to hold on to is the knowledge that my design was great enough to steal, which is about as useful as fighting a multi-trillion-dollar corporation for compensation.
“If you will stand and follow, I will lead you through a tour before you exit. Do not touch anything. This is a fragile and closely monitored ecosystem that feeds all of us on the ship. Show it the respect it deserves.” Aggressively adjusting her thick-rimmed glasses, Dr. Abara steps off the ladder and I can only see her arm waving above the heads of the other standing students.
I offer Asha a hand, pulling her off the floor.
Jupiter passes slowly, following the crowd with his eyes cast down, avoiding looking at me again.
As he’s swallowed by the herd, Asha sighs loudly. “You’re being an idiot. He’s clearly in love with you, and you’re wasting time.”
“He’s engaged, Asha. He’s engaged and he didn’t tell me. And his family…” His family ripped off my bot design. It’s not the place or time to get into it. “We should have never…” Never what? Never kissed? Never spent time together? Met? My heart sinks at the thought.
“It’s a betrothal. It’s a business deal, not love.”
I shake my head. “Call it a business deal or a relationship, being engaged means something where I come from. Speaking of, there’s also the whole ‘me being from Earth’ thing.”
“Like that matters.” Asha reaches out to brush a leaf with her finger, glances at Dr. Abara ahead of us, and pulls her hand back. “My dad was born on Earth. Mars isn’t a closed society. They just act like it. The population on the planet is like a quarter of Earth’s. I did tell you how my parents met, right? My mom was on her Earth Experience Mission. She and her best friend met a couple of Earther boys, and—”
“Wait, your dad? You mean, Captain Nazari is an Earther?”
“Yes. Well, not really. He’s an Elysian now, but he was an Earther. I know I’ve told you this story before. When we were touring the ship.”
Now that she mentions it, I vaguely recall the long-winded story. I just never fully absorbed it.
I smile apologetically. I guess I could stand to become a better listener.
We loop around the end of the long row, along a wall of potato plants, the leaves sprouting under lamps, while the roots hang under the shelves touching the stream in the long trough below.
Asha grabs my hand, yanking my arm. “What if I tell Jupe to meet you somewhere before dinner?”
“Hope he likes waiting.”
Asha’s voice grows louder with every word, and students ahead turn back to stare. “Weslie, I love you, but will you please pull your head out of your ass and talk to him?”
What if Jupiter didn’t betray me? It wouldn’t be difficult for his family to hack his computer. Take it while he was sleeping. Load the data without him even knowing. And if he didn’t have anything to do with it, would he take my side against his family? An Earther girl he’s known for three weeks? No way.
When I open my mouth to tell her what I found, the cargo bay of stolen ILSAs, my chest is hollow, and my throat seizes. I can’t say it out loud. I lower my head and whisper, “It’s over between us. I mean, it was never anything anyway.”
“His parents didn’t warn him, you know? About the announcement.”
That stupid engagement announcement. Maybe he didn’t know it was happening that night, but he knew it was a possibility. All that time we’d spent together, and even if he really didn’t know about his family stealing ILSA’s design, he never happened to mention that the planned future he dreaded included an engagement that was as good as sealed.
In the wide hall outside the agriculture bay, Calypso thanks Dr. Abara on behalf of all of us and excuses the class.
Curran and Tar stop Jupiter in the middle of the hall, blocking my way home.
There’s a tugging sensation in my chest pulling me toward him.
Asha’s right. Every wasted second on this ship is one I’m losing with him. But it doesn’t matter. I look away, planting my feet and waiting for them to leave. He’s still engaged.
Asha’s already deep into recounting the show Ms. Lovell’s lover put on after dinner last night.
“Hey, Wesi,” Reve whispers over my shoulder, rustling my hair.
Asha’s eyes flicker between me and Reve standing behind me.
“Oh, it’s Wesi, now?” I raise my eyebrows as I slowly spin to face him. “Yesterday you decided we weren’t friends anymore, remember?”
Meridian bites her lip and her eyes wander over Reve slowly as she passes with two other girls flanking her. Loud enough for us to hear, she feigns whispering to her minions. “Figures the dust mite would attract her kind.” As though she weren’t just undressing him with her eyes.
Ignoring her, he leans closer. “You might practically be an Elysian now, but you’ll always be Wesi.” His voice is low and sweet and cuts right through me. He knows exactly what he’s doing.
I roll my eyes, tilting my head away and catching Jupiter watching us. I swallow the lump in my throat. “What are you doing here?”
“Came to find you and convince you to forgive me.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’m completely fine.”
“I’m going to let you two have a minute.” Asha touches my arm, widening her eyes. She looks Reve over before leaving. “Galaxies, I wish I had your problems.”
“What are you doing later?” he asks.
I cross my arms. “Sitting around eating cake and thinking of how above everyone I am. You know, general snobbery and superiority.”
“Meet me in the…” His eyes focus past me. He drops his gaze and presses his lips together.
I follow his eyes.
Jupiter is rubbing the back of his neck and staring at his shoes. Across from him, Curran turns his head away. Between the two, Tar grins and waves.
Reve takes a deep breath. “Can you meet me in the escape pod bay?” His voice is hollow. The usual self-assuredness is gone. The noncommittal tone almost sounds like he hopes I’ll turn him down.
“When?” I uncross my arms.
“Like…” He looks past me again to where Jupiter and his friends are still standing.
Did Jupiter threaten him? He might have lied about being engaged, but I can’t imagine him exerting his power over anyone like that.
“Three.” He forces the word out and immediately walks away.
“Okay…”
Reve pivots and marches back, stopping inches from my face and snatching up my hands a little too hard.
I frown at his thumbs pressing into my palms.
“I’m really sorry, Wes.” The bright hall lights shimmer in his dark eyes, and he turns and rushes down the hall.
On the opposite end of the hall, Jupiter and his friends are rounding a corner.
Asha’s waiting for me. “What was that about?”
“I literally have no idea.” I watch as Reve disappears around a bend, rubbing my hand where the pressure of his fingers is still fading. I haven’t seen him look that serious since we were kids and my mom was sewing up my bleeding hand.
In the next hall, Asha stops at the elevator midway between the stairways to the upper levels.
I eye the silver doors, mentally calculating the amount of oxygen in a space that small. “I’m not hungry. I’m going to my room until I have to meet Reve.”
“How sad. I know I’m biased, but I was Team Jupe.”
I furrow my eyebrows. “There are teams?”
“Classic love triangle. Now you’re going to meet Reve instead of forgiving Jupiter.” She sighs heavily as the elevator doors part. “I’m still holding out hope that this isn’t your final choice.”
“There’s no triangle. My friend asked me to meet him. That’s all.”
“Your friend who kissed you the last time you two were in the escape pod bay.” She shrugs and steps into the metal box.
I back down the hall, calling through the closing doors. “Why did I tell you that?”
“I’m a fabulous listener. You should try it sometime!” she sings right before the doors seal like punctuation on her sentence.
Someone behind me clears their throat.
I whip around, hitting the brakes in the middle of the hall. Nearly running into Sabine Dalloway, I jump aside to let her pass.
She presses the button for the elevator, watching the numbers climb. Back straight. Hands folded together in front of her. Like I’m not here. Invisible. Below even seeing. Pulling back her gauzy white sleeve, she checks the time.
I squeeze my hands into fists. What is Jupiter’s mother doing on the sublevels? Probably checking on her illicit inventory, rubbing her hands together, and laughing maniacally at the thought of ripping me off. I glare as if daring her to notice me, challenge me, give me a reason to let her know how I really feel about her and her horrible company.
“Do you have something to say, or did you never learn that staring is considered rude among civilized humans?” Her dark eyes stay glued to the numbers above the elevator, lighting in a descending order now.
“Where do you get off?” The words slip between my clenched teeth.
“I’m sorry?” There’s a laugh in her voice. A spark that ignites a fire in me.
I step toward her. “How do you live with yourself? Making the people around you miserable. Looking down on everyone. Stea—”
“I see you’re as adept at greetings as you are exits. You know, one is generally expected to thank their hosts before leaving a dining table.”
“The ambush was a little distracting.”
“It’s an honor to witness such an announcement. Mergers of this magnitude within the Alliance are historic.”
“Wow. You talk about your son’s future with less feeling than my bot reporting the weather.” The one whose design you stole.
Her expression stays blank. The doors part.
“Figures. If you’ll use your own son as collateral to expand your company, you’d steal a bot design from a teenager without thinking twice.”
Sabine steps into the elevator, spins to face me, and takes in a long, exasperated breath. “My dear, I know you must be accustomed to theft and deceit back on Earth among your kind, but I run an honest company.”
“Honest enough to have produced my bot behind my back.” The elevator doors start to close, and I grab the edge. “You sent your son to get the specs and get my hopes up, just so you could, what? Tank my presentation and send me back to Earth with my kind?”
“Do you not read?” She stares back at me with tight lips and pinched eyebrows.
This woman knows I can program. But she thinks I can’t read? Her prejudice transcends logic.
She exhales again, uncrossing her delicately bony arms and pulling the paper-thin glass tablet from her pocket. “It was all in your letter, Ms. Fleet. Your design was chosen, which means per the contest agreement that you signed, the ILSA project is to be produced by Dalloway Technologies and finished by you and a Dalloway-appointed team on Mars. You failed to provide plans on Earth like you were required to. Thankfully, we were able to finish production on the ship with the plans Jupiter drew on his computer, which is connected to the company network. The presentation is a formality, publicity. Your compensation has already been processed. I owe you nothing.”
“You’re lying.”
She taps the screen one final time and slides her finger over the surface, turning it toward me. It’s a financial record. Paid to Weslie Fleet. So many zeroes. My hand slips from the elevator door.
Sabine catches it before it slides shut. “You want the truth? You created an excellent product. You deserved to win the contest. You might even deserve the life-changing benefits being awarded to you. But you will never deserve my son. Jupiter is too softhearted to see it, but you could not possibly fathom the life he’s destined for, and I will not allow a minor dalliance to hold him back.”
My body feels heavier. My mouth wired shut. The silver doors clamp together between us.
Without thinking, I move my feet. One trudging step at a time. I didn’t read the letter before it burned. I have a whole life set up on Mars that I didn’t know about. And that means…maybe Jupiter wasn’t playing me. Maybe it was all real. Maybe Asha was right. I’m wasting time. If I got off this ship right now, would I regret the time we could have had? My feet move faster and faster until I’m running.



Chapter Thirty-Five
Jupiter
SIX DAYS TO MARS
The porters are starting to check the time at regular intervals. I think I heard one sigh, but I’m not leaving until lunch hour is officially over at three. Curran and Tar left the table nearly an hour ago. I’m one of only two passengers still here at the tail end of meal service. I still have four minutes.
Bouncing my knees, I stare at the door. Weslie loves food and hates showing up at dinner. There’s no way she’ll skip lunch. And when she shows up, I’ll convince her to talk to me. Catch her in a good mood and get her to listen.
Slurping carries through the dining room from the other remaining passenger, an older man with a thin white mustache who’s been reading his tablet and loudly drinking coffee for the last hour. Without the lunch rush, I can hear every long sip.
The sound of footsteps brings me to my feet. I fall back into my chair when Skye jogs through the open door dressed in leggings and running shoes. The afternoon light setting shines off her deep brown skin, and she pats her forehead with the towel hanging around her neck before grabbing a plate.
I don’t know why I expected this plan to work. Even if Weslie came in, she probably wouldn’t talk to me. She did look at me in the agricultural bay without rolling or narrowing her eyes. It’s not a lot, but it’s progress. Two minutes left. My eyes shift back to the doors.
Skye slams her plate down on the table next to me.
My heart leaps into my throat and I fumble the meat-filled pastry that bounces off her plate and over the edge of the table.
“Jupiter Dalloway. If you want that girl, you’re going to have to do something about it, because she’s too damn stubborn to come to you.”
“What?” It takes a few extra seconds to process her words, shaking off her intense focus.
“You can’t just sit here and hope she’s going to show up and forgive you.”
I cross my arms. “I wasn’t—”
“Yes, you were. Because you’re patient. And I love that about you…usually. This time it doesn’t cut it. We only have six days left on this ship.”
I shift in my seat. “I can’t force her to talk to me.”
“But you can keep trying to get her to listen.”
“I don’t even know what to say. What if you and I can’t get out of this? What about my mom? What about—”
Skye grips my shoulder, staring me straight in the eyes. “It’s a verbal business agreement. It’s not like we’re bound by law. And forget your mom. She’ll get over it.”
Someone else comes through the doors. I sit up straighter.
Asha jogs to the buffet, smoothing her pink hair, apologizing as she grabs a plate. “I’ll be quick!” she assures the porters.
“Jupe.” Skye snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Why are you still sitting here? You’re miserable. She’s miserable. Go fix it.”
I take a long breath, hold it, and let it go. “Weslie doesn’t seem—”
“Believe me, she’s miserable.”
Asha approaches the table, grinning over her plate of greens. “Who’s miserable?”
“Weslie.” Skye sits back in her chair.
“Definitely.” Asha nods.
I stand. “Do you know where she is?”
Asha gnaws on her bottom lip and then scrunches her face. “I think she was meeting her Earther friend in the escape pod bay at three.”
I check the time. 3:01. My heart sinks. I imagine Weslie, tongue-tied and blushing. Reve leaning in, pulling her close. Do I even stand a chance against the guy? He’s taller, more muscular, and recklessly self-assured like he’s got nothing to lose. I look between them. “I’m too late.”
“No way.” Asha throws her plate on the table, shoving me out the doors to the base of the grand staircase. The minute hand on the clock ticks another minute past the hour. “You have to let her know you’re still an option.”
Skye waves me on. “Hurry!”
I take the stairs two at a time, running the straightaway at the top and cutting left, toward the back of the ship. A sharp right takes me down the hall to my family’s quarters. I keep my eyes on our door, willing my parents not to make an appearance. Midway there, I cut left, running up the incline.
Past the last living quarters where the doors are all labeled CREW ONLY, I cut around the final corner. The pod bay door is in sight. A little farther. What if she… My feet slow. No. I can’t think. I just have to get there.
I collide with the door, catching myself with my hands braced against thick metal. The auto-open is disabled. Hitting the button on the wall, I step up to the door again, but nothing happens. It’s sealed. Through the little round window in the center, the bay looks empty. If Weslie’s inside, she’s around the bend and out of sight.
I slam my palm into the door control again. Still nothing. Did she see me coming? Hack the system and lock me out? Or maybe she wanted privacy. I stumble back from the window, my chest suddenly too heavy.
The ship lurches under my feet, knocking me on my back. A rumbling boom echoes through the hall, followed by a chorus of squealing metal. I cover my head with my arms. The floor shakes under my body, rattling my bones. Another explosion jolts the ship. I squeeze my eyes shut.
Behind my eyelids, I see Andi. She was waving as she walked through the passage, making faces at me where I was perched in the main hub. I looked away. I was mad at her that day for breaking our plans for a last-minute meeting. It was starting to be more like that the older she got. Less time for me. More time with Mom and her tutors. I didn’t look back until the first explosion went off, rattling the hub’s outer wall. Her face was pale, terrified. Her full blue eyes glued to mine like she was passing me a lifetime’s worth of words in one final glance until the flames ripped through the clear tunnel.
Debris slammed into the glass, and I ducked. When I dared to look again, the passageway was gone. No flames. No Andi. Fragments floated through the air. People screamed and yelled, but the sounds were slow and far away. A gradual thudding beat over every other sound. My fists throbbed. My chest ached. My throat burned. She wouldn’t have even been in that passage if she hadn’t been searching for me.
My hearing came back all at once, like time had stopped the moment she died and then finally started up again. It was loud. Too loud.
But I was the one screaming, yelling, pounding on the glass.
I open my eyes. My ears fill with a high-pitched, brain-splitting ring. Red lights flash around me. I pull myself up, holding onto the pod bay door.
Outside the window, the view is impossible. Debris, torn metal, space. Open space. The entire bay blown to fragments. Pods gone. Nothing left. Nothing to recover.
Weslie.
I’m peeled off the door. Multiple sets of hands pass me down the hall.
It’s not possible. Not again. The destruction. It’s a memory. That’s all. I have to look again. See the pod bay locked, but still intact. Weslie stuck on the other side. I’m pushed from one porter to another down the hall, fighting and throwing them off. Running back, I slam into the small window. Only managing a glimpse before the porters, shouting directions I can’t hear, drag me away. But I didn’t imagine it. The bay is gone.
I’m shoved back down the hall, passed along until the final porter takes me by the shoulders. “Are you hurt?” He checks me over.
I shake my head slowly. Maybe Wes wasn’t there.
“Looks like you’re uninjured,” the porter says.
I stare back down the hall at the sealed door. Maybe she changed her mind. She could be in the library or the gym. Maybe she was locked out, too.
“Hey.” The porter snaps his fingers in front of my face, pulling my focus. “Everything is going to be okay. It was only the escape pod bay. None of the rest of the ship is damaged. Go back to your quarters.”
She could have stayed in her room. If she changed her mind, that’s where she’d be, hiding in her room. I’m running again, turning starboard, weaving through halls until her door is in view. Be there. Please be there.
I skid to a stop. Gripping the edge of the doorway.
Thud, thud, thud.
No answer.
Thud, thud.
Please be here. I want to call her name, but I’m afraid she won’t say mine back. I press my head to the door and knock again.
Please. Please. I sink to my knees.
She has to be here.
“Weslie.” I weakly bang my fist against the door again.
No answer.
She’s gone.
“Jupiter?” Weslie stops at the end of the hall.



Chapter Thirty-Six
Jupiter
SIX DAYS TO MARS
Weslie. She’s here. She’s alive.
“What was that noise? Did you feel the ship rattling?”
I get to my feet, wrapping my arms around her, burying my face in her hair, and crushing her against my trembling body.
She pulls away, frowning. “Are you hurt?”
I shake my head and brush her hair out of her face, running my hands over her arms. She’s real.
Her hazel eyes are completely unguarded as she searches mine. Without letting go, she reaches for the door control, dragging me inside and around ILSA.
“Weslie, my readings indicate Jupiter could be experiencing acute stress disorder. Keep him still and warm. If symptoms do not improve quickly, notify emergency medical services.”
“I’m all right, ILSA.” My eyes are glued to Weslie’s face. I pull her back into my arms, squeezing like I can’t hold her tight enough to really believe she’s here.
“What happened?” She pushes me back to search my face, her palm against my heaving chest.
“I…the…” The ringing in my ears grows louder. Air rushes in and out of my lungs too quickly like I’m still sprinting through the ship. My head swims, but she’s alive. Nothing else matters.
“Breathe.” Her shoulders rise and fall, guiding me through long, slow breaths. “I’ll get you some water.”
She turns away, but I catch her hand.
Her wide eyes find mine.
My rib cage contracts, threatening to implode if I let her go. “I thought I lost you.”
Her shoulders relax, and she presses her eyes shut. “I was looking all over this damn ship for you. I know you weren’t trying to steal ILSA’s specs. I should never have accused you or—”
“It’s okay,” I whisper, my lips stretching into a grin. She’s alive, and she trusts me. Warmth floods my body.
She shakes her head. “No. It’s no—”
“I forgive you.”
“I shouldn’t have doubted you.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
Her lips are tight, but the grin she’s trying to hide is on full display in her eyes. “You really should hold more of a grudge. Hang it over me for a while. This kind of guilt could be serious currency.”
She’s already back to teasing me. So normal. Like my world wasn’t just crashing down around me. I let out a breathy laugh and try to match her tone. “Not my style.”
“At least let me grovel a little. I’m trying to be a better person here.”
“Kiss me and we’re even.”
Her smile unleashed, she closes the space between us. Sweeping her fingers along my jawline, she softly brushes her lips against mine.
Agony and bliss collide inside of me, binding my heart and lungs until it’s almost too much. I clench my burning eyes shut.
Her mouth is more urgent, like she can feel it, too. She runs her hand up my ribs, gripping the fabric of my shirt, drawing me even closer.
My breath hitches. I press my palm to the small of her back, deepening the kiss.
“Weslie, you are advised to approach a person experiencing shock gently. This does not seem like the optimal treatment.”
“Shut down, ILSA,” she says through a heavy breath.
My mind catches up to the moment, and I pull back. “I have to tell you, Weslie, at the pod bay—”
“I don’t care.” She crushes her lips against my mouth again, tugging on my shirt front, undoing the buttons, down until her fingers graze my stomach above my belt.
Heat builds deep inside me. I abandon thought. I yank my sleeves over my wrists before we trip onto the bed. I fall over her, one hand planted next to her on the bed. Even with my full weight against her, she isn’t close enough. My skin tingles as her hands slide up my torso.
She rises up to kiss me again, and I find the bare skin at her hip. Her back arches, and she sucks in a breath. Her oversize sweater, my favorite sweater, is a thick wall of yarn between us until she gets it over her head. The tangled sleeve gets stuck on her wrist, and she growls, tugging at it.
I pull it free, throwing it to the floor.
She presses her lips to the base of my throat and her hands run up my back.
I suck in a sharp breath and find her mouth again. Looping an arm underneath her, I haul us both farther onto the mattress. Our chests heave in unison. My heart pounds against my rib cage so hard she must feel it.
I pull back, panting. “Is this okay?”
“Yes.” She kisses the edge of my mouth, the tip of her nose grazing my cheek.
I rest my forehead against hers, the wreckage on the other side of the locked pod bay door flashing across my memory. I was so close to losing her. A jolt of pain stabs through my heart like it’s breaking under the weight of “almost.”
I brush a hand through her hair, pulling back again to see her face. “I meant it, Wes.”
“What?” She’s breathless. Placing her open hand to the center of my bare chest, she slides her fingers lightly up the side of my neck.
“I don’t want this to end when we get off the ship.”
She smiles. “Me neither.”
I swallow hard, holding her stare. “I think I’m falling in—”
The door shifts open, bright white light flooding in like a spotlight on the two of us. Four porters step in. Captain Nazari enters behind them.
I turn, blocking her. “What the—”
“Get dressed,” the captain demands.
I hand Wes her sweater. Two of the porters pull me away from the bed as I snatch my shirt off the floor. “Did my mother send you for me? This has gone too far.”
By the time I slip my arms through my shirt sleeves, the other two porters have grabbed Weslie, cuffing her wrists and pushing her out into the hallway.
She looks at her bound hands, to me, and then the captain. “What the hell is going on?”
“Let her go. I’ll come with you. She didn’t do anything.” I try to follow, but the porters catch my shoulders, holding me back.
“Weslie Fleet, you are under arrest under suspicion of acts of treason, destruction of property, and endangering the lives of the passengers aboard my ship.” Examining ILSA, Captain Nazari nods to a porter. “Bring the bot, too.”
I yank my arms free and march out to the door, following. “That’s ridiculous. Weslie has nothing to do with any of that.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about!” She pulls against the restraints as Captain Nazari follows.
He stops between us, facing Weslie. “The first-class escape pod bay was sealed off and destroyed at 3:10 p.m. by means of incendiary devices.”
The color drains from her face. Her chest heaves. “Reve.”
He was supposed to be there to meet her. I was so relieved she was alive that I had forgotten him entirely.
Captain Nazari turns back to me. “I’m sure she failed to mention that her father is in custody on Mars for similar acts.”
Captain Nazari shoves his tablet into my hands. A man with reddish-brown hair stares out of the screen in the inmate photo. There’s nothing familiar about him. Weslie looks nothing like him. The only thing they have in common is a last name. Name: Samuel Fleet. Family:
Wife, Nova Fleet, Earth. Daughter, Weslie Fleet, Earth. I scan his list of offenses without reading them and lift my gaze to Weslie’s stunned expression.
“Jupiter. I don’t know what he’s talking about.” Her wide eyes are pleading.
I shake my head. “This doesn’t prove anything. Weslie would never—”
“He’s been writing to her since he got to Mars. Years of messages, written in code.” He slides his finger across the screen in my hands again.
“I haven’t communicated with my dad in years,” she shouts.
“Take her to my office.” Captain Nazari nods to the other porters.
They drag her down the hallway, but she twists and fights against their grip. “Jupiter, I swear!”
I take a step after her, but Captain Nazari blocks my way. Thrusting the tablet back into his hands, I shove past him, but strong hands clamp onto each of my arms.
“Jupiter. Her father was one of the men involved in the explosion in segment 7S that resulted in two fatalities. One of them being—”
I suck in a breath. “Andi.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Weslie
SIX DAYS TO MARS
The metal cuffs are cold against my skin, but my body is on fire. Rage courses through me as I’m shoved into a small white room past the bridge. The two porters pause outside the door. Through the narrow opening, I can see one of them tap the brass-edged white star pinned to their vest.
My mind buzzes with all of Nazari’s accusations. None of it makes sense.
Slow down, Weslie. First things first, you have to get out of here.
I scan the space. Exposed pipes run along the walls and low ceiling, painted to blend in. The style of the room a strange blend of sublevels and first class. More Earth than Elysium.
A heavy wooden desk sits in the center of the room, strewn with papers, a slender brass lamp, and a miniature, hovering holomap of the Boundless, rotating in slow circles. On the corner of the table sits a small carved wooden box. I rush across the room, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. I twist my linked hands around my body and fumble with the lid.
One of the porters catches my shoulder. A pale woman in a navy blue beanie with a white star emblem on her forehead. She unlatches one of my wrists.
I duck out of her hold, slamming into a broad chest.
The second porter, a man with olive-brown skin and long black hair that hangs over half his face, shoves me back into her arms. “Keep a better grip on her.”
“I got her,” she says through her teeth.
He drags a wooden chair to the side of the room, placing it under the middle of three portholes.
“This is bullshit. I didn’t do anything!”
The beanie-clad woman drags me across the room and throws me into the chair. “Save it for the captain.”
The man easily pulls my freed left hand over my head and slams it into the cold metal wall, while the woman digs her fingers deep into my other arm and drags her nails through my flesh.
I swallow the scream tearing through my throat.
They lock my cuffs again, binding me to a wide pipe. Wrists crossed over my head. They leave me there, contorted, armrest digging into my ribs and shoulder stretching in its socket.
Chest heaving with sharp breaths, I tilt forward as far as the restraints will allow and peer out the open doorway. Two others stand in the hall. One in a porter’s vest. The other in a navy blazer and captain’s hat. Nazari.
The porter lowers his head, whispering so I can barely make out some of his words. “She…unplanned variable…maybe…should aband—”
“It has to be now.” Nazari shakes his head. Even with his back turned, I can hear him clearly. “Less than ten hours until we’re out of the dead zone.”
Waving the porter off, Captain Nazari enters. With his hands folded behind his back, he marches around his desk and past the hovering map of the ship. A piece on top blinks red. The escape pod bay. He settles in the high-backed leather chair. “Our records show you’ve been spending a fair amount of time in the escape pod bay. Why?”
“It’s quiet,” I say through a quick exhale. The arm of the chair cuts between my ribs. “A few letters from a deadbeat father that never made it to me don’t make me a terrorist. You have no eviden—”
“You have a relationship with one of my crew. Reve Moreno. Is he also working with the E.F.E.?” He swipes the tablet on his desk and throws the image up on the wall.
A life-size photo of Reve and me lying on the pod bay floor, his hand around my waist, his head blocking most of my face, kissing me.
Bile rises in my throat. My breaths are coming too fast. I’m holding back sobs, but they’re choking me faster than I can suck in air. Swallowing it all back, I let out a long, steadying breath. “Was anyone hurt…in the explosion?”
“We’re still assessing the damage and security footage.” He taps the screen and leans back in his chair. The image disappears. “How many of your father’s associates are aboard my ship?”
“Like I told you before, I haven’t spoken to my father in years. Not since he abandoned us for Mars.” The words come out as a whisper.
“What has he told you about his accomplices in his communications from Mars?”
I shake my head. “I never got any messages.”
He leans forward, touching his chin to his steepled hands. “Weslie, treason is a dire offense, especially during interplanetary travel. You will be processed when we get to Mars. If you help me, and I can apprehend the rest of the E.F.E. members before anything serious were to happen, you could get off with as little as banishment from space travel and would be sent back to your life on Earth.”
“I had nothing to do with this.”
He stands and moves around to the front of the desk. “Just give me names, Ms. Fleet.”
“I don’t know!”
He grabs the arms of my chair, boxing me in. His scent, cologne mixed with grease and fresh plastic, fills my nose. “Cut the act. There are lives at stake on this ship.” Lowering his voice to a whisper, his tone softens as he speaks close to my ear. “Weslie, please, what did Sam tell you?”
I lean away, frowning. The way he said my dad’s name. Like he—
Thud, thud, thud.
The door opens and another porter rushes in.
Nazari pushes off the arms of my chair, and I can breathe again.
“You’re needed on the bridge, Captain. There’s a…” The porter notices me and presses his lips together before looking back at Nazari. “It’s urgent.”
“I’ll be there soon.” He turns back to me.
“Sir, you really should—”
Vibration rolls through the metal walls and floor. An alarm sounds. Red and blue lights flash in the hall.
The captain huffs out a breath and stares down at me. “Last chance, Ms. Fleet.”
I stare back at him with wide eyes. I can’t say “I don’t know” any other way.
He nods once and then rushes for the door, barking orders to the waiting porter. “Get a team and assess the remaining escape pods immediately.”
“Yes, sir.”
He glances back, meeting my eyes with something like sadness in his expression, before the office door shuts.
I’m on my own. Aside from ILSA parked in the opposite corner of the room. Her face screen is dark. Maybe she’s only in hibernation mode. Please be in hibernation mode. “ILSA, power on.”
She stays still and lifeless.
“ILSA! Please, for the love of the universe! Power on!”
Another tremor rolls through the ship like thunder. ILSA rattles in the corner like a pile of scrap metal. Completely shut down. I have to get to her power button to turn her back on. Hands balled into fists, I yank at the restraints over my head. The chain clanks against the thick pipe along the wall behind me. Metal bites into my wrists.
The captain’s order echoes in my head. Assess the remaining escape pods. The alarms. The noises. The vibrations. It can’t all be from the pod bay explosion. He said it was sealed. And it was such a small portion of the ship. Unless…the first-class escape pod bay was only the beginning.
The floor jolts. A horrible, high-pitched groaning sound reverberates through the walls. Like the ship is being torn in half.
Another red patch lights up on the mini holomap. Another piece of the ship lost.
The Boundless isn’t going to make it to Mars.
I have to get out. I have to get out now.
Shifting out of the seat, I untwist my hands and pull against the metal cuffs.
With a foot against the wall, I hold my breath and push back as hard as I can. My bones ache and my skin burns, my shoulders threatening to dislocate. I can’t take the pain any longer. A frustrated cry rips through my throat, and I fall to my knees, my throbbing hands anchored high above my head.
I suck in ragged breaths, holding back tears. It’s no use. I’m alone. I’m going to die here in this little room chained to a sinking ship.
Jupiter’s face, pained and confused, flashes across my memory. All the air leaves my lungs, and the hollowness left inside me threatens to suck me in like a black hole. That can’t be the last time I see him. He has to know I didn’t have anything to do with his sister’s death, that I’m not a part of any of this.
I have to find a way out. There has to be one.
Assess, Weslie. I stand, inspecting my restraints. Basic locks connected by a metal chain. A relic. If I could find something sharp to hook it on, maybe I could break it.
The room is small, and the desk isn’t far. I turn my back to it and extend my leg, nudging the wooden box on the corner with my toe. I get it to the edge, trying to loop my foot around it, but my shoe barely reaches.
With a deep breath, I press my hands to either side of the pipe and push off, reaching my leg back as far as I can until the toe of my shoe knocks the side of the box. I kick it to the floor. It hits with a crack behind me, contents clattering.
I twist back to see over my shoulder. A collection of styluses. Not strong enough. A few rubber bands. Useless. And metal prongs? No. A compass. With two sharp points. Perfect.
I extend my pointed foot, but it’s just out of reach. I step on the stylus it’s propped up on, gently rolling it toward me. The compass moves a few millimeters before slipping off onto the carpet. It’s too far away.
I survey the office again, but there’s nothing in reach. I sink back into the chair.
It’s no use. I’m completely alone. Closer to a planet of people who think I’m their enemy than home. How am I going to get out of this mess if I can’t even get out of this chair?
The floor shakes, and the walls rattle once again.
A thundering rhythm outside the office door sends me to my feet. What’s going on out there? Is someone coming for me? Jupiter? Footsteps pound past, receding into the distance. I sink back into the seat.
Why would he? I believed he’d betrayed me instantly. I didn’t listen when he told me he didn’t have anything to do with his family taking my design. All I had were assumptions and, true to who I am, I made all the worst ones. He had proof staring him in the face. Those messages. Messages I’ve never read. Messages I’ll never read.
All these years, I thought my dad found a better life and left us in the past. But he kept trying. Why hadn’t they been delivered?
Mom. Has she been intercepting them all these years? Just like the contest announcement letter. Letting me think he didn’t care. That he’d tossed me aside for a new life. But why? Did he send for us, and she decided we wouldn’t join him without even asking me? Was it all about keeping me on Earth?
It doesn’t matter. None of that matters now.
I glance up at the glowing replica on the desk again. As it turns, the first-class escape pod bay flashes red, OFFLINE blinking in and out with the shape of the missing limb of the ship. Maybe she was right. I should have stayed on Earth. Then I wouldn’t be chained to this ship, and Reve wouldn’t have been in the pod bay.
I squeeze my eyes shut and pull my legs into my chest. I couldn’t even let him off the hook the last time we spoke. Why do I have to be so unforgiving? So rigid? He died and I never told him he was my best friend. Even though I was impossible, even though I flaked when my dad left, he never stopped trying. Not like I did. I sob into my knees until my head throbs, my eyes burn, and I’m gasping for air.
I let my head fall back, hitting an exposed bolt and sending pain radiating through my skull. I look up. They’re all over the metal walls, along either side of every seam.
Facing the wall, I grab hold of the wide pipe my wrists are anchored around. The wooden chair creaks under my foot as I hoist myself up. Finding another huge bolt with the toe of my left shoe, I extend my arms overhead. I reach for where the pipe curves at a ninety-degree angle to run along the ceiling, but I can’t quite make it. Wrapping my hands all the way around the cylinder, I lean back and lift my right foot to the edge of the porthole, moving my arms upward. Still too far.
I push off. The chain scrapes the back of the pipe. My left foot slips from the bolt and I catch my hands around the top. Kicking my dangling feet, I shimmy backward toward the center of the room, over the open space in front of the desk.
As I hang from the ceiling, debris floats past the outside of the little round window. How much of the ship is gone? How much is left? I’m too afraid to look back at the mini holomap to find out. It can’t be long until the environment regulators give out and everyone freezes to death. Or the oxygen system fails, and we all suffocate.
You can do this, Weslie. Just let go. Artificial gravity will do the rest. Or break your wrists.
I take a few quick breaths and release the pipe. The cuffs catch me, jerking me to a stop. Metal cuts into my skin, and I cry out. My bones and tendons are being pulled apart, strained, and torn. The chain isn’t breaking. I swing my feet toward the desktop, taking pressure off my aching wrists. The skin feels like it’s been split, but there’s no blood.
A rusty-red sliver of Mars peeks over the bottom of the window. I’m so close. I can’t accept that I’ll never see the Elysium habitat on another hyper-speed Asha tour. Or walk into that presentation room in front of all those company heads and Jupiter’s mom and blow them all away. Or establish a life on a planet where I can do more than merely survive, where my mom doesn’t have to waste her days in a factory and spend her nights hunched over a workbench to make ends meet. I haven’t dreamed about this for years only to die a handful of days away from my destination.
And now, there’s Jupiter. If he forgave me, if he believed me, would we have a chance in real life? If I die here, I’ll never find out.
The room violently lurches underneath me. Another explosion. I’m running out of time.
I look up at my throbbing wrists and down at the floor.
The ship shudders again. Last chance.
I curl my fingers around the metal chain attached to each cuff, close my eyes tight, hold my breath, and jump. It snaps. My back hits the floor, knocking the air out of my lungs.
Breathe. I need to breathe. I cradle my aching hands against my chest and clench my eyes shut.
The office door slides open. The alarm still shrieks in the hall.
No, no, no! I finally suck in air, but they’re already inside. It’s too late. I’m too late. A feral cry rips through my chest. They’ll lock me up somewhere to die. And I’ll never see Jupiter or Asha or my mom or anyone else again.
“Weslie.” Jupiter falls to his knees beside me, cradling my head.
I open my eyes, and tears run down the sides of my face into my hair. “You came.”
“Of course.”
“You couldn’t have given us a couple of minutes to rescue you?” Skye slips through the door with Tar behind her.
Jupiter helps me off the floor. “Asha and Curran are on lookout. We thought we’d need time to pick a lock.”
Tar takes my wrist, pulls a piece of wire out of his pocket, and jams it in the lock. The restraints fall off in seconds, leaving behind rings of red and purple. “Don’t you have the bot running yet?” he asks Skye.
In the corner, she inspects ILSA with a finger pressed to her lips. “I thought I’d have more time. Who knew you were such a skilled lock picker?”
“Do I have to do everything around here?” Tar marches across the room. “Her power button is next to the battery gauge.”
Jupiter pulls me into his arms, squeezing me against his chest. “Are you hurt?”
“I’m okay.” I rub my sore wrists. Nothing feels broken. “The messages and—”
“You didn’t hurt anyone. I know you better than that, Wes.”
ILSA is still booting up when another alarm goes off, louder than the first. They take turns blaring through the room. Everyone covers their ears.
“We better get moving!” Skye yells.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Jupiter
SIX DAYS TO MARS
Lights flicker at either end of the hall. Asha waves us across to the bridge. The door sits halfway open, the auto-lock disengaged or broken. Framed in the fifty-foot window in front of the amphitheater of empty workstations, orangey-red Mars is closer than the moon to the Earth.
“Dad?” Asha brushes past me, jogging around the upper level.
The expansive room is abandoned. Nothing like the last time we were here. It should be noisy and bustling with crew members responding to alarms, reading off warnings, and calling out commands.
Skye descends the stairs down the center of the room, searching panels of flashing lights. “Some of these are oxygen alarms.”
Asha leans over a different workstation. “I can’t tell what any of this means. There are so many alerts.”
Tar takes a seat, his fingers flying over a keyboard. “Backups are kicking in, but too many systems are failing.”
Weslie drops my hand and marches to the captain’s station in the middle of the top level overlooking the amphitheater. Scanning the screen, she taps the upper left corner, and the alarms go quiet. “There. Now I can think.”
ILSA trails her. “Weslie, I detect bruising and abrasions on your left and right wrists. My scans indicate the wounds require cleaning and dressing to avoid infection. Do I have your permission to attend to your injury?”
“Not now, ILSA,” Weslie answers.
“Where’s the crew?” With wide eyes, Asha hurries back to Weslie’s side.
Wes shrugs. “Maybe they’re all abandoning ship.”
“No. My dad wouldn’t. They must be somewhere else.”
The map. I run to Navigation. The holomap flickers. The miniature ship replica is centimeters away from the tiny Mars. Earth sits on the other end of the long table. I swipe my hand over it and the levels of the ship grow and stack onto the surface. From bottom to top.
Cargo levels at the bottom of the ship are intact. The second-class sublevels come next, one after the other. No damage.
Then the first-class entertainment level. In the middle of the level, the arboretum and central stairwell are undamaged. The outline of the library and a game room flash red with large letters over each: OFFLINE. The top level forms on the map. The missing escape pod bay: OFFLINE. Various other sections of the level flash with a warning: DANGER.
“The escape pods,” Weslie whispers. “With the first-class bay gone, there aren’t enough.”
I swipe the first-class layers away, tapping the two second-class pod bays. The remaining functioning pod count is displayed over the areas. It’s not enough by half. At least.
Weslie and I lock eyes through the holomap.
Tar appears behind the map next to Weslie, breaking our connection. “If they can double up, pack them full, it might work. They’re built to sustain the passengers for two weeks, and we’re less than six days away.”
“Weslie, I detect bruising and abrasions on your left and right wrists. My scans indicate the wounds—”
“I’m fine, ILSA.”
A violent rattle tears through the ship, and the three of us grip the edge of the table. When it passes, Tar’s eyes are wide. His voice is so low I have to lean into the holomap to hear. “The ship isn’t going to make it. With a few system issues, sure, but the backups are failing. It’s too much.”
“Look.” Wes points to my chest and I drop my chin to see the upper second-class bay displayed in orange lines over my sternum. Another pod goes dim. “They’re already leaving.”
“Didn’t they say there were extra pods somewhere?” Wes circles the map to stand beside me. I examine her serious expression as she scans the lower levels. Moving her hands over the glowing lines, she zooms into one of the cargo levels. I wince at the angry bruised rings around her wrists.
I gently take her hands. “We’re better off getting down there before they’re all gone.”
She presses her hands to my chest and her voice drops to a whisper. “Those pods are going to fill up fast. We need a backup plan.”
“What the… You all need to see this,” Curran calls from the surveillance station on the other side of the mezzanine.
Tar rushes to Curran’s side, where he’s silhouetted in the light of a patchwork of little screens.
I shift but can’t pull myself away from Weslie’s orbit.
She nods and gently pushes me to go as she returns to the holomap, combing over every centimeter of the ship for the spare escape pods while fending off ILSA, who insists on tending to her wounds again.
A muffled scream from the amphitheater stops me in my tracks. I peer down from the top of the stairs to the middle level, where Asha stares at the floor with her hands over her mouth, backing along the stretch of the desk.
“What is it, Ash?” I run down the steps and into the row.
She turns, eyes wide.
Tucked under the desk, I find a vacant stare. Her fire-red hair is still bright, but her skin is ashen, mouth parted like she died before she could utter her last words. Sofie. One of our bridge tour guides.
Tar and Curran run down the stairs. On the top level, Skye is at one end of the room, and Weslie peers down from the other. I meet her stare and shake my head as ILSA rolls up next to her.
“Weslie, I detect—”
“Silent mode, ILSA.”
Taking Asha by the shoulders, I try to pull her away, but she’s frozen. “Ash, come on. We have to get out of here.”
Several pairs of footsteps echo through the hall outside the bridge, growing louder.
I wave my hand to them all, mouthing, Get down.
Curran grabs Tar and they duck into the row across from us. Weslie, ILSA, and Skye each disappear on the top level, and I pull Asha under the desk.
As they enter the bridge, an unfamiliar voice says, “…and half the first-class passengers are rushing for the second-class pod bays. It’s complete chaos.”
I inch forward, peeking out from under the edge of the desk. There are five of them, but my view is limited from this angle. I don’t know how they haven’t spotted ILSA. It’s not like she can just duck under a table.
Asha lifts her hand and it’s painted red. She sucks in air and scrambles away, closer to me.
I clap a hand over her mouth before she can scream and press my back to the barrier under the desk.
The footsteps stop at the upper level, near surveillance. “What the hell happened to following the plan?”
Captain Nazari.
Asha relaxes in my arms like she’s relieved by the sound of her dad’s voice. She tries to pull my hand off her face and stand, but I hold on tighter. There’s something not right about this.
“Zone four blew early, sir. Herded the first-class population in different directions. Part of them made it down the main stairway before it was blocked. The other half ran for the central stairs and were trapped in the corridor on the opposite side of the arboretum as planned.” Another unfamiliar voice. Urgent and rough.
Captain Nazari goes so quiet I can barely make out his words. “This is a complete disaster. Our message is entirely lost.”
“It could still work. There are a lot of prominent figures trapped in the corridor,” another crew member says.
A softer but confident voice chimes in. “The casualties were supposed to be limited. That is no longer possible.”
The captain lets out a deep sigh. “How many crew did we lose?”
“Only the five loyalists, sir.”
My eyes shift to the dead crew member next to Asha. Darkened by our shadows, I can barely make out her white star badge emblem splattered with blood.
Captain Nazari is the one behind this. But…he’s such a central figure in society. He’s at every event. People love him, trust him. Even my mother reveres him.
One of them, tall and slender, descends a few steps into the amphitheater, in direct view of me and Asha.
I hold my breath. Both of us stay completely still, hidden only by shadow.
“The system could reset any minute. We need to keep moving.” He turns and jogs back up the stairs.
“What’s the status of my family?” Captain Nazari asks.
“Your wife was escorted to your escape pod, but we’re having trouble locating your kids.”
“Find them!” Captain Nazari snaps, sending two of them jogging back to the hall. “Get everyone into the pod. What about the girl?”
“Escaped,” the soft-voiced crew member says.
The remaining group marches back out the open bridge door, their footsteps receding in different directions.
On the other side of the aisle, Curran helps Tar stand. His voice is hollow. “Two more bodies over here.”
“Another back here,” Weslie calls, appearing from her hiding spot.
I pull Asha off the floor as tears stream down her face and her breath hitches between soft sobs.
Tar blinks slowly, shaking his head and meeting my eyes across the aisle. “I had no idea he—”
“You all need to come see this.” Skye waves up to the surveillance station.
When I get Asha up the steps behind Tar and Curran, a soft banging makes us all jump.
Weslie opens a supply closet door.
ILSA rolls out, following her to meet us at the wall of screens.
A third of the camera feeds are black with the word OFFLINE flashing in white. Half of the remaining first-class areas are sealed off by emergency doors. Elysian passengers roam past the cameras in the living quarter halls, wandering like they’re searching for a porter to explain the flashing lights and blaring alarms.
On one screen, the main stairway sits abandoned and useless, a steel door blocking the top of the steps. The clock still counting down the time to arrival. In the feed from the dining room, draped tablecloths on empty tables sway with a mild jolt that rolls through the ship, while down the hall outside, another camera shows a herd of first-class passengers jamming the stairwell to the lower levels. Everyone pushing and fighting to get to the remaining escape pods, but in their panic, getting nowhere.
Most of the first-class passengers are trapped, funneled into a single overcrowded corridor as more cameras go black.
Skye points at the feed packed with familiar faces.
I scan the screen. “Where is that?”
Curran reaches around me and pounds the keyboard until he finds the feed info. “A hall between the arboretum and the library. Like they said. All first-class passengers. The Paradis ambassador. Ms. Lovell. And there’s Meridian and Hale.”
A squealing noise fills the bridge, so loud and horrible that it sends a prickling cold over my skin. It sounds like tearing metal. Another screen goes black.
I strain my eyes, searching the chaos for my parents, but there are too many bodies. “We have to get them out.”
Weslie laces her fingers between mine.
Asha falls into an anchored chair, burying her face in her hands again.
Squeezing my hand reassuringly, Weslie releases me and runs back across the room. The orange glow of the holomap lines her face. “Emergency doors have them shut in on three sides. The only way they can go is back up to the living quarters, but most of that level is offline. Even the main stairway is closed off. Back stairwells aren’t an option, either. Maybe the elevators?”
Skye runs down the center stairs to one of the workstations. “Everything is in emergency mode, so the elevators are shut down. What about ILSA? Can she override the system or something?”
Weslie shakes her head. “Without access codes, there’s not much she can do within the ship’s system.”
The ship rattles under our feet again, jerking like it ran into a moon.
I grab hold of the surveillance desk, anchoring myself and catching Curran before he falls.
Asha’s knocked onto the floor by my feet.
“Is everyone okay?” I yell.
Weslie is on her knees next to the holomap table and raises a thumb in the air as she pulls herself off the floor.
“I’m good.” Skye gets to her feet on the stairs, rubs her left shoulder, and climbs back up to meet us.
Weslie sucks in a breath. “No.”
A huge portion of the map flashes red.
“What now?” Curran asks.
“Another part of the top level is gone.”
Turning back, I search the surveillance feeds. Another emergency door slides into place at the back of the corridor. Part of the corralled crowd tries to escape before they’re shut in on all sides. More feeds are cut. “What does that mean, ‘offline?’”
“The oxygen and heating in that area has already shut off. When a wing is damaged, the resources are reserved for the operational parts of the ship,” Tar says, serious and soft.
This was the plan. Exits systematically closed off to corral them all into a dead end. Then what? Let the ship go down with all its first-class passengers, the leaders, company heads, politicians, and heirs trapped inside.
I shake my head, watching a woman pull her toddler under just as the emergency door to the living quarters closes. No clue that she just killed them both.
“I can’t believe he did this. My dad trapped them on purpose.” Tar slumps into the seat, holding his head.
Asha’s voice, usually as bright and cheery as her pink hair, is subdued and shaky. “Skye, aren’t those your parents?”
Skye leans close to the image on the screen, but I can see from here. It’s them. Simone and Harold Dupont’s terrified faces in a sea of chaos.
Are my parents lost in the crowd, too, or did they make it out?
I wrap an arm around her shoulder. “We’ll figure something out.”
“There! A fire outside the emergency door. That’s probably why it closed.” Skye shrugs me off and runs for the exit.
“Where are you going?” Weslie calls after her.
“If I can put the fire out, maybe we can get it open!” Skye shouts as she turns into the hallway.
“Dad did this.” Asha touches Tar’s hand. Before either of us can stop her, she’s sprinting after Skye. “I have to help her!”
I rake my fingers through my hair. “We can’t just go running all over the ship. We need a plan.”
Tar brushes past me and faces Weslie. “That fire is the least of our problems. It hasn’t even activated the extinguishing system. I’ll try to override it from the door’s control panel. You have to override the emergency system, or the ship will go into auto-reboot, and with all the damage, all the systems might not come back online. We have to keep it running long enough to get everyone off.”
“How long can you hold it off?” I look between the two.
Tar frowns. “Not long.”
“Take ILSA. It’ll go faster,” Weslie says.
“Gladly.” He waves ILSA over.
She follows him to the door, stopping before the threshold, and pivots back around. Her face screen blinks.
“What are you… Oh, right. End silent mode.” Weslie answers her visual plea.
“Do not die while I am away.”
“I’ll do my best, ILSA.” Weslie smiles and nods before hurrying to the captain’s station.
I follow behind her. “What do you need me to do?”
She stops and grabs me by the shoulders. “Go with them. People listen to you. When we get that emergency door open, you’re the best one to deal with the chaos. You have to lead them across the arboretum to the second-class pod bay. Down the stairs we took the night of the Gala. And make sure they are packing the escape pods like Tar said.”
I shake my head. If we split up, there’s no guarantee we’ll make it long enough to find each other again. “I’m not leaving you.”
“I’ll be right behind you.”
I already thought I lost her once. “No. We stick together.”
“If you leave them to handle that crowd, they might not make it off this ship.”
I know she’s right, but I can’t force myself to leave. “Curran can go.”
“I’ve never been below first class,” Curran says from the surveillance desk. “Which stairwell?”
“There’s no time. You know where to lead them. Curran can stay with me.” Taking my face in her hands, Weslie kisses me before pushing away. “I’ll see you soon.”
I grab her and pull her back to me, lacing my fingers into her hair and kissing her deeper. My clenched eyes burn. This feels like goodbye and nothing in me wants to leave her. Chest heaving, I pull back just enough to meet her eyes. “We’re getting off this ship, Weslie. Together.”
She nods once.
Tearing myself away, I rip the fire extinguisher off the wall and race out the door.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Weslie
SIX DAYS TO MARS
The screens at the captain’s station show alerts and updates, but there are no controls. More of a display than a command station. I push out of the seat and run down the steps through the middle of the room to find a workstation with door controls.
“Slow down. You’ll fall down the stairs and break your neck.” Behind me, Curran’s footsteps are as slow and casual as his tone. He must be in shock, the seriousness of our situation too much for him to process.
“I got it. Thanks.” I slide into a chair and click the keys, trying every command I know. Error. Error. Access denied. Error. Access denied. “This isn’t going to work.”
I stand and head back up the stairs.
Curran blocks my way, his tight expression unfocused, his chest heaving with short breaths, and his fist clenched around the medallion that always hangs around his neck. Hand clasped so tight, his knuckles are colorless.
I sigh, grabbing his shoulders. “Hey, it’s not over yet. We can still get out of here.”
His eyes are wide and wet. The tendons in his neck taut like he’s straining to hold himself together.
“I promise.” I nod and run up the steps. Maybe if I can identify the exact zone where the emergency door is blocking first class from getting off the ship, I can bypass the permissions and force it open. The ship’s holomap is still displayed in Navigation. I swipe away the top level. And pull the corridor near the arboretum wide, so it enlarges.
Letting out a shaky breath, Curran holds himself up against the opposite side of the holomap table. “You know, when I found out about you, I thought it was a good thing.”
About me and Jupiter? I glance at him through the miniaturized ship hovering in the space between us. “I don’t really think it’s the right time for the best friend ‘I’ll kill you if you hurt him’ speech. Let’s get everyone to Mars and then you can threaten my life.”
He rakes his hands through his dark curls. “If you had just stayed hidden for a few more years, everything would be set, and you wouldn’t be such a problem.”
I don’t have time for riddles, either. I circle the table and hurry past him to get a better look at the digital markings. Zone 5L. I pull the map again, zooming in on the door. It stretches to almost the size of my palm, but when I try to make it larger, it blurs and snaps back down to its max size. Dammit. The numbers on the door are tiny. I squint to make them out. 6-7-8-4-0-2-1.
His voice drops so low and deep I can barely hear his words. “I tried to handle this in a cleaner way, but I guess I have no choice but to get my hands dirty.”
“I’m sorry, Curran. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 6-7-8-4-0-2-1. 6-7-8-4-0-2-1. I mouth the sequence on repeat and cross the mezzanine to the top of the stairs.
“I can’t let you make it to Mars.”
I freeze mid-stride, every nerve in my body aware of him standing right behind me.
“Curran—”
“You’ll ruin everything.”
Pain radiates through my head. My vision goes dark.
I’m hiding in the hallway of my house on Earth, my small arms wrapped around scraped knees. The familiar homey smell of dust and hot metal mixes with the nutty, earthy scent of chicory.
I peek around the corner at the silhouettes in the dim light around our dining room table, not yet transformed into my mom’s worktop.
Dad pours dark liquid into two mugs in front of my mom, who holds up a flyer with three large letters printed across it: E.F.E. He puts the kettle down and sits.
“I just heard them out. This group is making a lot of sense. Aren’t you tired of being treated like a second-class human on your own planet?”
She cocks her head and raises her eyebrows.
“It’s your home planet now.” He takes her hand. “They want to change it. Split the worlds. Make it fair for everyone. What if we could change things? So by the time Wes has grown up, the planets bargain with each other instead of one ruling over the other. Think of her.”
“I am thinking of Wes, Sam. This”—she holds up the flyer again, tapping the paper with her index finger—“is dangerous. She needs both of us and if you get wrapped up in this, you might not come back.”
“I have to try.”
“Have you considered what happens if they catch you? Lock you up? Find me?” She takes her mug to the kitchen sink, splashing the steamy liquid into the basin and propping herself up on the edge. “Or worse…” She turns to face him. The lamp light shimmers in her eyes. “They could make you disappear. They can do that, you know. That’s how they deal with problems there. Lock them away or launch them out of an airlock. Out of sight. Forgotten.”
He takes her hands. “And if I stay compliant? What kind of person does that make me?”
A loud rumble shakes the floor under me. I blink my eyes open to a gray ceiling. My parents and our dark kitchen are gone.
Curran stares down at me. “You Earthers are such pests. I think I’ve managed to get rid of you, but you just keep surviving.”
“What’s your problem?” I hold my head as a sharp pain cuts through my skull.
“The airlock was my mistake. I should have paid more attention. I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself if I’d killed Jupiter.” He circles me, shaking his head.
My hand is wet. Blood. I’m bleeding. I roll to my side and try to push up off the floor. Pain splits through my head again, but the pieces are coming together. “The O2 shutdown…”
“Seemed like the perfect plan. I even had someone to blame it on after the painted message in the elevator. But I didn’t factor in that goddamn robot.” He squats down beside me.
“And the cargo bay…”
“I’ll admit, kicking you away from the ladder was sloppy and impulsive.”
I push off the floor again, but he shoves me back down.
“Don’t bother getting up. That head wound looks pretty bad.”
“You’ve barely spoken to me. How could I have pissed you off enough that you want me dead?”
“You really have no idea who you are, do you?”
The door is only a few steps away if I can move fast enough.
He stands and circles me again.
I sweep my leg around his knees. They buckle, sending him to the floor, as I scramble toward the door, trying to get my feet under me.
He grabs my ankle, yanking me back down. I kick back but he dodges it, using the momentum to pull me closer and throw his weight on top of me. Slamming me down on my back, he pins my arms to my sides under his knees and laughs. “You have a lot of fight in you. That’s one thing we both got from Dad.”
“You are more confused than I am.” I squirm, but he squeezes his knees tighter against my body.
“I thought you were playing around, but you really don’t know.” He sits back on my thighs, so my bones ache under his weight. “Before we left on the Earth Experience Mission, we were all assigned a family history report. I wanted to go above and beyond, so I accessed my family’s company’s interplanetary databank and entered my DNA to create a bloodline map. Talk about extra credit, right?”
I sit up, throwing my forehead toward his.
He leans away, dodging the strike. “Careful there. You’ve already got a head injury.”
“Let me up!” I try to buck him off, but I can’t get any leverage with my thighs and hands pinned.
Behind him, text runs across the screen on the captain’s station: WARNING: SYSTEM RESET. LOSS OF ARTIFICIAL GRAVITY IN 00:60. The timer replaces the message, counting down the seconds.
“So long story short, I’m from a family line that’s been on Mars since the habitat was first built, yet somehow, to my surprise, this ratty little Earther girl who entered a silly bot-building contest comes up as a 26 percent match.”
Forty-seven seconds. Keep talking, asshole.
I frown at him. “Am I supposed to know what that number means?”
“Do they not teach you basic genetics on Earth?” He rolls his eyes. “That makes you my half sister. My dad’s little secret.”
My heart seizes.
He’s wrong. My dad is Samuel Fleet. Could DNA results be wrong? If it’s all true, that means the man I’ve known as my father my whole life is my stepdad. No. Human error. Curran obviously made a mistake. “Sounds like bad information. Maybe you should investigate that when you inherit the company.”
“Not possible. DNA doesn’t lie. And since you were born thirty-seven days before me, if anyone found out you existed before I was appointed, you would be next in line to inherit.” He crushes my wrists together under one strong hand, his long fingers clamped tight around my bruised skin.
Twenty-three seconds.
“And here’s the kicker. You aren’t only a Nole. You’re 51 percent Aphelion, too. Two Big Six parents. Which makes your existence illegal by treaty laws, but it also puts you at the front of two inheritance lines.”
“Now I know you have it wrong. Both my parents are from Earth.” But could I have been adopted? No. I have my mom’s eyes, her nose, even her freckles. There’s no mistaking I belong to her.
Eight seconds. The warning flashes faster.
“Let’s say you’re not just a murderous sociopath under a wild delusion. How do you know all of this and no one else does?”
He leans over me and places his hands on my throat, haloed by the flashing red lights. “There’s no system for flagging relatives on Earth. You aren’t supposed to exist.”
I claw at his fingers.
…three, two, one…
His weight lifts off me. Both of us float off the floor.
Curran circles his arms in the air, the sudden weightlessness catching him off guard.
I grab the front of his shirt and try to push off, but the heels of my shoes slip on the slick floor, and we’re spinning through the air. The lights shut off. The low hum of electricity fades to total silence. Outside the window, Mars blurs into a haze of orangey-red until we hit the ceiling, and he gets his hands around my neck again.
“Systems online,” a robotic voice announces, and we’re falling.
Curran hits first, softening my landing. His arms drop to the floor, his face slowly rolling to the side, mouth half open.
I shove off his chest, jump up, and stumble toward the exit. My head throbs and my vision smears like wet paint, turning the world into shapeless smudges of color and light. I blink until my eyes refocus. Gripping the edge of the half-open door, I check to make sure he isn’t following.
His motionless body is still crumpled on the floor. Eyes closed. Jupiter’s best friend. Possibly my half brother. He lets out a groan.
I turn and run.



Chapter Forty
Jupiter
SIX DAYS TO MARS
Skye offers a hand, pulling me off the floor. Both of us hit the ground hard when the artificial gravity came back. ILSA stayed magnetically connected to the ship and held onto Tar beside her, so he could keep working on the door control.
“Where’s Asha?” I scan the area.
She’s not by Tar and ILSA anymore. Did she drift down the hall?
“Up here!”
Right above me, she hangs from a beam on the high ceiling. I step aside, and, before I can figure out how to help her down, she drops. Hitting the floor, she bends her knees and then stands upright, checking herself over for injuries.
The knocking and screams grow louder behind the emergency door. I don’t want to imagine what happened with that many people in one space.
Skye shakes her head. “Tar, what’s the likelihood of that happening again?”
“The system probably won’t reboot again, but it depends on how much damage it’s sustained. We really need to get off this ship.”
Weslie comes running in from the giant, tree-filled room, passing over the blackened strip of the hallway and skidding in the extinguisher fluid.
“You’re bleeding.” I catch her, pull my sleeve over my palm, and dab her forehead, leading her to a bench at the side of the hall.
“I’m fine.” She brushes her hair over the gash. “How’s the door coming along?”
“I’ve almost got it,” Tar calls back. “Where’s Curran?”
“Curran…” She pauses, going stiff in my arms as her gaze flicks toward Tar. “The bridge. He was knocked out when the gravity shut off.”
There’s something she’s not saying.
“Finish this, Wes. I’m going after him.” Tar’s hands fall away from the panel, and he rushes past us through the arboretum.
Asha looks to her brother and then the rest of us.
Skye grabs her hand. “None of us should be running around this ship alone right now!”
“Both of you, go after him. It’s probably better fewer of us are here when this door opens.” I nod down the hall. “Meet us at the second-class pod bay. We’ll get them out.”
Asha and Skye both glance back to the door their friends and family are trapped behind and then follow Tar.
Weslie pulls away from me and runs to ILSA. “I got it from here. Go help them. They’ll never make it to the pod bay trying to carry Curran.” She turns to the control panel, finishing Tar’s work.
The door rumbles, sliding up slowly.
A few people duck under, sprinting past us. When it gets to eye level, the rest of the passengers rush out. I step onto the bench, waving my hands in the air. “Everyone stay calm. We have a better chance of getting off the ship if—” My voice is drowned out by screams, yelling, and pounding footsteps.
Weslie climbs up beside me. Someone knocks into the bench, and she grabs my shoulder for balance.
Where the hall narrows, everyone fights to get through, jamming up the exit.
“Please, listen to me. We can get out of here if we’re strategic—”
“Oh my god.” Weslie’s eyes widen.
I follow her horrified stare into the emptying corridor. There’s someone on the floor in the back of the room, motionless. The crowd drains out, revealing six bodies in its wake, either trampled or knocked out in the gravity shift.
Weslie leaps off the bench, pushes through the crowd, and kneels next to the closest of the six. The man is lying in a pool of blood. She presses two fingers to his neck and leans her ear close to his mouth. When she rises, she meets my gaze and shakes her head.
The girl in the very back of the room coughs and pushes herself up from the floor. She presses a hand to her forehead, looking around like she’s not sure where she is. She follows the crowd, limping behind them like a dazed zombie.
I jump off the bench and run to a middle-aged woman with bleach-blond hair lying against the wall. When I move her hair from her face, her head turns limply. I know her. Ms. Earnshaw’s ice-blue eyes are open and unfocused. I check for a pulse, but she’s already cold. I search the crowd for Mr. Earnshaw, but no one is waiting.
On the other side of the corridor, someone with short purple hair places a hand on Weslie’s shoulder like a crutch. He’s still two heads taller, even hunched over to examine the dark stains on his vest that extend into red splatter across his white collared shirt. Moving in slow motion, he lifts his head, blinking wildly. His eyes widen.
“I don’t think it’s your blood,” Weslie assures him, still examining his wounds.
“The pods.” Shoving her away, he runs for the arboretum.
Weslie frowns and moves to the other man on her side of the corridor.
I hurry back to the last of them, sliding to my knees beside her.
She’s curled up in a fetal position, light brown hair covering her face. Tightening her arms around her knees, she lets out a small whimper.
“Are you hurt?” I touch her shoulder.
“Jupe?” Meridian unravels. Her arms hook around my neck. She squeezes me so tight she’s cutting off my air supply.
“Meridian!” Hale breaks out of the back of the tightly packed crowd.
They’ve hardly made any progress. People are yelling, shouting, and shoving. Funneling slowly through the hall like water in a clogged pipe.
Meridian pulls back, suddenly remembering herself, and pushes me away. “Don’t touch me.”
My pleasure. I raise my hands, standing and backing away as Hale pulls her to the back of the crowd.
Weslie takes my hand.
“This is chaos. They’re too panicked. We have to get to the pod bay.”
The floor and walls vibrate, and the overhead lights flicker.
She sighs. “Looks like the only way out is through.”



Chapter Forty-One
Weslie
SIX DAYS TO MARS
The crowd breaks, bodies rushing forward like water through a bursting dam. I catch onto the signpost next to the arboretum’s entrance, bruised wrists aching.
Jupiter is swept ahead, catching my fingers as he passes. Swimming against the current of moving people, he lunges toward me and locks his hand around my forearm.
We both pull until each of us is anchored by the sign, panting and red-faced as the crowd rushes past on all sides.
The wide pathway through the center of the room is packed with bodies, splitting off to either side, taking trails to bypass the bottleneck. The blue sky overhead flickers to a pale gray ceiling, disrupting the illusion. A robin disappears mid-flight. People flood around us, filling the paths through the trees in the maple quadrant.
I wince every time another person slams into me. They’re all too close. If I fell, they would trample me without hesitation like the people left behind in the corridor. And what if the oxygen is shut off? There isn’t enough in here. The artificial gravity presses down hard on my chest, crushing me. My forehead is damp, even though I can see my rapid breaths in the air. I bow my head, pinching my eyes shut.
“That way!” Jupiter shouts, tugging on my arm.
“Give me a minute.”
He leans close, brushing my hair away from my face. “Think of it like the dance in second class. Imagine these people are moving to music.”
“Two—people—were—already—trampled—to—death!” The panicked words blend together.
“That was the gravity shift. We’re okay.”
“I…can’t…breathe.”
He presses his forehead to mine, taking an exaggerated breath. In. Hold. Out. Hold. “Stay close to me. We’re going to get out of here.”
He scoops an arm around me, pulling me away from the buoy and swimming across the packed pathway. “Excuse me, excuse me,” he repeats over and over again.
“I don’t…think…anyone’s…concerned…with manners…right now.” The laugh that escapes lightens the weight on my chest.
Behind us, a huge man is bulldozing through the mob, crushing people together and knocking over anyone in his path. The crowd surges forward, taking us with them.
Catching hold of a birch branch, Jupiter yanks me out of the way. “Deep breaths. You’re doing great.”
I follow him and the branch until we’re out of the crowd, tucked into a patch of birch trees, wrapped around a thin trunk. My curls float around my face. Fallen leaves drift into the air. My feet lift off the floor. No more artificial gravity.
Screams tear through the room again. People float through the trees, using the branches to launch themselves forward.
“Most of them have never experienced weightlessness. This could go bad fast.” Jupiter’s eyes follow the untethered people into the air. There’s a loud crack. Bone on bone. Two people drift over the main pathway behind us, both unconscious from the collision.
Another woman pushes off too hard, flying into the ceiling above us. Blood droplets float around her. She drifts back toward the trees, her body limp, the sky flickering in and out around her.
“Hold onto me.” Jupiter pulls my arms around his shoulder and pushes off toward another tree trunk a few feet away, staying low to the ground so our feet graze the artificial grass. He moves cautiously, gently gliding from tree trunk to tree trunk, ignoring shouts for help, screams of terror, and bodies shooting too fast through the air.
The birch trees end. The pathway is a twenty-foot gap between us and the next anchor point in the eucalyptus quadrant. Strips of shed bark hover between the trees. The bluish-green leaves point in various directions without gravity pulling them down, moving like feelers as people drift past. The wrongness of it makes my skin crawl.
He looks back at me and takes a deep breath, launching forward.
Halfway across the path, a woman comes out of nowhere, knocking into us, throwing me off Jupiter’s back, and shooting us off course. I spin so my feet point to the ceiling until I hit a branch and grab hold, tearing leaves off as my hand runs over the bark.
Below me, Jupiter has his boot hooked under a lower branch.
Climbing to the trunk of the tree, I catch his outstretched hand and gently pull him to me as easily as if we were in water. “I think I’ve decided space travel really isn’t my thing.”
“Good. You’ll be stuck on my planet then.” He lets out a breathy laugh rustling my hair as his body softly collides with mine. “Let’s get off this ship.”
At the base of the eucalyptus tree, we keep moving, easily pulling ourselves through the dense forest. Jupiter keeps peeking over his shoulder to check I’m with him until we’re at the edge of the trees. The arched passageway, flanked by eucalyptus on one side and pine on the other, is close.
The weight of gravity shoves us toward the ground.
The noises in the domed room multiply. Screaming. Tearing. Splattering. Guttural and gruesome.
I hug tight to the tree trunk, but Jupiter falls. Sheets of rough bark rain down on top of him. I pull him up, and he shakes bits of leaf out of his hair.
We sprint for the exit. A body slams to the floor at our feet.
Jupiter pulls me away, and we’re running again.
Ahead, Hale stumbles out of the trees, holding his head and searching the fallen bodies. He doesn’t acknowledge Jupiter calling his name, telling him to run. Someone checks his shoulder, rushing past, and he comes to life, sprinting for the exit.
From overhead, there’s a wet, gurgling cry for help. I raise my eyes to a girl, her fingers twitching at the end of an outstretched hand. The pointed tip of a pine tree protrudes through her abdomen. Meridian. My blood turns to ice and my legs slow.
Jupiter frowns, looking back, but I catch the side of his face. “Keep moving. You don’t want to see.”
We run through the curved passageway toward the stairway to the lower levels. The crowd is significantly thinner. Far fewer people than entered the arboretum.
I block out the sounds and keep my eyes on the stairwell door. We can’t help them now. If we don’t get to the escape pods, we’re as good as dead, too.



Chapter Forty-Two
Jupiter
SIX DAYS TO MARS
At the top of the stairwell, we pass a wide-eyed man with droplets of blood splattered across his face and shirt. He marks every person who passes with his frantic gaze like he’s waiting for someone who may never catch up. The horrific sounds echo in my head. Crunching bones. Bodies tearing between branches.
I squeeze Weslie’s hand, reminding myself she’s still with me as we pass the dining room and through the door to the sublevels. As we descend the steps, my arm extends over the growing gap between us.
Behind me, she’s slowing down, her feet barely moving.
“Wes,” I call out over the bouncing echoes in the cavernous stairwell.
Her head snaps back toward me. Dull, watery eyes meet mine. Her face has gone pale. She parts her lips but doesn’t say anything. Rubbing her forehead, she looks back over her shoulder.
“Wes, are you all right?”
She gives a sharp nod. “Yes, I’m…I’m sorry. Let’s go.”
At the next landing, the entrance to the second-class escape pods is packed so tight that no one can move. First-class passengers shove and fight to get through, half of them with blood-streaked faces. Panicked expressions. Dozens of people openly sobbing. The aftermath of a massacre.
Stuck halfway down the stairs, I crouch to peer through the gap between the doorway and the heads of others blocking our way, but I can’t see past the blockage of bodies.
“Asha?” Weslie calls over the crowd. No response.
“Curran?” I yell. Nothing. I try again. But they aren’t here.
A screech rips through the chaos. “Stop pushing!”
“You’ll crush us all, and no one will get off the ship!” Another booming voice quiets the crowd before it erupts again.
Weslie leans close to my ear, keeping her voice low. “There’s another level of pods. Reve showed me. One floor down.”
I nod, trying to cut into the crowd below, but shoulders slam together in front of me like an iron gate. “Excuse me.”
“Wait your turn!” a woman snaps, shoving me back into Weslie.
She catches me, keeping me on my feet.
“We’re never going to make it through.”
She presses her ribs to the handrail, inspecting the gap between where we stand and the level of stairs below us. “I have an idea.”
I don’t think I’m going to like this.
Her shoulders rise and fall with a heavy breath, and she swings a leg over the slanted railing.
I catch her forearm. “What the hell are you doing?”
“We have to get down there,” she says under her breath. Her gaze flicks up toward the anxious crowd jamming the stairway behind me, and she forces a smile. “We’re going to have to get creative.”
She lowers her feet, one after the other, to the outer edge of the metal steps. Nothing stands between her and an open drop through a floors-deep cavern.
Oh, god. She’s going to climb across to the next flight. It’s too far. She’ll never make it.
I wrap my arms around her, holding her against the bars between us. “Let me go first.”
She frowns, huffing out a strained laugh. “I grew up climbing trees, and you grew up dreaming about them. I think I’m a little more qualified.”
“It’s too dangerous.”
“We don’t have any other options.” She places a hand on my neck, and I hold on tighter, afraid she’ll slip any second. “Jupiter, it’s one level down. All we need to do is get past this bottleneck and the path is virtually empty. But we need to do it before anyone else realizes there are more pods below us.”
I raise my eyes from the chasm behind her, and her lips are on mine, strong and full.
She pushes my forehead with hers, gently shoving me back. “Let me go.”
Exhaling, I hesitantly release my grip as she lowers herself into a squat.
Holding onto the bottom railing, she leans out across the four-foot gap and grabs the top of a handrail on the flight of stairs below ours.
I drop down and grab hold of her forearm with both hands. Someone tries to shove past me down the steps, but I tense my body against the force, keeping my focus on Weslie.
Bracing herself, arms stretched across the divide and grip white-knuckled on the rail below her, she swings her feet down to the other side.
Muscles tight, I stay frozen in place, not breathing, not blinking, watching every movement, and silently begging her not to slip.
Her feet find the outer edge of the lower set of stairs, and she loosens her grip on the bar next to me.
“It’s okay, Jupe. I’ve got this.”
Against all my instincts, I release my grip. My heart pounds in my ears, drowning out the shouting and fighting and desperate calls for missing people.
She lets go, pulling her body to the other side.
Made it. But I can’t take a full breath until she’s over the bars, safely on the steps.
Looking back, she widens her eyes like she can’t believe she didn’t fall. Her lips stretch into a full smile. “I made that look easy.”
“Celebrate when you’re not dangling off a ledge, please.”
She laughs, keeping a firm grip and leaning over the top of the railing so it’s pressed to the center of her chest.
Two voices grow louder on the packed landing between us. The herd sways and lurches, crushing people against the walls and bouncing off each other.
“Pipe down, you two,” someone shouts. Elbows and fists fly above the chaos.
Weslie hugs the handrail and lifts a leg over.
The crowd expands, sending people stumbling down the stairs toward Weslie. I pop up, leaning out like I could grab her, but there’s too much distance.
A man falls down the steps, tumbling toward her.
Before Wes can shift her weight to the safe side, he knocks her off balance. Her body falls back over the rail, toward the open drop.
I grip my hair with both hands.
Her body slams into the lower bar of the railing, arms and legs still wrapped around the top. Holding tight, she hangs over the long drop.
On the platform below, the man rolls into the wall with a heavy thwack.
“I’m all right.” She unhooks her ankle, finding the outer edge of the stairs again, and heaves herself over. Turning back, she leans out and reaches out her hand. “Come on. Your turn.”
I glance at the landing, still packed with too many people, shouting and fighting and pushing to get through. Still blocked. Shaking my head, I step over.
“Good, good. Now lower down and reach across. It’s not as far as it looks.”
When I grab the bar next to her, she locks her hands around my forearm.
“Now your feet.”
Loud clanking footsteps beat against the stairs above and behind me. I freeze, suspended over the dark void. I clench my fingers tighter. More people pour into the congested stairwell. A couple whispers to each other, eyeing our escape route like they’re waiting to see if I survive.
“Hurry.” Weslie squeezes my arm.
I jump down and pull myself across, slamming my chest against the handrail. Weslie grabs hold of my shirt as I scramble over as fast as I can move.
Behind me, two people step over the guardrail to follow.
A tremor rolls through the ship, rattling the steel under our feet. Weslie and I both grip the railing and huddle together. The wail of tearing metal cuts through a chorus of panicked cries. A thunderous boom rips through the stairwell, vibrating deep in my chest.
Something slams into the bars next to us. Weslie recoils, losing her balance, but I catch her and tuck her against my shoulder.
A descending scream is cut short by a sickening crack. Increasingly quieter thuds and clunks echo up through the stairwell as the sounds of the crumbling vessel go quiet. When the shaking stops, I look back. Only one person clings to the outside of the railing where two stood before.
The crowd behind us grows louder. More yelling. More fighting.
“We have to move,” Weslie whispers, eyeing the angry herd.
We hurry down the stairs, stepping over the unconscious man on the landing, and descend the next flight. A bright red splatter on the outer edge of the middle step makes my insides twist. I avert my eyes and move faster, following Weslie to the empty level below.
Ahead of me, Wes slaps the door button.
Inside, a smaller crowd of people dressed in worn clothing is piled into the second escape pod bay past a row of red lights over sealed doors. Dark space and stars fill the windows in between. All the pods are gone, aside from one. The single green light glows over the unmoving pack.
I scan the faces. Sun-stained and tired. Second-class passengers. Our friends aren’t here. Maybe they got out.
“Back up, all of you!”
“Gianna?” I rise onto my toes and find the familiar face, blotchy and beaded with sweat like she’s had to fight her way here. Blocking the open door to the last pod, she meets my gaze over the crowd, holding a gun steady in her grip.
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SIX DAYS TO MARS
“Step aside and let him through.” Gianna waves her weapon, parting the crowd.
The bay goes quiet. People slowly split, their attention shifting between me and my mother’s armed guard.
“Jupiter, thank the universe. Come.” Mom’s voice is at a normal volume, but she might as well be shouting compared to the silent bystanders.
I frown at the onlookers, their expressions an array of hatred and fear. “What’s going on?”
Dad steps forward, waving me on to join them. “Hurry.”
Without looking down, I find Weslie’s hand beside me and lace my fingers through hers.
“You can’t just take the last pod for yourself like you do everything else,” someone shouts from the back of the pack.
The pod is built for twelve. Tar estimated they could hold double long enough to make it to the Mars station. Most of these people could fit, but my mother would have them die before she was packed into a pod with any of them. I don’t want to believe it. I thought when it really mattered, when lives were at stake, she’d have the capacity to care. To be better than this.
Cries of agreement and disdain run through the spectators as they close in around us.
I shake my head slowly. “This isn’t right. We could all fit if…”
Marching up the cleared path, Gianna grabs my arm and drags me through the crowd.
I tighten my grip on Weslie’s hand, pulling her along.
Gianna shoves me toward the pod door, training her gun over the angry mob again. “If any of you step closer, I promise I will shoot. No matter where I aim, I’m either taking one of you down or ripping another hole through this ship.”
A deep rumble rolls through the pod bay. The floor tilts sideways. People grab hold of the walls, knocking into each other.
Gianna catches me by my shirt before I fall, backing toward the door as the artificial gravity shifts. Moving her gun back and forth, she warns off the crowd.
“Get in, Jupe!” Dad strains against his harness to peer out at me.
Weslie loosens her grip.
I catch her fingers, looking back over my shoulder.
Lips pressed together, she smiles like she’s silently granting me permission to leave her behind.
I shake my head. She’s not sacrificing herself. No way I’m getting off this ship without her.
A high-pitched sound tears through the bay. Everyone winces, covering their ears. There isn’t much time left.
I pull Weslie with me and sprint for the pod door, but Gianna catches my shoulder.
Wes tears her hand from my grip, and I turn back. The muzzle of the gun is pressed against her chest.
My heart drops into my stomach. “Gianna, what are you doing? Lower the gun.”
Her throat bobs as she swallows, but her expression stays blank and focused.
Hands raised, Weslie steps farther away, backing toward the crowd.
“No.” I follow her away from the pod.
“I have to get ILSA and the others. We’ll find another way.”
I reach for her. “I’m not going without you.”
The creaking and tearing grow louder. She presses her cheek against mine and brings her lips close to my ear, whispering, “There are extra pods near the bridge. I’ll go there. Without you, that’s one less we have to fit. Don’t worry about me.”
She pulls at my hand, but I don’t let go.
“Please, Jupe. You have to go.”
Gianna rips us apart, yanking me back and shoving Weslie into the crowd as they surge forward around her.
“No!” The word tears through my throat.
Her smile is false as the angry mob engulfs her. She wants me to believe what she said, that she’ll make it off the ship, that there’s a good reason for me to go and her to stay, but we both know she was lying. She turns away, swallowed up by the chaos. My rib cage caves in around my heart, cutting through my insides, ripping me apart.
Gianna carries me halfway through the pod door, but I catch the edge with both hands. “I can’t leave her!”
The crew pods are probably long gone. She’ll be stuck on a sinking ship.
I stare at my mother. “You could let these people on and save them all.”
“You know exactly why that is not possible, Jupiter. Fewer bodies give us a better chance of survival. Who knows how long rescue efforts will take?”
“Bodies? These are people!” I sweep my hand back toward the faces of parents and children and friends and companions. People who are loved. Who will leave others behind to grieve for them. Who matter, no matter where they were born.
“If one of us doesn’t make it, more people will suffer under the collapse of the company.” Her voice is so emotionless, so callous.
My stomach twists. “You have to—”
“You are getting in this pod whether you want to or not!” She pinches her eyes shut, her jaw tight and posture rigid. Taking a seat, she smooths her dress over her thighs like she’s sitting down to dinner. “Now, take your seat, or Gianna will put you in it.”
Gianna grabs at the front of my shirt, but I block her with my open palm. She meets my gaze. The resolve in her expression loosens like she’s torn between what she’s ordered to do and what she wants to do. Her shoulders rise and fall heavily. She’s an Earther like Weslie, like most of these people. I’ve never considered the emotional toll working for my mother must have on her.
A man lunges for her.
“Back off!” She whips around, and he freezes with the muzzle of her gun pressed to his forehead before she kicks him back into the crowd.
“Jupe, please…” my father begs.
I can see what he doesn’t say in his eyes. I can’t lose you, too.
Andi’s death broke my family. Or maybe I just didn’t realize how fragile our connections were until she was gone. Like she was the part that kept us functioning. The missing piece that meant without her we’d never run right again.
Dad tries to stand, but the straps catch him. He starts to unclamp the complicated harness holding him in his seat.
I look to where Weslie disappeared into the crowd. A tugging sensation in the pit of my stomach draws me back like an invisible thread still connecting us. And somehow, I know it’s permanent. That no matter what happened to either of us, it would always be pulling me toward her, even if I got on that escape pod and she didn’t make it out. My chest is suddenly painfully hollow at the thought.
“That’s it! I’m getting my kids on that pod,” a woman shrieks, charging toward us with a small child in each arm.
Gianna fires at the ceiling, stepping through the door and reaching for me, but I duck out of her grip, opening a path for the mother and twins to dive into the pod.
I turn back to my parents, my eyes flicking from one to the other. “I’m sorry.”
I barrel into the crowd, fighting against the rush for the escape pod. Their last hope for survival. Possibly mine. But I have to get to Weslie. I turn back, watching as the passengers pass their children toward the front, forcing them into the pod with my parents. Gianna brandishes her gun, holding back the tide until the last of the children is thrust inside. She dips her head to me and ducks through the doorway.
“Nooo—” My mom’s scream is cut off by the sealing door as Gianna hits the release button and they’re catapulted into space.
The current of the remaining crowd shifts like crashing water, pushing me in every direction.
“We’re all going to die!” a woman screams.
Hands grab at my shirt. A shoulder slams into my chest. Fingernails claw at my bare forearm. I search the sea of faces, but she’s not here. I’m knocked backward, losing ground, and grab a handful of someone’s jacket before I fall.
“Let go!” the man next to me shouts.
Barely keeping my footing, I duck under swinging arms, trip over moving feet. I pull myself through the chaos until I break through. “Weslie!”
Next to the row of abandoned docking stations, she spins back, and I envelop her.
Tears stream down her face. “What are you doing? You should have gone. I told you to go!”
“Too late now.” I hold her wet face in my hands.
“I thought you were smart, Jupe. Why the hell would you—”
I kiss her like I almost lost her again. Like it’s the only way I can say I can’t live without her. Then, gasping for air, I touch my forehead to hers. “We’ll figure it out.”
A thundering boom shakes the floor underneath us. Another explosion.
Over the speakers in the bay, a robotic voice, the tone dipping and crackling, announces, “Escape…escape p-pod release initiat-ted.”
I scan the row of sealed doors. All the pods have left. If those doors open, there’s only space behind them.
We stumble and run for the stairwell. I pass the threshold behind Weslie as two beeps sound. The doors where pods are no longer attached twist open, sucking air and people out of the ship. I grip the wall. We’re pinned to either side of the door, air streaming past us. I hit the control and seal us in. On the other side, there are no screams, no more tearing, no sound at all.
I slip down the wall, hugging my knees.
They’re all dead. My parents could have saved all of those people and now they’re just gone.
My chest heaves with panting breaths.
Weslie cups my face in her cold palms.
I can’t get enough oxygen. There’s not enough oxygen.
Her voice sounds far away. “Jupiter. Breathe with me.”
I follow her lead, finally taking a full breath. The stabbing ache in my chest dulls.
“The ship is malfunctioning. And it’s only going to get worse.” She pulls me up off the floor. “We have to move. Now.”
I nod and we race up the stairs.
On the next level, the doorway is still crammed with angry people, but the platform is no longer packed. Most of the other passengers must have got through or given up. Or worse. My eyes flick toward the cavern between the stairs, the scream of the person who fell trying to follow me across echoing in my head.
We squeeze by to get to the next flight of stairs. At the back of the landing, Skye and Asha are trying to shove through.
“It’s no use.” I grab Skye’s shoulder as she hurtles toward the congestion for a second time.
We all race up the abandoned stairs. Another level above the pod bay, Curran is propped against ILSA with Tar under his free arm. He smiles at me, but his face goes even grayer when he looks at Weslie.
She pauses in front of them, staring into Curran’s face and clenching her jaw.
“What’s going on?” I look between the two.
“Nothing. Let’s keep moving.” Without dropping my hand, Weslie heads up the next set of steps, taking them two at a time.
I follow, and the rest trail behind me.
We all file out into the bottom first-class level. A little way down the hall, the main stairway is cast in shadows. Nothing like the gleaming display of polished wood it was just hours ago. I wonder if the clock is still running. Counting down to the end of the ship, the end of our lives, instead of our arrival on Mars.
Weslie stops, and I bump into her. She meets my gaze with a serious expression, trying to hide the worry in her eyes, and then scans the group. “There aren’t any escape pods left down there.”
Asha’s expression falls.
Tar and Curran lock eyes.
Skye presses a hand to her forehead, pacing once before she stops in front of Weslie. “What about ILSA? She’s a life-sustaining bot, right?”
Everyone watches her hopefully. But I’ve spent hours with Weslie learning all about ILSA. Skye’s answer is in her name—Individualized Life Support Assistant.
“I am right here, Skye. I can speak to my own capabilities.”
“I’m sorry, ILSA.”
Weslie’s voice is hollow and quiet. “She can only carry one. And the Mars station would have to send rescue fas—”
“Two could be feasible,” ILSA interjects.
Wes glares at her. “Still doesn’t help the six of us.”
I turn to her. “The ILSA stock in the cargo bay.”
Weslie shakes her head. “Even if they’re still here and they weren’t locked up, they’re unfinished.”
We all go quiet, listening to the far-off sounds of our life support breaking down around us. Everyone exchanges glances. No one wants to volunteer to die. No one has the nerve to insist on being one of the two to live.
It’s not over. We’re not out of options. There’s got to be another way off. Something we haven’t considered. I take a slow breath.
The bridge. That’s it. On our tour, they mentioned there are pods for the bridge crew. Maybe Weslie’s false promise wasn’t a dead end. The murdered crew members. Without them, there could be space for us. “The pods near the bridge.”
Weslie grimaces. She knows it’s a long shot, but right now, it’s the only hope we have.
Rapid footsteps echo through the hall. Someone races around the corner, and we all turn.
Reve freezes, locking eyes with Weslie.
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Our expressions must be mirrored because Reve’s staring at me like he’s seeing a ghost.
I can’t move. I can’t breathe. I can’t believe it. Reve. Here. Right in front of me. My heart restarts, and I throw my arms around him. 
“Wes, you…you’re still on the ship.” Voice shaky, he pats my shoulder and then presses his face to my hair, breathing me in.
“You’re alive.” I pull back to see him. His perfect brown face is flushed and glistening with sweat even though it’s growing colder by the second. His chest heaves with heavy breaths. His heart pounds under my palm.
Running his thumbs over my cheeks, he wipes away the tears streaking my face. One side of his mouth curves up. He lets out a breathy laugh and whispers, “I didn’t even know you could cry, Wesi.”
His easy tone breaks me. I fall against his chest, and a soft sob tears through my throat. I didn’t think I would ever see him again. Touch him again. Hear his voice, his laugh. My body melts, letting in everything I’ve been holding back. I’m so tired of fighting. Of running. Of surviving. So far from home. I feel the distance inside of me like a black hole threatening to suck me in and rip me apart. And I’m so utterly terrified I’ll never make it back again.
“I’m sorry, Wes, but we’re running out of time.” Asha touches my shoulder.
I let my arms fall away, remembering they’re all still here, watching.
Jupiter smiles, but it doesn’t touch his eyes.
Skye steps out of the group and squeezes my hand. Her focus shifts to Reve. “Do you know the way to the bridge escape pods?”
Reve’s chest heaves. He frowns, fixing his eyes on someone behind me. He nods. “Follow me. We have to hurry.”
I track him as he sprints away, but my feet won’t move.
“You okay?” Jupiter strokes the back of my hand.
“I thought he was dead,” I say like it’s an apology.
He squeezes my fingers. “I know.”
“Let’s move, you two!” Skye yells as the others round a corner ahead of her.
The dark hallway to the bridge is lined with wide, circular windows. Outside, the space between the ship and Mars is dotted with escape pods all headed for the Mars International Space Station. Jupiter and I catch up, following the pack with Reve in the lead.
As we pass a row of viewing benches in front of the windows, I stop. An old woman with a fur wrap draped around her shoulders faces the view of the red planet, oblivious to the eight of us rushing past behind her.
I circle the bench. “Aquilla?”
Jupiter hurries back, gently tugging on the woman’s arm to help her stand. “Quilly, the ship isn’t going to make it. We have to go.”
She doesn’t stand, shooing him off with her wrinkly hands. “You better keep moving.”
“Please come with us.” Jupiter stops next to her.
“My dear boy, there’s no use wasting pod space on a woman my age.”
ILSA rolls up behind her. “My scan indicates that you are in adequate health for a human at the age of—”
“I’ll stop you there. A bit rude to reveal my secrets when I’m about to give up the ghost.” She turns to me. “I never did care for the unadulterated frankness of artificial intelligence.”
“You can’t just sit here and die.” Tears well up in Jupiter’s eyes.
Aquilla pats his knee, smiling sweetly. “I’ve had a whole life. Now, get out of here and find your own adventures.”
The ship shudders. Her bony fingers wrap around mine, squeezing before she releases me with a nod.
“We have to go, Jupe.” I pull him off the bench.
He stares back at her, his voice breaking. “Bye, Quilly.”
She smiles at him and winks.
Our friends are stopped ahead at the edge of a turn in the hall. Skye looks back, putting her hands up, signaling us to stop, and pressing a finger to her lips. Reve leans around the edge. Asha and Tar close behind him.
“How could we have lost track of them? There are only so many places they could be. It’s a ship!” a woman’s voice carries from the end of the hall.
“Mom,” Asha whispers.
“They could be on one of the escape pods. Most have left already,” Captain Nazari says.
“And you checked the entire ship? I’m not leaving without them.”
“We’re already over capacity. If we’re mobbed by passengers, we won’t make it off. They’re smart kids, Cyra.” There’s a quiver in Nazari’s calm voice.
Another voice chimes in. “Sir, the ship’s mechanical systems are malfunctioning, and the starboard wing just blew. We’re out of time.”
My lungs tighten. Starboard wing. Of a level or the entire ship? No. We wouldn’t be alive if it were the entire right side of the ship.
I pull Asha and Tar back and whisper, “Maybe you should go.”
Tar shakes his head, his gaze flicking to Curran. “We can’t leave you all here.”
“Less of us means we need to find less pod space.” Jupiter nods.
“You’ll give us a better chance,” Skye adds.
ILSA matches our hushed volume. “Calculating probability of survival—”
“Not now, ILSA.” Every one of us knows the odds are against us. It’s laced into our voices. Lining our expressions. But we can’t give up. Not yet.
Asha takes my hand. “You could all come with us.”
I shake my head. She’s forgetting that the rest of us were supposed to die in the corridor. That, to her father, I’m a criminal. “You heard them. They’re already at capacity.”
She plants her feet and crosses her arms. “I’m not going to leave you stranded. You’re my best friend, Weslie. That’s not how best friends work.”
“You won’t leave me stranded.” I take both her hands in mine. “When we all make it to Mars, you’re going to give me a tour of the whole city and force me into more ridiculous dresses and catch me up on all the gossip and tell me when I’m being a stubborn idiot. Now, please, go.”
“But we could—”
“Dad!” I call out in my best Asha impression.
“Who’s there?” more than one voice demands.
Meeting Asha’s terrified stare, I grab her in a hug. “Better move or you’ll give us all away.”
Curran shoves Tar out in the open.
Asha releases me. She reaches out to squeeze Skye’s hand before reluctantly following. Tears trail down her face as she glances back one last time.
“Thank the universe,” Cyra cries. “Get in!”
“Where’s your friend? The Earther girl.” Nazari sounds more concerned than angry, like he’s looking for another child rather than a prisoner.
“Haven’t seen her since class,” Tar says.
“All right.” He releases a heavy breath. “Everyone in. We have to go.”
With a gentle groan and the suction sound of the pod door sealing, the ship goes quiet aside from the far-off chorus of creaking and rumbling.
Next to me, Curran sniffles and shifts in place, his jacket sleeve grazing my arm.
A creeping chill crawls over my skin and twists my stomach. I step away, rubbing the spot like I can brush off the sickness and rage that floods my system.
He meets my glare, averting his eyes and scanning the rest of our stranded group. “What now?”
“We keep looking for a way off the ship. Like we told them.” Skye offers me a forced smile like she’s telling me I did the right thing and hugs her rib cage. Her breath hangs in the air.
The ship is getting colder. Too cold. Most of the heating systems must have shut down. The longer we stand still, the more unbearable it feels. Like ice seeping into my skin. Skye’s right. Our only choice is to keep moving.
We all turn to Reve, standing a few feet away. Separate from the group.
His stare is locked on Curran. The rage in his eyes mirrors mine, almost as though he knows what happened in the bridge. Like he knows he tried to kill me.
Reve shakes it off, raking a hand through his hair. “There are some spares off the portside maintenance bay. If it’s still there. And if they’re operational and no one has taken them. This way.”
The service level is freezing and empty. No more porters hurrying through the halls. The flashing red emergency lights are the only thing to break up the darkness. Without the alarm, the level feels dead. I can hardly feel my feet and fight the shivering building inside me.
At the head of the group, Reve clicks on a flashlight. A white puff of his breath swirls in the glow.
I reach back for Jupiter’s hand in the dark. His fingers are as icy as mine.
Reve waves us into the maintenance bay, sprinting into the dark. He outruns the lights as they switch on in sections down the long gray room until they catch him at the end, illuminated in front of three escape pod docks. He ducks into the first pod, switching on the controls and life support system as we all catch up, but it comes on only long enough to flicker the lights twice and die with a low moan.
The second has already departed, so I hurry to the third, powering it up. The machine hums to life.
I grip the door, backing halfway out and taking in the tiny two-seat interior. There can’t be enough air in here for one person, let alone five. The thought slips between my lips. “It’s too small.”
“Is it safe?” Curran peers inside.
“Safer than this ship.” Skye passes him, touching my arm as she squeezes by me. “It’ll be tight, but we can make it work.”
Pressing my back against the doorway, I ball my trembling hands into fists. Skye’s right. We’re out of options.
ILSA rolls past me, connecting to the pod’s controls. “This vessel is fully operational.”
Skye sits in one of the two seats and scoots to the side to make room for sharing. She smiles at me and pats the spot next to her. “That’s enough assurance for me. Everyone in.”
I force out my breath and roll my shoulders. We have a way out. We’re going to make it. I lean out the door, waving to Reve and Jupiter. “Let’s go, boys.”
Reve marches to a storage wall, throwing open drawers. Metal bits clank with each pull until he finds what he’s searching for, slamming the last one closed. He approaches Curran from behind, grabbing his hands, pinning them behind his back, and fastening a zip tie around his wrists.
“What the hell are you doing?” Jupiter grabs Reve’s arm, but he shoves him to the floor.
“He stays.” Reve pushes Curran away from the pod.
Jupiter scrambles to his feet.
I step between them, putting my hand up for him to stop.
Reve meets my eyes. He knows Curran wanted me dead. I don’t know how, but he knows. “ILSA, break the ties. We’re not leaving anyone to die.”
Glaring at Reve, Jupiter helps Curran into the pod.
Reve turns to me. “But he—”
I shake my head, and his mouth snaps shut. “Let’s go. All of us.”
He makes a sound in his throat. “These are spares, Wes. Only built for two passengers.”
“We’ll make it work.”
Reve frowns. “Not with ILSA. We won’t fit.”
All of us plus ILSA make six.
“ILSA, exit the pod,” I command, my voice cracking.
She obeys. “His calculation is correct. My added weight could make the vessel too unstable for docking.”
My eyes sting, and I squeeze them shut. I can rebuild ILSA. I can’t rebuild Reve. But leaving her behind still feels like sending a friend to their death.
“You still have a better chance without me and…I owe you that.” He brushes my hair away from my face, forcing a smile, and then takes a step back. “I’m so sorry, Wes.”
“What…you don’t owe me…” I follow his movement, shaking my head. There’s no time for this. “Get in the pod, Reve!”
“Get out of here before it’s too late.” His voice is calm, his eyes soft. With one last lopsided smile, he turns and runs.
I launch for him, but Jupiter catches me, squeezing both arms around me tight as I fight against him.
“Damn it, Reve,” I shout after him.
The ship rattles around us.
“We have to go.” Jupiter pulls me back toward the pod.
“Wait,” I plead.
He releases me, standing in the pod’s doorway, searching my eyes.
“Get in, Jupe.” Curran takes a seat.
“What’s the holdup? Let’s move.” Skye leans forward to see around Jupiter, holding the harness and waiting for someone to latch in with her.
I pull him into a hug, staring at her over his shoulder and making my silent plea.
“I know it’s tight, but it’ll be okay. It’s just for a little while.” He pets my hair, trying to ease my fear.
Skye narrows her eyes and shakes her head.
Please, I mouth, squeezing Jupiter’s shoulders tighter.
Skye closes her eyes, letting go of the belt in her hand and rising.
I pull away. “I can’t just leave him.”
“Then we both stay.” 
He’s still looking at me like I’m the center of the universe, the way he did hovering over me on my bed. It feels so long ago, but it’s only been hours since we were interrupted. His unfinished declaration replays in my mind. I think I’m falling in—
“Jupiter,” I whisper, “I’m falling, too.”
I grip the front of his shirt, pressing my lips to his before I shove him back.
Skye catches him, pulling him into the pod as I hit the release control. The door seals and the pod disembarks.
I step up to the window as they drift away from the ship.
“No!” Jupiter’s mouth forms the word lost in the vacuum of space between us. His perfect face, twisted with pain as he wrestles against Skye and Curran’s grip, tears me in half.
Throwing them off, he presses his hands to the glass. His eyes meet mine, one last time.



Chapter Forty-Five
Weslie
FIVE DAYS TO MARS
ILSA switches her face screen to bright mode, lighting the dark halls. The flashing red lights grow dimmer until they stop altogether.
I run alongside her until we get to a T in the passageway. “Which way did he go?”
ILSA scans her perimeter and turns left, cutting me off. “He is this way.”
The ship jerks and my feet slip out from under me. I tumble over, slamming my shoulder into the wall. “Any idea how much longer we have, ILSA?”
“My best estimate would be approximately sixty minutes.”
I shove off the wall and keep running. Ahead there’s a golden glow from around the bend. We come to a sudden halt as we round the corner.
Reve stands in the middle of the hallway, fire blocking his path.
“Possibly less,” ILSA amends her estimation.
He rakes his hands through his hair, still facing the fire, and slowly turns. “Why are you still here?”
“Come back with me. ILSA can have the other pod running in no time.”
He runs a hand over his glistening face. “Leave, Wes. It’s too late for me.”
“Not if you come with me now!”
He shakes his head. “It was supposed to be about disrupting the system. That’s what they told me. Destroying supplies, not people. I never wanted to hurt anyone.”
The desperation in his voice cuts through me. I step closer.
“Stay back!” His eyes go wild, and he backs toward the flames.
“Whatever you did, we can fix it together.” I put my hands out, palms up, and move toward him again. “Remember when we used to stay in the orchard in the summer until the sky was purple and your mom was yelling for us to come in?”
He holds his face in his hands.
“I just want to go home and watch the sky change colors with you again. But we have to get off this ship. Together.”
“You wouldn’t feel that way if you knew what I did.” He shakes his head, backing farther down the hall, and chokes out, “That heir. He was going to turn me in. They would have executed me.”
Curran. What did he say on the bridge? I tried to handle this in a cleaner way, but I guess I have no choice but to get my hands dirty.
The floor shudders. I brace myself against the wall. “We can talk when we’re off the ship.”
“He caught me painting the elevator and said he wouldn’t rat me out as long as I kept him updated on what the E.F.E. was planning. When I told him about the first-class pod bay, he threatened to turn me in if I didn’t ask you to meet me there.”
A hollow cold floods my body, and I drop my outstretched arms.
“I changed my mind, though!” He raises his hand, taking a few steps closer. His eyes wide and pleading. “I couldn’t do it, I came to find you, but I was too late. The bomb went off. I thought you were dead.” A sob tears through his throat.
I mourned him, and he’d sent me to die. If I hadn’t run into Sabine and gone to find Jupiter instead, I would have been there. The air feels thinner. My lungs burn.
ILSA moves to my side, but I can’t tear my scowl away from Reve’s pained face. “Weslie, the oxygen level is deficient. 19 percent and falling. Do I have your permission to administer oxygen?”
The fire licks the ceiling behind Reve, darkening the shadows under his eyes. “I love you, Wes. Since we were kids.”
My heart drops into my stomach. He’s saying goodbye, but I can still get us out of here. He just has to trust me. “Please, Reve—”
The fire expands, rushing toward us.
“Run!” I scream.
The boom of another explosion engulfs him, knocking me off my feet. I’m thrown back through the air. My head cracks against the wall. Darkness swallows me.



Chapter Forty-Six
Jupiter
FIVE DAYS TO MARS STATION
As the pod slows from launch, I shove Curran and Skye off me and stand to press my palms on the window.
Behind us, the ship is in pieces. Entire rooms are torn open, floating off into empty space. Flames lick the mangled edges, feeding off the remaining oxygen. The center mass of the ship where we left Weslie is still intact.
My chest heaves as I suck in short, rapid breaths. I whip back, my hands shaking over the control board, but I don’t know what to do. I look between my friends. “Help me turn it back. We have to go back for her.”
Skye touches my shoulder, and I brush her off.
“It automatically docks to the nearest station. We can’t control it. It’s a basic rescue device, not a ship.” Curran stares back at the Boundless, his expression blank.
“There has to be a way.” There’s no button, no joystick, no levers. I’m missing something. It has to have a manual mode.
Skye grabs my arm. “Maybe she can still get out with ILSA.”
“We can’t just leave her alone out here.” My voice cracks and my vision blurs. I blink away hot tears.
Skye pulls my chin, forcing me to meet her eyes. “There’s nothing we can do now.”
Behind her, a cloud of flame expands and then dies.
I frantically search the small window for any sign of ILSA. She could have gotten Weslie out. They had to get out.
More explosions, bigger, brighter, go off all over the ship until it’s engulfed in an orange blaze.
The shockwave hits our little pod. We’re pushed forward, hurtling faster toward the station. Farther from the ship. From Weslie.
We all hit the floor. Warning alarms sound until the vessel gradually returns to travel speed. I scramble to my feet, hoping for enough of the ship to still be intact, but it’s minimized to debris. Nothing inhabitable. Small fires die off quickly without any more oxygen to burn. Gray and white fragments—the scraps of an indestructible ship—float in every direction, drifting into space. 



Chapter Forty-Seven
Weslie
I blink. A flash of burning, melting plastic. My eyelids are too heavy. A high-pitched buzzing fills my ears. I try to hold my head before the noise rips it in half, but I can’t move my hands. I can’t move anything.
Smoke fills my nose, my throat, my lungs. The smell of burning leather. No. Something sickly sweet, rotting. Is it me? Am I burning? I’m too frozen to be on fire. Everything hurts. The cold burrows into me, gnawing on my bones like a scavenger feeding on a wounded animal. A shiver rips through me. My breaths are short and fast. Shuddering. There’s no air.
The floor moves under me, sliding away. I’m being dragged. Or am I falling?
Sleep. I need to sleep. I sink into darkness.
…
Someone gasps, loud and full, punctuated by a cry. My chest expands. Cool, oxygenated air fills me. I’m still here. An icy prickle creeps through me. Deep. Moving toward my heart, still beating slowly, every pulse drawn out.
My vision is foggy. White haze. I lift my head, hitting glass with a hollow thud. No, plastic. I try to lift my hands, but the effort is too much.
My muscles soften. The cold recedes. My heart slows. I’m so tired.



Chapter Forty-Eight
Weslie
I blink at the gentle morning glow, just enough to let it in and then squeeze my eyes shut again. It’s too early. My body is heavy, and my bed is warm and soft. Hopefully, Mom will feed the chickens and collect eggs so I can sleep in.
I yawn, sucking in a deep breath and stretching my legs. My body is painfully stiff. There’s something strange about the air. Sterile and cool. Not like home. My eyes fill with water. I lift a hand to brush it away, but halfway to my face, it jerks to a stop with a metallic clank.
My eyes fly open. The sleepy haze evaporates. The room is pale, blank, and unfamiliar. Sheer white curtains soften an orangey-red glow from outside. Monitors. Screens. My wrists are bound, chained to the rails on the sides of the hospital bed. I pull against them, but they’re secure. I tear off the heart monitor clamped to my index finger and tug the IV needle out of my arm. It burns, and I press my hand to it as blood trickles over my wrist.
The door opens.
“Oh no. Let me help you with that.” A woman with maroon hair and a lab coat grabs something out of a cabinet, hurrying to the bedside and pressing gauze to my arm.
I pull on my restraints again.
“Ah, yes. They weren’t sure who you were when they found you out there.” Her melodic accent is soothing. She tosses the soiled gauze into a bin and wraps a fresh dressing around my arm. “It’s been a mess identifying Earther survivors since the ship’s database didn’t transfer all passenger info before it was destroyed.”
Destroyed? Ship? I must have hit my head. My mom has to be worried. “Am I under arrest?”
She laughs. “Heavens, no. We had to make sure you didn’t panic and wander off. It’s not uncommon to be disoriented after an ordeal like that. I just need to do a quick assessment. Are you up for that?”
I nod, resting back against the pillows and turning my face back to the window. The color of dust is all I can make out. Was there another storm? The trees must be coated. I have to get home to help Mom clean up. The garden will be a disaster.
The feet of a chair squeal against the floor, gnawing at my sensitive eardrum, as the doctor drags it to the end of the bed. She takes a seat, crosses her legs, and props a tablet on her knee. “Can you please tell me your full name?”
“Weslie Soleil Fleet.”
“How old are you, Weslie?”
“Seventeen.”
“Do you know where you are?”
Obviously. “The hospital.” But as soon as the words come out, I know I’m missing something.
She nods. “Do you know what year it is?”
“2212.”
“And do you recall what happened to you before you woke up here?”
“I was…” Home. No. The Boundless. Weeks of memories flood my mind. Asha. Jupiter. Reve. The explosion. ILSA. I turn to the window again, sitting up. “Am I on Mars?”
“Very good, Weslie.” She taps on the screen. “It sounds like your memory is intact.”
“How long was I asleep?”
“Your head injury was very troubling, so we kept you under for ten sols to let it heal.” She pauses, noticing my confused expression. “Right. You’re from Earth. Solar days. 24.6 hours.”
I lie back and stare at the ceiling. I actually made it to Mars—alive.
“Other than that, your wounds were superficial. You were very lucky. Without that bot, you wouldn’t have made it.”
ILSA. She saved me. I remember being cold and contained. She must have transported me to the station. Kept me alive. “Where is ILSA?”
The doctor furrows her brow.
“My bot?”
“Oh, yes. Docked in personal bot storage. I’ll have her brought in before you’re discharged.”
I sit up straighter. “Can I see her now?”
“Of course.” The doctor pulls out her comm, propping it between her ear and shoulder. She stands and leans over the bedside. Gripping a plastic fob dangling from the lanyard around her neck, she rubs it over one cuff, and it unlatches. “Marcy, will you bring the bot being stored for 3-0-6 up to the room? Great. Thank you.”
When the second cuff falls to the mattress, I massage my wrists. There are light impressions, but the angry red and bluish bruises from the captain’s office are gone.
Thud, thud. The doctor crosses the room, swinging the door wide, holding it open.
ILSA rolls through the doorway, pivots, and parks next to my bedside. Two white dots appear on her face screen. “Weslie, my scans indicate that your various contusions have predominantly healed.”
“It’s good to see you, too, ILSA.” I swing my feet over the edge of the bed and wrap my arms around her wide base.
“Your physical reaction indicates distress. Are you distressed?”
“I’m just happy to see you, ILSA.” I release her and inspect her damaged exterior. There are new dents and scratches. From the explosion or transporting me to the space station or both. My eyes burn and my throat tightens as I look up at her face screen. “You saved me.”
“That is my intended function.” She lays her cupped hand on my shoulder. “And I was built by an excellent engineer.”
I wipe my face with the front of my hospital gown.
“Even though she never listens to her infallible creation in dangerous situations.”
The doctor opens and shuts a drawer, crosses the room, and lays a stack of clothes on the bed beside me. Not mine, but better than the sack I’m in now. “I believe you have someone waiting to see you. Do you feel up for company?”
Jupiter. I nod.
I must look like a disaster. I brush my fingers through my tangled curls as best I can.
“I’ll let him know it’s okay to come in.” She tucks the tablet under her arm and walks out the door.
My legs, weak from nearly two weeks of disuse, wobble as I pull on the white cotton pants. Panting from effort, I reach behind my back, grasping the ties on my hospital gown. I get the matching shirt over my head, pull my hair out of the collar, and barely make it back under the blanket. The smallest effort has wrecked me. My eyelids fall closed.
Thud, thud, thud.
I sit up, watching the twisting doorknob. “ILSA, I’m so grateful you saved me, and I love you, but please power down.”
A tall man about my mom’s age steps into the room.
My heart sinks. Maybe Jupiter is still too angry to see me after I forced him into that escape pod. The last time we saw each other I was chasing after—I swallow the sob rising in my throat, the sharp pain filling my chest—Reve.
The man’s charcoal-gray suit jacket hangs open as he enters. He keeps one hand in his pocket as he shuts the door behind him. I don’t see a badge or emblem. He doesn’t look like an officer. But why else would this stranger be in my hospital room?
“Hello, Weslie.” His voice is clipped and formal. He positions himself, straight backed, at the foot of my bed like he’s assessing me.
I glance down at the restraints lying on either side of me in the sheets. “I didn’t have anything to do with the attack.”
“I know. The ship came into communication range just before it exploded. The station watched the live feed before it went down. You were quite a hero. Saving two heirs and going back for the porter.”
Reve. I close my eyes and hear him in my mind. I love you, Wes. Behind my eyelids, he’s swallowed by flames again. I catch a sob in my throat and exhale slowly.
“So can I go, then?”
The man tilts his head. “Where? You’re pretty far from home.”
“I’ll figure it out.” My plan was to find my dad, but that’s off the table. Jupiter’s mom said I had compensation from the contest. I’ll be fine on my own. I just have to get out of this room.
He clears his throat. “Maybe I can be of assistance?”
“I’m all good, but thanks.”
He rests his hand on the footboard, squinting and staring into my face.
I feel exposed. Whoever this guy is, I’d really like him to leave. “Well, I’m gonna—”
“You have Nova’s eyes.” His voice is quieter, but not softer. The same stilted tone.
“You know my mom?”
“Since we were born. Our families were close throughout our childhood. But we rarely got along. Your mom was always looking for a fight, but I kind of liked that about her.”
“Doesn’t sound like my mom.” It sounds like me.
“Seventeen years can change us, I guess.” He takes a breath, slipping his other hand into his pocket and examining the ceiling. “When we left for our Earth Experience Mission, we decided to give it a go, but we broke up before the ship even reached Earth.”
I pull my knees and the blanket up to my chest.
“Nova disappeared before we all headed back to Mars. No one ever heard from her again.” He lowers himself into the chair the doctor left at the end of the bed.
“My mom’s from Mars?” The words feel wrong. She hates Mars. Never wanted to go. Or go back? The memory of her and my dad in the kitchen. What did she say? Did you think of what happens…if they find me?
Curran’s ranting echoes in my mind. You have a lot of fight in you. That’s one thing we both got from our dad.
I study the man at the end of my bed more closely. His hair, dark and curly, is like Curran’s. Like mine. And there’s something familiar in the shape of his mouth.
“I didn’t even know you existed until I was contacted as a DNA match to one of the unidentified survivors. I take it from your expression you didn’t know I existed, either.” He stands and paces around the side of the bed.
“You’re…you’re my father.” My biological father. Dad in DNA only.
He nods and holds out a hand. “Declan Nole.”
I turn back to the window, hiding my face as tears blur my vision. I don’t want to be here. I want to go home. To talk to my mom.
“Take some time to collect yourself. I realize this is a lot to process. When you’re ready, I’ll be back to take you home.”
“I don’t have a home here.”
“You’re a Nole, Weslie. Of course you do.” It sounds like he means to be comforting, but his stoic tone has the opposite effect.
The door clicks shut.
I squeeze my eyes closed. How could my mom keep this from me? How could she lie to me all this time? When I was a kid, sure, but now? Didn’t I have a right to know?
I slide out of bed. A floating sensation floods my body with my first step. I must have stood up too fast.
Wait, no. I’m on Mars. Gravity isn’t what I’m used to on Earth.
Careful and slow, I cross the room to the window and pull back the curtain.
Orange dirt swirls in the wind around the network of domed passageways and glass cubes. The Elysian habitat. All this time they called us dust mites, but all this planet has is dust. Beyond the tall structures, jagged red mountains glow in the sunlight. I trace the ridgeline on the glass. Just like the drawing in Jupiter’s sketchbook.



Chapter Forty-Nine
Jupiter
SEVENTEEN SOLS ON MARS
In the middle of the central hub, the evening rush moves too quickly to notice me. It’s the one place I can feel anonymous. Not the same peace as the arboretum on the ship. The trees here are spaced out among the levels, surrounded by other air-purifying plants. I’m hidden in plain sight. There’s nowhere to get lost or pretend I’m somewhere different. But for a moment, if I sit still in the center of the flow of people, I’m invisible.
“Your mom is looking for you again.” Skye slides onto the bench next to me, nudging my shoulder and shattering my illusion.
“What’s new?” She hasn’t let up even after the ship blew up. After I barely made it out alive, and Weslie…didn’t.
“Did you ask her for more time?”
“She prefers to pretend like nothing happened. Says staying busy will be good for me.” I turn away, facing the outer wall. Outside, the pinkish sky turns blue as the sun sets.
“Did you see this?” She holds up her comm screen. The title of the article is in bold across the top. WHITE STAR LINE’S RUSHED WORK ON BOUNDLESS
LEADS TO GREATEST SPACE TRAVEL DISASTER IN HISTORY.
“Yeah, faulty wiring.” I shake my head.
“Any word on…” She bites her lips.
“The directory of survivors will only release information to ‘immediate family.’” I rub the back of my neck. Every day since we got to Mars, I’ve tried, but they keep turning me away. I know what I saw. I know what happened. I just can’t accept it until they confirm it. “Curran volunteered to give it a try.”
“Did he ever figure out why Reve tried to keep him on the ship?”
“He swears he has no idea.” I tilt my head back and rest back on my palms. Ten stories above, a misshapen moon passes the clear, round ceiling. Another day and its second pass brings Phobos an incalculably tiny fraction nearer to the planet, closer to destruction.
“Look.” Skye pats my knee.
Asha’s fresh pink hair stands out in the passing crowd, Tar keeping pace beside her and their parents leading the way.
“It doesn’t make sense. There has to be a reason Asha and Tar are sticking by him,” Skye says like she’s desperately searching for the final piece of the puzzle that’s gone missing.
I let out a breath. “Heard he was officially cleared this morning.” Communication with the Boundless and the Mars station didn’t link up until right before it was completely destroyed. The captain already safely evacuated with the passengers who were lucky enough to make it off.
No one wanted to hear our version. When our escape pod made it to the Mars station, the rescue team recorded our account of the events, cleared us medically, and put us all on a transport to Mars. When no one else who made it off the ship, including Tarak and Asha, backed up our story, we were all warned about the dangers of fabricating conspiracy theories. After all, Captain Nazari is a hero. Captain Nazari is a respected citizen of Elysium. Captain Nazari got away with it.
“I can’t believe he’s not in prison,” Skye says through her teeth. “He’s responsible for all those deaths.”
I drop my head.
Skye lays her hand over mine. “I’m sorry. I know you’re hoping she made it off, Jupe.”
“Every night, I dream that she is here. She convinces me she’s alive, that it was all a misunderstanding. And then—”
“You wake up and have to lose her all over again.” She takes a deep breath and squeezes my hand. “Still happens to me, too. With Andi.”
Lifting my eyes as Gianna spots me from the third level, I stand. “Time for me to get moving.”
“Oh my…” Skye tugs on my sleeve. Her smile spreads too wide to finish. She stares past me, fixed on the steps of the Central Services building.
I whip around, following her gaze.
Weslie brushes the dark curls from her face, pausing at the top of the stairs and scrutinizing the levels of the central hub from paths and trees at the bottom to services and apartments above.
I’m frozen in place, waiting for her to evaporate. Prove she’s only a ghost of a memory, appearing to torture me. My heart pounds in my ear canals. I don’t move, don’t breathe, too terrified to break the illusion.
Behind her, Mr. Nole comes out the door and places a hand on her shoulder. He points toward his shuttle waiting at the bottom of the steps.
A surge of adrenaline floods my body. I race across the path and leap onto a planter, cutting through ferns and peace lilies.
Weslie nods along as Mr. Nole speaks and they descend the steps.
I jump down into the flow of evening foot traffic, pushing upstream.
Her hand is on the shuttle door.
“Weslie!” I break free from the crowd.
Our eyes lock, and a smile stretches across her face.





Author’s Note


First off, we’ll just get this one out of the way: I am aware that humans traveling from Earth to Mars in less than thirty-six days is wildly implausible. On average, Mars is about 140 million miles from Earth. That’s a long trip. And honestly—kind of a boring timeline. If you can forgive the big sci-fi properties, can you forgive me this little scientific inaccuracy? I know, I know. I also play with a completely unscientific gravity system. (See my previous question.)
I came up with the idea to write this book after my family’s annual watching of Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar, which always leads to a sometimes (always) passionate discussion on topics ranging from the concept of spacetime to “is this an alien movie?” On this watch, my oldest brought up a certain billionaire’s desire to terraform Mars. Our conversation led to the idea that if Mars ever became a viable option for life, it would likely be a world for the ultra-rich to abandon a dying planet. The cogs in my brain started turning. They could all see it on my face: I had a book idea. And I exclaimed, “Ooo…Titanic in space!” My family humored me.
I researched the hell out of theoretical plans to terraform Mars. (Heads-up: most of these ideas seem about as scientifically sound as traveling to Mars in less than thirty-six days.) So I abandoned the terraforming. I didn’t want to write a hard sci-fi book. I may be a speculative writer, but ultimately, it’s always about the love story for me. I decided instead that humanity would mine Mars, find water, and create habitat cities across the planet, leaving labor and production on Earth, which would necessitate the creation of faster and faster space travel. And I focused more on building a society where the wide and beautiful spectrum of human identities are fully accepted (yay), but the disparity between classes is vast and horrifying and capitalism prevails (boo).
I started with the James Cameron classic Titanic as inspiration, sprinkling in actual Titanic facts to satisfy my inner history nerd. But then I found the best parts, two people who learned to appreciate each other’s strengths and weaknesses and a band of other characters who stole my heart. I hope they found their way into yours, too.
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Caroline, Mary, and Megan—I’m so grateful to have you three. You make me a better writer and I would be lost without our Discord chat.
To my agent, Gabriella Melendez—thank you for loving and believing in this story and patiently navigating the publishing industry with me. Sorry for all the emails.
To my editors, Justine Bylo and Madison Pelletier—thanks for pulling the missing bits of this story and world out of my brain and making this book the best it could be.
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And finally—to you, reader. No amount of thanks will ever express how much it means to me that you put time into reading this book and trusted me to take you to space.



FOR A SLAYER, LOVE’S PAR FOR THE CORPSE…IN THIS ELECTRIFYING DYSTOPIAN UPPER YA NOVEL ABOUT TWIN SISTERS WHO ARE FORCED TO DEAL WITH LOVE, KILLING VAMPIRES, AND LIFE AFTER UN-DEATH.
The world ended ten years ago.
Vampires showed up, took over, and turned the whole planet into their personal all-you-can-drink buffet. The president? Bloodsucker. The government? Bloodsuckers. My social life? Absolutely nonexistent.
But hey, at least I had one thing going for me—slayer training. My twin sister, Ripley, and I were about to go pro, officially joining the ranks of the last people on earth who actually do something about the whole “undead overlords” situation.
And then X had to show up. The vampire boogeyman. The worst of the worst. And instead of killing Ripley, like any decent monster would, he turned her. Now she’s technically a vamp, but something tells me my sister is still in there. Which means I can’t slay her. 
What can I do? Break every rule. Lie to my friends. Strike a deal with the most dangerous vampire on the planet: X will protect Ripley from everyone else who wants her dead—like, really dead—until I can snag the cure for vampirism. The catch? Risking my own head to help him free his good-for-nothing BFF from the very slayers who taught me everything. 
If I want Ripley back, I’m going to have to play nice with the thing that ruined my life. And the worst part?
I think he’s enjoying this.



Let’s be friends!
 @EntangledTeen
 @EntangledTeen

bit.ly/TeenNewsletter



Table of Contents
Copyright Page
Content Warning
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Chapter Forty-Eight
Chapter Forty-Nine
Author’s Note
Acknowledgements


cover1.jpeg
E. L. STARLING





titlepage.xhtml

        
            
                
            
        

    

