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My New American Life
A brother and sister escape from 
Cuba to a small Midwestern town.

Genre: Historical Fiction

Guided Reading Level T

Lexile Level 810L

80 Pages

Sample ‘Think About It’ Question:

Question 1. Why are Yolanda and Luis sent to 
America, and where do they go after they get 
there?
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Chapter One

February, 1961—

I flipped through a fashion magazine announcing 

all the newest styles of dresses for 1961. Should 

my dress be pink or blue? Or beige? Beige was an 

elegant color, very sophisticated. Pink was for 

little girls, and in just eight months, I would be 

turning fifteen—no longer a little girl.

For my birthday, Mami and Papi promised me 

a fiesta de quinceañera, a special celebration for 

girls turning fifteen, and I couldn’t stop thinking 

about it! On October 12th, friends and family 
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would come to our house here in La Habana. 

We’d play the latest pop songs, eat delicious 

vanilla cake (with a figurine of a quinceañera on 

top!), and best of all, my crush, Ricardo Piñeiro, 

would be here to celebrate with me. 

“Yoli!” my eight-year-old brother, Luis, called 

from the hallway. He should’ve gotten to bed an 

hour ago. 

“Shh. Baja la voz. Lower your voice.” I opened 

my door. “What is it?”

He slipped into my room in his plaid 

pajamas. “Who’s the man at the door?”

“What man?” I rushed to my window to see 

if I could catch a glimpse of anyone standing on 

our front porch. “I don’t see anyone.”

“He’s in the foyer, talking to Mami and Papi. 

He seems angry.” 
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“I had no idea anyone was here.”

“Because you’re so busy with your magazines, 

you can’t think of anything else.”

“Not true.” I hugged my doorframe and tried 

to eavesdrop on the adults’ conversation. Sure 

enough, someone was talking to my parents just 

inside the house. 

I craned my head out further into the 

hallway and heard a man’s slightly muffled voice 

speaking to my parents. My father’s tone was 

calm and collected, though every so often, hints 

of restrained annoyance surfaced. 

What was going on?

“We have reason to believe…” the man began, 

but I couldn’t quite discern the rest. I didn’t like 

the way his tone of voice changed suddenly, as 

though he were scolding my parents.
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“Sir, we are very pleased with el máximo lider’s 

new changes,” Papi said flatly. “So if you don’t 

mind, my wife and I will say goodnight. We 

were just about to retire.”

I didn’t know why this man was here talking 

about el máximo lider, Fidel Castro, but I could 

tell my father was lying about being pleased  

with the changes. Unfortunately, Castro had 

been our prime minister for two years now,  

and there was nothing any of us could do  

about it. 

Luis pushed through the doorway to hear 

better, making me miss whatever the man 

replied to my father. “Stay out of it, Luisito. This 

is grown-up talk.”

“Then why are you listening?” Luis climbed 

onto my bed. “You’re not a grown up.”
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“Hush. You’re so annoying!” Where was 

Abuela? With her bedroom right across the hall, 

our grandmother should have caught on to Luis 

being out of bed by now and dragged him back 

to his room by his ear. 

I ignored Luis and focused back on the man 

at the door. I caught the word indoctrination from 

my father, and suddenly, it all made sense. 

Changes were happening at my school. First, 

Sister Perez started teaching us new ideas in 

history class about communism—how everyone 

should have the same things, how there should 

be no more rich or poor people, how this 

kind of equality was fairer to all. Men wearing 

military fatigues had visited and told us to 

prepare for a new future. They said there was 

a high possibility that soon we’d be relocated 
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to a school in the countryside where we’d sing 

patriotic songs, learn military exercises, and 

begin an improved way of life. 

I didn’t see anything wrong with our current 

way of life or understand why it had to change. 

My family had a nice four-bedroom house in La 

Habana. We weren’t very rich, but we weren’t 

poor, either. My father made enough money as 

an accountant to make sure Luis and I could 

both attend a good Catholic private school. 

When I’d told my parents about the military 

men’s visit, they’d looked concerned. They’d told 

me not to discuss it with anyone, to keep my 

mouth shut and carry on as usual. That night, 

I’d pressed a glass tumbler against their wall and 

heard them talking in their bedroom. They had 

mentioned the word indoctrination. Mami’s fear 
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was that Castro would take away parents’ rights 

to plan children’s education, but my father had 

dismissed it as bobería—nonsense that would 

never happen. 

Now, I wasn’t so sure. 

Just as I stuck my head into the hallway 

again, my mother appeared around the corner.

“Mami!” My heartbeat spiked suddenly. “You 

scared me.”

She looked stressed, clutching her house  

robe tightly to her body. “¿Yolanda, qué estás 

haciendo? What are you doing?” she asked 

frantically. “Ya es hora de dormir. It’s time to 

sleep.”

“Yes, but I, uh, have a little problem.”  

I showed her who was perched on my bed  

way past his bedtime.
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“Luisito!” Mami gritted her teeth. “Get to your 

room right this minute!” 

Goodness. My mother was usually so even-

keeled. The strange man’s visit must’ve put her 

on edge.

Abuela finally emerged from her bedroom 

across the hall. How odd for my usually 

overprotective grandmother to be too distracted 

to notice my brother out of his bed. 

Then, I saw the glass tumbler in her hand. 

Apparently, someone else in this house liked to 

eavesdrop, too. “I’m sorry, hija, I didn’t know he 

was awake,” Abuela said to Mami. “I, eh . . . had 

the radio on a little too loud. Luisito, go back  

to bed.”

“But who’s the man at the door?” Luis asked 

again, getting up from my bed. 
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“Nothing for you to worry about,” Mami 

said. “Go to sleep, or you’ll be tired for school 

tomorrow.” 

“If you go to school tomorrow,” Abuela 

murmured. 

Mami shot her a wary look; Abuela quietly 

closed the door to her room, as my mother 

glanced down the hall worriedly.

“What did she mean by that?” I asked Mami. 

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “Just get in 

bed, Yolanda. The man will be gone soon, and 

then we can all get some rest.”

I was disappointed that my mother wouldn’t 

share details with me. Didn’t she trust me? 

“Okay. Goodnight, Mami.”

“And Yoli?” Her green eyes softened, as if 

suddenly remembering how much she loved me. 
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She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. 

“Te quiero. I love you,” she said, caressing my hair.

“I love you, too.”

“Everything will be okay.”

“I know.” I smiled and closed my door, but 

my stomach turned a quick somersault. Of 

course everything would be okay. Why wouldn’t 

it be? I slipped into bed and turned out my light, 

trying not to dwell on the question.
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Under Control
Teens discover an evil plot to 
control the adults in the community.

Genre: Science Fiction

Guided Reading Level W

Lexile Level 910L

88 Pages

Sample ‘Think About It’ Question:

Question 2. Why does Zoey ask Landon for help, 
and why does he hesitate to help her at first?
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Chapter Three

Landon and his friends scrambled back up to 

the path, boosting one another over rocks and 

supporting each other when they slipped on 

loose pebbles. They reached the wire barrier 

and ducked under it. “Wait,” Landon called, as 

Jax and Ariana ran ahead. “I need to reset the 

dragonet.”

They panted beside him as he entered the 

necessary commands into the pocket comm 

before putting it away and rubbing his hands 

over his face, as if to erase what he’d just 

witnessed. 
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“Let’s get farther away before we report—” the 

body, there was a dead body in the water “—what 

we saw.”

Ariana shook her head. “No, if we report it, 

then they’ll know we were down there. Let the 

dragonet report it.”

“I think the boulders are keeping the body 

out of the dragonet’s visual field or the dragonet 

would have already reported it,” Jax said. 

“Landon’s right—we need to report it or who 

knows how long the body will be there. We’ll 

walk a little farther up and say we saw it being 

washed onto the shore from there.”

Ariana kept shaking her head, but once  

they were a decent distance from the 

RESTRICTED AREA signs, Landon tuned his 

wrist communicator to the emergency channel. 
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“We need help,” he told the disinterested-

looking guy on the screen. Landon’s voice 

sounded scratchy and husky, so he cleared his 

throat and continued. “We want to report a 

dead body.” It took several agonizing minutes 

to convince the officer this wasn’t a joke, but 

eventually he agreed to send a unit.

“Did…” Jax swallowed. “Did you all recognize 

. . .” His voice trailed off, and he closed his eyes.

Landon shook his head, but Ariana pressed 

her lips together and nodded. “It was Dr. 

Benson.”

“Zoey’s mother?” Landon’s heart dropped to 

his shoes, and a wave of nausea sloshed through 

his stomach. Zoey had been a good friend for 

years, and the thought of her hearing about what 

happened was too terrible to even imagine. 
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Jax’s voice wavered, dropping to a frightened 

whisper. “Her mom is—was—on the same 

research team as our dad.”

A few minutes later, a hover car with the 

standard blue bubble on top zoomed up and 

landed on a flat area nearby. A man in a blue and 

gold Carlucci Security uniform leisurely stepped 

out. “What are you kids doing so close to the 

restricted zone? Why aren’t you at the Founder’s 

Day Celebration?”

Landon didn’t have a good explanation, so  

he blurted, “There’s a dead body over there, on 

the shore.”

The officer didn’t look where Landon pointed, 

keeping his eyes on the trio instead. “Is that 

right? And just how did you manage to see it 

from this hillside?”
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“We saw it in the water,” Jax spoke up in a 

tight voice. “Please, just go look.”

The officer sighed. “If this is some kind of 

joke, you kids are in big trouble.” He strode 

off, muttering about ruining his Founder’s Day 

party. After a moment the muttering suddenly 

cut off and the crackle of a powerful, long-range 

communicator cut through the air. “Send a unit. 

Yes, we have a fatality.”

Landon’s legs suddenly felt weak, and he let 

himself drop into an ungraceful sprawl on the 

rocky ground. Zoey’s mother was dead. It was 

as if hearing the officer confirm the dead body 

made it more real than seeing it with his own 

eyes. The others sat beside him, but they all 

leaped to their feet moments later when a sleek 

personal flight transport, with the words Carlucci 
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Consortium scrawled on the side in gold, ornate 

letters, landed silently just up the hill. Four 

additional officers poured out and down the hill 

to where the other officer stood waving them 

over to him. Landon’s breath caught in his throat 

as Jemma Carlucci emerged from the transport.

She was the founder’s sole surviving child, an 

adult now. Her features were thin, the bones in 

her face standing out sharply. With her pointed 

chin and long nose, she always reminded 

Landon of a wolf, so much so that when she 

spoke to her escort, Landon could swear he saw 

small, sharp teeth. She wore an elegant dress 

and high-heeled shoes, obviously dressed up for 

Founder’s Day. Her polished nails glinted as she 

placed her hand on the arm of the remaining 

officer so he could carefully guide her around 
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the rocks. But before Jemma Carlucci reached 

Landon and his friends, another officer bounded 

up from the restricted area and leaned in to 

whisper in her ear. Jemma’s lips curved into a 

satisfied smile before she waved him away.

Landon stared into her cold, hard eyes as she 

walked toward him and his friends, surveying 

them one by one. 

Her voice, when she finally addressed them, 

was emotionless. “So you children found a 

body?”

“We’re not children,” Arianna muttered under 

her breath, as Landon nodded numbly.

For several minutes, Ms. Carlucci grilled 

them about why they were there and how they’d 

discovered the body before asking sharply, “Did 

you recognize the body?”
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Her unfeeling manner sent chills through 

Landon. He remembered a rumor he’d often 

heard whispered on the island: that Jemma grew 

up practically alone, her only living parent a 

father so consumed by grief that for years he 

barely noticed she existed. 

Human emotion seemed a foreign concept 

to Jemma, and Landon certainly didn’t trust the 

way she was handling this particular human 

tragedy. Best not to give her too much information, 

he thought. If she can’t feel sympathy, who knows 

what she’s capable of? “No,” he said quickly, 

glancing warningly at the others. “We weren’t 

close enough to make out any facial features.”

“Very well.” The edges of Jemma’s lips turned 

up in a cold smile. “Kindly provide your names 

to this officer in the event that we need to 
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contact you again, and then you may leave.” 

She turned away, dismissing them with a flick 

of her wrist as she pulled out her pocket comm. 

Intrigued by the extra settings he noticed on her 

communicator, Landon edged closer, and he 

was the only one still paying attention when she 

spoke quietly into it. “Yes, it’s her—thankfully 

that’s one problem we don’t have to worry about 

anymore.”
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The Breakaway
Fraternal twins, Taylor and Tyler, 
compete to make the hockey team. 

Genre: Sports Fiction

Guided Reading Level S

Lexile Level 770L

78 Pages

Sample ‘Think About It’ Question:

Question 1. Why does Taylor tell Maya Austin she 
should try to play ice hockey?
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Chapter One

My opponent places the hockey puck on the 

centerline between us. We stare fiercely into each 

other’s eyes. “Ready for the bully?” he growls.

We tap the ice—one, two, three times—and 

smack our hockey sticks together above the 

puck, our gazes still locked. Then my opponent 

winks at me! No way, I think. You’re not messing 

with my head. This face-off is mine!

In a split second, I hook the puck, cut right, 

and swoosh down center ice toward the blue 

line. His defense is already crowding me, so I 

spin off to the left. Then I spot my right-winger.
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“I’m open!” he yells, banging his stick on  

the ice.

I flick him the puck. He dangles it and 

takes it around the boards, but the other team’s 

forward streaks over to steal. 

I charge in and take control, and suddenly  

the way is clear—no one is between the goalie 

and me. I go full speed into the breakaway.  

The goalie is hunching outside the net. I deke 

left, in an effort to deceive the goalie, and as  

he shifts toward me, I pull the puck to the 

outside of my stick blade. Bam! My backhand 

shot lifts the puck top shelf—into the upper 

right corner of the goal. Yes! Another win for 

Team Callahan!

I bump a gloved fist with my right-winger, 

who was also my opponent in the face-off, and 
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who was also the goalie who tried to block my 

shot, and who is also and always my brother. 

Yep, it’s only the two of us in this game 

today—just Tyler and me. We’ve been playing 

ice hockey this way almost since the day we 

were born, and since Ty is my twin, the day we 

were born was the same day. Actually, I beat him 

in our race into the world by three minutes, but 

I don’t hold that over him too much.

We’d grown up far from the nearest ice rink 

(which was kind of a dingy rink anyway), so our 

dad taught us how to skate on the big pond on 

my grandparents’ farm, where we were raised. 

Being competitive siblings and natural rivals, we 

took it to the next level—one-on-one ice hockey. 

But after a while, just stickhandling the puck 

became boring, so we decided to take on every 
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position for and against each other—gliding in to 

assist or challenge, defend or goal-tend, whatever 

seemed like the best move in the moment.

 That quick-change strategy turned out to give 

us a big advantage when we played on Mayfield’s 

middle-school team. Not to brag—okay, I’m 

bragging—but we were both named MVP in our 

final championship game in eighth grade. And 

then in our freshman year of high school, we 

both made varsity—second line offense. 

But soon we’ll be going to a different school. 

After our grandmother died suddenly last 

winter, our grandfather’s health started going 

downhill, too. It became too hard for Dad to 

take care of everything and everyone. So the 

farm was put up for sale and in July we moved 

to this sprawling town a hundred miles away. 
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Grandpa came along with us, but he moved into 

an apartment at Golden Oaks, an assisted-living 

center, instead of into our new house. 

Only two things keep Ty and me from being 

totally bummed out about all of this:

1. Cedar Ridge High, our new school, is next 

to where Grandpa is living, so we will be able to 

walk over and visit him after classes, and

2. A few blocks from the school is a new state-

of-the-art icehouse with two regulation-size 

rinks, where all the area high schools play their 

home games. The place is even called Twin Ponds 

Arena, which may just be a good luck sign. 

Now today, after a few weeks of unpacking and 

settling in at home, we’re finally getting some ice 

time at the arena. Tryouts are in early September, 

and we need practice—a lot of it. The Cedar 
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Ridge Falcons were the division champs for the 

last two years, and we know we’ll have to be at 

our best to earn spots on the team. So that’s why 

we padded up, pulled on our identical yellow 

jerseys with “Callahan” on the back, and headed 

over to the arena’s public Stick-n-Shoot session. 

“Time’s almost up,” Ty reminds me. “Dad said 

we should walk over to Grandpa’s until Dad gets 

a break from work and can take us home.”

“I remember,” I say. “I just want to do some 

backward crossovers around the face-off circle. 

I’m rusty.” 

“You’re Rusty? I thought your name was Taylor.”

“And you’re a laugh riot, little brother.” I 

playfully slap him on the arm and skate away. 

A few minutes later, I head toward the far 

goal line, where Tyler is talking to a pair of boys 



33

in Cedar Ridge jerseys. Of the two of us, my 

brother is the chattier one, everybody’s instant 

pal, so I figure he has already filled these guys in 

on our life story.

“Tomorrow is the weekly pick-up game for 

teens,” a kid with straight dark hair is saying. 

“Sign up at the front desk, and you can get in 

some real practice. I’m Ian, by the way, and that’s 

Kurt. We’re both juniors.”

“Maybe you can show me that backhand shot 

that you just did,” says the other boy. He has 

sandy hair and glasses. “I always mess up in the 

breakaway. It’s a wonder I even made the team 

last year.”

My brother laughs. “That wasn’t my 

breakaway—that was my twin’s.” He pulls me in 

and pats my back. “This is Taylor. I’m Tyler.”
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Ian whistles. “Tyler and Taylor? Geez, as if 

being twins wasn’t confusing enough!”

“We’re fraternal, not identical, twins,” Tyler 

explains. “And most people can tell us apart 

pretty easily.” 

Like many siblings, we do have similar facial 

features. And we’re both tall and lanky, with 

wavy straw-colored hair. But we do have one big 

difference. 

I take off my helmet, and my sweat-soaked 

hair falls down to my shoulders.

“What the—!” says Ian. “You’re a girl!”

“Yeah, I know.” I smile and point my stick 

at my skates. “What gave me away? The pink 

laces?”
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Spinning My Wheels
Greg is spinning his wheels living 
up to his parents’ expectations. 

Genre: Realistic Fiction

Guided Reading Level Q

Lexile Level 770L

79 Pages

Sample ‘Think About It’ Question:

Question 2. What happens when Greg and his 
parents are on their way to Chicago, and how 
does this event affect the characters?
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Chapter Two

Greg glanced down at the exam as he walked 

home. Four points more would have meant a 

C, and honestly, that would have been fine with 

him. He shoved the rolled-up test into his back 

pocket and kicked a loose rock in his path. To 

him a D was an improvement upon the blazing 

red Fs he’d received on his last two exams. To 

his parents, though, this D would stand for 

disaster, further proof that their son was slacking 

off and—how did Dad always put it?—not 

showing his full potential. Regardless of what they 
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had to say about his latest disaster, Greg knew 

the outcome: a lecture and grounding. 

When Greg’s friends were grounded, it meant 

yard work for a month or no socializing. When 

Greg was grounded, it meant being shut in his 

room on the weekend with a stack of books and a 

study guide to prepare for Dad’s practice quizzes. 

Opening the front door, he looked down at 

his watch. Three more hours until Mom and Dad 

returned home. Three more hours of freedom 

before being locked in study jail. And, more 

importantly, three hours to cruise Gearheadz 

uninterrupted. He tossed the exam on the table 

by the front door and headed upstairs. Then he 

flipped open his laptop and settled in to watch 

a video about his favorite car model. Mustang: 

Evolution of Horsepower.
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* * * * 

“Gregory Isaiah Johnson!” His father hollered 

from downstairs. “Get down here!” Greg rolled 

his eyes, took a deep breath, and trudged 

downstairs. 

“What’s this?” Dad asked, clutching Greg’s 

crumpled attempt at a B. “Wait, I’ll answer 

for you: a disappointment. This test is proof 

you aren’t studying hard enough.” Greg leaned 

against the doorframe and lowered his head. 

Even though he heard this lecture often, it still 

stung, and Greg could say nothing in his defense 

that he hadn’t already. 

Dad never believed Greg really studied, even 

when he saw Greg with his face in a textbook. 

He didn’t believe things “didn’t stick” in Greg’s 
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mind, but that was the only way Greg could 

explain it. The only thing that clicked for Greg 

were topics that set his brain on fire—things 

like the specs of the latest V6 engine out of 

Japan or how many miles per gallon a new 

hybrid clocked. Basically, knowledge that was 

meaningless to Mom and Dad. 

And in fact, Greg’s wealth of knowledge about 

those topics only frustrated them more. If you 

can waste time absorbing useless car facts, then you 

obviously have time—and the ability—to improve 

your grades, they constantly told him. 

“Your mother won’t be home for another hour, 

but I’ve already called her. She’s as disappointed 

as I am, and we both agree on no computer, 

tablet, and cell phone. You’re to focus only on 

geometry this weekend and schoolwork every 
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weekend until you have at least a B average for 

all of your classes. ”

Greg shot up straight, his eyes wide. This 

punishment was worse than expected. “But, you 

usually just . . . why every weekend?”

“Because clearly we’re not being strict enough. 

You disregard how important—no really, how 

essential—good grades are for your future. 

Nothing matters to you as much as that silly 

website. What’s it called? Gearface?” 

“Headz,” corrected Greg. “Gearheadz.”

“Okay, well, no more Gearheadz until you’ve 

obtained that B average and maintained it for six 

weeks.”

“What? But Dad!”

“No buts. Maybe now you’ll get it. Maybe now 

you’ll live up to the Johnson potential.” 
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“What makes you think I’m not already?”

“Because no Johnson has ever received an F 

before. No Johnson accepts failure.”

Greg felt the tears coming. Dad had never said 

something so hurtful before. Greg ran upstairs 

and slammed the door shut. Not even his 

favorite site could console him right now. 

* * * * 

Piles of textbooks, workbooks, and notes 

overflowed on Greg’s desk along with detailed 

instructions. It was Saturday afternoon and 24 

hours until Dad’s homemade quiz. He had been 

diligent, reading over and over about angles 

and measurements, but there was a difference 

between reading and absorbing, and try as he 

might, Greg wasn’t absorbing one bit. 
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Greg slammed his book shut. If he re-read 

the words Pythagorean Theorem one more time 

he might lose his mind. He needed a break, and, 

with his parents out running an errand, they 

wouldn’t notice him breathing in geometry-free 

air on the side porch. Reclining on the steps, Greg 

closed his eyes and smiled at the sun’s warmth 

on his face. He was inclined to doze off when a 

sound—somewhere between a metallic rumble 

and a purr—grew in his ears as a car approached. 

Greg sat up straight and turned his head toward 

the sound. Only a classic could sound that sweet!

His eyes followed the rumbling car, which he 

immediately recognized as a ’65 Mustang as it 

pulled into the driveway next door. Despite its 

faded paint and a few beat-up spots, Greg saw 

the bones of an amazing beast. He marveled at 
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the car. He’d been a fan of classic sports cars 

ever since he first read a 1960s comic called 

Accelerated about spies with incredible cars, and 

the guy who’d introduced him to Accelerated was 

behind the Mustang’s wheel.

“Hey, Greg!” Mike called from the driver’s 

seat. A couple of years older than Paul, Mike was 

a mechanic downtown, who began renting the 

house next door a year ago. 

Greg waved. “That’s an awesome car. Is it 

yours?”

“Sure is.”

“No way,” Greg shook his head in disbelief. 

“So jealous.”

“I’ve been eyeing her for a month but didn’t 

want to say anything until I was sure she was 

mine. Come take a look!” 
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Greg walked over, circling the car and 

inspecting every feature. He imagined how 

amazing it would look with a buffed body, fresh 

paint job, and new interior. 

“She obviously needs a major overhaul,”  

said Mike. “I’ve fully restored at least ten cars at 

the shop, but never a Mustang and never a car 

that was my own. This time, I’ll be able to keep 

the final product!” He patted the dashboard 

lovingly. “Want to sit behind the wheel? Try her 

on for size?”

Greg nodded furiously, and Mike threw back 

his head laughing. “All right, Mr. Johnson, here 

you go.” The two traded places, and Greg was 

transported. Behind the wheel, he wasn’t the 

Johnson family disappointment. He was a driver 

at the helm of an exquisite piece of machinery, 
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speeding around town like the heroes in the 

Accelerated series. But just as he was mid-

daydream, fully engaged in an imaginary car 

chase, his parents pulled into the driveway at  

his house. 

Greg quickly jumped out of the Mustang, but 

it was too late. The scowl on Dad’s face spoke 

for itself. You’re in big trouble, mister. “Gregory,” 

Dad called. “Inside, now. You’re grounded, 

remember?”

“Do as your father says,” said Mom. 

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Johnson.”

“Hello, Mike,” said Mom. 

“Greg just came out to see what was making 

all the noise,” said Mike. “My new car.”

“I see,” said Mr. Johnson, unimpressed. 

“Gregory? Now.” 
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His parents walked inside, and Greg turned 

to Mike. 

“Gotta go,” Greg said.

“I find it hard to believe that mild-mannered 

Greg Johnson did something bad enough to get 

grounded.”

“Just another D in geometry, that’s all. And 

my parents don’t think I’m smart enough.” 

“Well, if you can sneak away again, I’ll need 

plenty of help with this girl.” He slid his hand 

along the car’s roof. “And despite what anyone 

thinks, you need to be smart to be able to restore 

a car. There are different kinds of smart; you 

know what I mean?”
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Chapter Four

Link had considered running with earbuds 

and music, but he had so much to think about 

that he didn’t want any distractions. As he ran, 

his hands dribbled an imaginary ball back and 

forth, front and sideways. He’d tried dribbling a 

real ball while he ran, but it was too difficult to 

control. Plus, it was impossible to do while he 

was interval training—sprint, jog, sprint, jog, 

sprint. 

He rounded the last turn before the school, 

and two guys suddenly appeared, blocking his 
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path. Caught off-guard, Link lost his balance 

and stumbled backwards. 

“What the—?” he asked.

“Link, have you seen this?” Carmelo waved 

his phone in Link’s face. 

Dwayne rounded on Carmelo. “I told you 

he’s probably seen it already; you don’t need to 

rub it in his face.” He slung an arm over Link’s 

shoulders. “Sorry, man. Just want you to know 

we’re here for you if you quit the team.”

Link shoved Dwayne’s arm away. “What are 

you talking about? I’m not quitting the team.”

Carmelo frowned at Dwayne. “Told you he 

hadn’t seen it. Link doesn’t follow this site.”

Link took a deep breath and let it out. 

Sometimes these two drove him crazy. “If you 

guys have something to say, say it.”
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“This is on Instapix.” Carmelo tapped his 

screen and held it so Link could see.

Link studied the photo. He recognized 

himself jumping for the ball against Harmon, 

one of his taller teammates. Link frowned at 

his own frozen image. Link wasn’t high off the 

ground, nothing like Chilly’s famous four-foot 

stretch, and he remembered that he’d failed 

to steal the ball. He checked his stance—

too narrow, his arms and hands could have 

stretched more. His muscles needed more 

definition, especially in his legs. But at least his 

focus was on track. 

“I didn’t know anyone took pictures at 

practice yesterday,” he said. “This was helpful, 

thanks. Maybe you could send me a copy.”

“What?” yelped Dwayne.
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“Lincoln Harding Jackson, this is not a 

helpful picture,” Carmelo said in his professor 

voice. “Did you even read the caption?”

Caption? Link tore his eyes from reviewing his 

form long enough to read the words below the 

picture. “Team’s weakest Link falls short.” The 

user “JacetheAce,” one of his teammates, had 

posted it.

Link felt like someone had punched him 

in the stomach and realized he’d been fooling 

himself. He didn’t have the respect of his 

team, and they hadn’t really accepted him as a 

legitimate teammate. 

“Sorry, man.” Carmelo turned off his phone. 

He tucked it back into his pocket.

“It’s all right. Thanks for showing me. I gotta 

get to practice now,” Link said numbly.
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“No way,” Dwayne said. “You’re still going to 

play with those jerks?”

Carmelo studied Link for a moment and then 

smiled. “You are, aren’t you? You’re going in and 

showing them you’re not the weakest link; you’re 

better than this and bad press can’t get you 

down.”

Bad press? Link lifted his head as he 

remembered that Chilly had to deal with media 

outlets making insulting remarks about him 

and onlookers belittling him during games. 

Chilly always shrugged it off as “a part of the 

game,” but it was hard to be the subject of so 

much negative attention. Link almost turned 

back to hang with Carmelo and Dwayne until 

school started, but when he thought of giving up 

basketball, he knew he couldn’t do it. 
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“That’s exactly what I’m going to do, Carmelo. 

See you guys later.”

As Link strode into the gym, a few of the 

players snickered and someone muttered about 

“the weakest Link,” but he pretended he didn’t 

notice. And soon Coach had them working so 

hard that no one had time for talk anyway.
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Chapter One

Thomas

Thomas was in the grips of a nightmare, a night 

terror that felt too real to be merely a dream. It 

was too dark to see, but he felt strong fingers 

squeezing his arms above the elbows. He started 

to cry out for his mama, but the palm of a 

fleshy hand pressed hard against his mouth, 

muffling his scream. Thomas struggled against 

his assailant, trying to rip himself free from the 

tight grip, when he heard his mother’s soft voice 

whisper in his ear. “It’s me, Thomas. Get dressed. 

It’s time for you to go.”
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Disoriented, Thomas blinked until he could 

make out the shadow of his mother above him, 

who now pressed a finger to his lips. Thomas 

nodded his understanding—whatever was 

happening, he needed to remain absolutely 

silent.

The night was chilly, and Thomas shivered 

as he tossed aside his thin, worn blanket and 

pulled on his trousers. He was already wearing 

his one and only shirt. With his eyes adjusting 

to the dark, he could just make out his mother 

flitting like a bat about the unlit room. 

Thomas desperately wanted to know why she 

had woken him up in the middle of the night 

without even lighting a candle, but he knew 

better than to break the silence and ask. As if 

she could feel his questioning eyes on her, Mama 
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glanced back at him—her only living son— 

and her face relaxed for a moment, a smile 

passing across her face so fleetingly that  

Thomas wondered if he had imagined it. But 

Thomas wasn’t imagining the collection of 

food Mama was accumulating on the scrap of 

cloth she had spread on the table. There was 

cornbread and ham and cheese and even bits  

of meat. Mama was the plantation cook and 

made meals for the master and his family, but 

she had never before stolen food to feed either  

of them. 

Mama folded the corners of the cloth over 

the food, tied the cloth into a bundle, and then 

beckoned Thomas to come close. “You have to 

go now, baby,” she whispered, handing him the 

bundle, and he finally understood.
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Thomas felt his eyes sting with tears. Mama 

must have been planning this—his escape—for 

days, possibly even longer. “I don’t want to,” he 

said, but Mama was already guiding him by the 

elbow toward the door of their cramped shack. 

“Go, baby. You be brave and get yourself to 

freedom, now. There’ll be someone waiting for 

you behind the blacksmith’s shed.”

“Come with me, Mama, please,” he begged. 

“I can’t leave you here. Master Bennett will have 

you beaten when he finds I’m gone.”

“I can live with a beating,” she said quietly, 

“but I cannot live with them setting you on 

that auction block. You’re not a child anymore, 

Thomas. You’re a man now, so you must act  

like one.” But Thomas didn’t feel like a man.  

He felt like a baby who needed his mama now 
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more than ever. “Here, take these, also.” She 

wrapped his blanket over his shoulders and tied 

it tightly around his waist, and then she pressed 

a flattish bundle wrapped in cloth into his free 

hand. Thomas could feel the outline of a large 

carving knife. Why did Mama think he’d need  

a knife?

“Now, hurry and get yourself over to the 

blacksmith’s shed!” She practically shoved him 

out the door before shutting it quietly, but firmly, 

behind him. 

Thomas wanted to bang on the closed door 

until Mama let him back inside; he wanted to 

crawl back into bed and fall asleep and wake 

up at dawn, just like any other morning; he 

wanted to imagine that this night was all just a 

dream. But he couldn’t, not when he considered 
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what Mama was risking for him. So he turned 

his back on the shack and headed toward the 

blacksmith’s shed.

HOOOO! 

The owl’s cry pierced the hushed night and 

startled Thomas. He had never before been 

outside alone at this hour, and his senses were 

intensified. He could hear the small noises of 

critters skittering in the underbrush; the air had 

a smoky smell he could almost taste; the tiny 

pinpricks of stars overhead lit the vastness before 

him better than any candle; every breeze felt like 

a cool caress against his skin, and—HOOOO! 

The owl’s hoots sounded as if they were 

coming from the direction of the blacksmith’s 

shed. Thomas swallowed his fear and sadness 

and again made his way in that direction. After 
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several steps, a pebble bounced off his leg, 

and Thomas stopped and turned. A tall man 

appeared out of the shadows, put his finger to 

his lips, and then beckoned Thomas to follow. 

The tall man moved hastily, leaving Thomas 

struggling to keep the man’s back in sight, which 

wasn’t easy because the man’s dark shirt and 

skin blended in perfectly with their shadowy 

surroundings. Thomas stopped, suddenly 

realizing he was alone in the dark—somehow 

the man had vanished before his eyes. 

HOOOO! HOOOO! 

Thomas whirled toward the sound and, 

instead of an owl, he saw the tall man 

approaching a massive tree. The hooting hadn’t 

come from an owl; it had come from the man!  

It must be a signal.
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Thomas stood spellbound as two human 

shapes, a man and a woman, emerged from 

the tree’s massive trunk. Thomas wondered 

how long they had been hiding inside the tree’s 

hollow, waiting for the man to signal them. 

The couple held bundles like the one Thomas 

cradled in his arms. Without speaking, they 

acknowledged Thomas, and then they followed 

the tall man farther into the woods. Thomas 

hesitated. If he followed them, he might never 

see his mother again. Then Thomas heard his 

mother’s voice as if she were inside his head, “Be 

brave, baby. Go now! Go!” And he hurried after 

the trio.
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Chapter Two

Benjamin thudded onto grass and squinted at 

the bright blue, sunny sky. What the . . .?

Carlotta flopped down beside him, and 

Lulu tumbled on top of him. Benjamin was too 

stunned to even complain.

“What . . . how . . .” Carlotta stammered. “Is 

everyone okay?”

Lulu rolled off Benjamin and stood, swaying 

a little. Then she grinned, threw out her arms, 

and spun in a circle, with her head tipped back. 

“This is awesome! Isn’t it?” 
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“Isn’t what awesome?” Carlotta asked, fussing 

with her hydration pack, seemingly checking it 

was still in proper working order.

“This!” Lulu said, gesturing in a way that took 

in everything. “We’re clearly in a magical land—

you know, like Narnia, except real. Back at the 

cabin, it was another rainy morning, but look—

the sun is shining, and the ground’s not even 

wet, and . . .” She took a deep breath. “It even 

smells magical!”

Benjamin found himself exchanging a what-

is-she-talking-about look with Carlotta, realized 

what he was doing, and then hastily looked away.

“We’re not in a magical land because magic 

isn’t a real thing,” Benjamin said, pulling himself 

to his feet and picking up his book and squashed 

water bottle. Their fall had landed them on a 
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mountain slope, near a meadow scattered with 

wild flowers and mushrooms. Farther down the 

mountainside, the trees grew thickly, forming 

a dense forest. Benjamin looked back up the 

mountainside, searching for the spot where they 

must have fallen through the cave wall before 

rolling halfway down this hill. He spotted a faint 

path leading up the hillside that ended beneath 

three towering, twisted trees. The trees had no 

lower branches, only spindly boughs of greenery 

far above. Benjamin decided the trees had to be 

blocking his view of the cave.

“You’re wrong,” Lulu insisted. “It’s magic, 

Benji.”

Benjamin snapped his attention to Lulu.  

“I told you not to call me that. Ever.” Benji had 

been his mom’s nickname for him. No one 
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else got to call him that. Not even his dad and 

especially not one of the Steps.

Lulu opened her mouth, but before she could 

respond, Carlotta said, “As much as it pains 

me to admit it, Lulu, Benjamin is right. It’s 

not magic; we’re just on the other side of the 

mountain.” She adjusted her hydration pack with 

a couple of tugs on its harness. “Though how we 

got here . . .” She trailed off, gazing around.

“A thin area in the rock made some kind of 

mountain pass,” Benjamin suggested, moving 

downhill toward the shade of a cluster of trees. 

He knew it didn’t make sense that the shallow 

cave brought them through the mountain, but he 

wasn’t going to mention it because Lulu would 

probably start talking about magic again. “Now go 

take a hike or something, and leave me in peace.”
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Carlotta rolled her eyes before marching off 

toward the forest at the bottom of the meadow.

“I don’t care what anyone says—I know this 

place is magic!” Lulu pulled a bent Snooperscope 

from her pocket, and, with her water bottle 

in the other hand, she crouched and tiptoed 

toward a boulder that was taller than she was, 

disappearing out of sight as she ducked behind it.

Benjamin happily reclined against a tree, and 

peaceful quiet settled around him. The Steps 

weren’t horrible, he knew, but it wasn’t like 

they’d ever be friends. They were too noisy, for 

one thing. But more importantly, they and the 

Step-Alien were a package deal. Since he’d never 

accept the Step-Alien as his new mom, step or 

otherwise, he didn’t see how he could ever be a 

friend of the Steps.
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Someone screamed. Benjamin jumped to his 

feet, looking around. Shrieking, Lulu appeared 

from behind the boulder and plummeted toward 

him. “Run!”

He ignored her. It was just Lulu being silly, 

playing her silly—

A man on horseback cantered into view 

behind Lulu. He wore a breastplate and carried 

a bow and a quiver of arrows slung across his 

back. A curved silver horn was strapped to the 

belt around his waist.

As Lulu came closer, Benjamin saw the 

warrior wasn’t riding a horse—he was the horse. 

He was a centaur!

Lulu reached Benjamin’s side and, after a 

frozen second, he grabbed her hand and pulled 

her up the path in the hillside. Searching for the 
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cave, Benjamin tugged Lulu around the trunks 

of the towering trees, but he couldn’t see the 

cave opening anywhere. No, no, no, he thought 

desperately. It must be here. How can I not see it?

He didn’t have time to search for it. 

Thundering hooves followed as he and Lulu 

raced back down the hill to the cluster of trees 

where Benjamin had been reading. Benjamin 

boosted her onto a low branch. “Climb!” he 

ordered, swinging up behind her.

The pounding hooves stopped, and Benjamin 

looked over his shoulder. The centaur gazed 

up at him. Weapon, I need a weapon, Benjamin 

thought feverishly. He realized he still had his 

book, so he threw it as hard as he could at the 

centaur—

And missed.
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Chapter Two

The Grand Salon of Mirador Station was crowded 

with league members and their families. As 

everyone awaited the arrival of the Rathorian 

delegations, Kira stood to one side in her coral 

gown that was too tight, too long, and too 

opposite of who she really was. Why couldn’t 

they welcome guests wearing whatever felt most 

comfortable? Even her lockboots would’ve been 

better.

“Good evening, Kira. You’re looking divine, 

my darling.”
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Kira whirled around. “Father.” She threw her 

arms around her father’s broad shoulders. “How 

long do we have to be here?”

“Now, Kira, you know these things last an 

Erydonian moon cycle or two.” Her father smiled 

and returned to observing the ballroom. As 

head charge of security on Mirador Station, he 

took his job of ensuring everyone’s safety with 

utmost seriousness, especially tonight, given the 

aggressive nature of some Rathorians. “Keep an 

eye on your mother,” he said. “I’ll be making the 

rounds.”

“See you soon,” Kira said. Then she kissed his 

cheek. 

A server paused in front of her, brandishing a 

tray with tall glasses of amber liquid. “Broojuice, 

Miss Jur?”
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“Thank you.” Kira lifted a glass, sipped the 

sweet, bubbly drink, and then passed it off to 

Remy who waited by her side.

“Finally!” Remy pressed his lips to the 

glass and sipped his long-awaited broojuice. 

“Amazing, as always.”

Kira laughed, attracting the attention of a 

tall Rathorian boy standing nearby. He turned, 

violet eyes, offset by shiny blue skin, locking on 

her gaze. For a moment, she was taken aback—

she’d never seen a Rathorian in real life—but he 

seemed just as startled to see her, so she looked 

away. Then suddenly, a trumpet blared, and the 

delegations, including Kira’s mother, entered  

the room.

As guests clapped, Kira couldn’t help but 

steal more glances at the Rathorian boy, who 
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seemed about her same age and stood by 

himself, looking uncomfortable. Maybe she 

should walk over and welcome him. After all, 

she was her mother’s daughter and should show 

hospitality as her mother would. Just as she 

gathered enough courage to go speak to him, the 

trumpets sounded again, and a line of Rathorian 

officials filed into the room.

The room erupted into applause and cheers.

The smooth, powerful voice of Chancellor 

Wryn commanded everyone’s attention. 

“Members of the League of Planets, families, 

and others, we are gathered here this afternoon 

to welcome our most distinguished guests who 

have agreed to set aside their own differences 

and convene this week for the betterment of 

their nation.” Hearing Chancellor Wryn speak, 
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with such dignity and respect for others, always 

made Kira feel proud to be associated with her 

mother and the League of Planets.

From across the room, Kira caught sight of 

her poised mother, who was nodding along 

to the chancellor’s speech. Even though her 

mother’s nagging often got under her skin, Kira 

respected her mother’s ability to initiate and 

facilitate agreements between planets.

“But let us not forget the importance of the 

week’s occasions,” Chancellor Wryn noted. “To 

make a lasting peace between the Rathorians 

after decades of civil unrest.” He went on to 

praise the leader of the Rathorian rebels, Drea 

Barash, as well as Rathor’s president, Tam Farak, 

for their exceptional leadership, and he declared 

that history would be made today.
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Chancellor Wryn always said that history 

was being made, but Kira knew that peace 

did not come easily to some planets. Tam 

Farak, the Rathorians’ newly elected president, 

represented the ideals of the new generation and 

a willingness to find middle ground with the 

rebels, but Kira’s mother had explained how not 

everyone was willing to forgive and forget. Many 

of Rathor’s elders still wanted their traditional 

values and old ways of life. Just because the 

Rathorians had come to Mirador Station did not 

mean they were ready to move on. It would take 

many talks and many days, or perhaps even 

weeks, of frustration before any peace treaty 

might be achieved.

“So, let us have a toast.” Chancellor Wryn 

smiled and lifted his broojuice glass high into 
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the air. “Welcome to our friends; we wish you 

well on this week of peace-seeking events.  

Hear, hear!”

“Hear, hear!” The men and women all 

repeated, raising their glasses high.

When Remy refused to relinquish Kira’s 

glass of broojuice, she snatched another one 

from a passing server’s tray and joined in the 

toast. “Hear, hear,” she mumbled, suppressing a 

yawn. Her day’s jaunts in the trazador gym had 

suddenly caught up to her. All she had to do was 

make it through this boring ceremony, and she 

could then end her day with a satisfying dinner 

and a walk through Stargaze Promenade.

The Rathorian boy caught her eye a few more 

times, though he remained quiet, observant, 

and withdrawn. Something about his violet eyes 
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saddened Kira, as though he’d seen too much 

already in his short lifetime. 

An argument broke out at the far end of 

the salon—penetrating, frustrated voices. It 

was Drea Barash, the Rathorian rebel leader, 

exchanging words with another Rathorian, a 

man in brown and silver robes. Kira didn’t know 

who he was, but with a diplomat mother to fill 

her in, she’d get to know the key players soon 

enough. Only time would tell if the week would 

end in a peace treaty.
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