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PROLOGUE

WHAT CHANCE DID Stephen Michael have of winning his Toss? In the year 2080 there were so many fourteen-year-old kids and so few scholarships. And if he lost—he hated to think about his choices then. Sweat poured down Steve’s face as he stared at the poster on the wall in front of him: WELCOME TO THE EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EDU-DICE TOSS, SPONSORED BY THE DEPARTMENT OF ENTERTAINMENT.

“Candidate 9426!” the Scholarship Advisor called out. She was a short, chubby woman, with a face pitted like the dice.

Steve opened his fist to stare at his number again. His sweat had drenched the slip of paper and smeared the ink. Number 9429. It wouldn’t be long now. Soon he would know whether he could go to high school and college or if he would have to find a job, any job at all. But this was silly. Why did he doubt the dice? He would win his Toss. He was going to be able to continue in school.

Candidate 9426 fought her way through the crowd. He watched her blond hair bobbing through the sea of people. The room was suddenly quiet.

The Scholarship Advisor consulted her hand-held. “We need a double six,” she said into her megaphone.

The blond girl groaned. “Not a double.”

“You all get an equal statistical chance,” the Advisor chided her.

The blond girl took a deep breath and rolled. The dice spun around on the concrete floor before stopping. Steve craned his neck to see the dice, but couldn’t. He heard the girl’s scream.

The blonde fell back.

“We have a winner,” the Advisor said into her megaphone.

A few kids cheered, but mostly Steve heard groans. The blond girl’s luck had reduced everybody else’s odds.

The Advisor handed the blonde the coveted green ticket and pointed toward the registration desk. “Now for Candidate 9427,” she said to the crowd.

Steve didn’t watch the next Toss. He was too busy reassuring himself that he could win. He had been there since early morning, and twice two kids had won back-to-back. It didn’t mean anything that 9426 had won. He could win three rolls later.

The next candidates would lose, and Steve would win. That’s just how it had to be.

In fact, 9427 already had lost. The discouraged-looking boy shuffled past him, and Steve worked to shut out the boy’s disappointment. He couldn’t let himself be distracted. He repeated the promise that he had made to himself: If I win my Toss and I’m able to get an education, I won’t be like most of the educated kids. I won’t just try to make money with my life. I’ll try to make things better for everybody. Please, dice, let me win.

Candidate 9428 held his head high, but he, too, had lost.

Steve was next. He sucked in his breath. He heard the Advisor chant his number, and as if in a dream, he stepped forward. The black-and-white dice waited for him, only him. They gleamed with hope and the promise of his future.

“You need a five and a three,” the Advisor said.

Five was a good number. He had a special feeling for fives. But the three … He didn’t feel anything for that number. There was still time. Three. Three. Three. He didn’t know if mind control worked, although some kids swore that it did. What else could he do?

Steve’s hands were shaking as he picked up the dice. They were cold and hard, and he pressed them deeply into his palm, memorizing the moment. Perhaps it was the last moment in his life when everything was still possible. He dropped the dice on the floor. He heard them clatter before he shut his eyes.

A kid next to him shuddered. Steve opened one eye.

Two white fives stared up at him.

Steve didn’t move. He couldn’t move. Both eyes were glued to the traitorous dice. How could they do that to him?

“Everyone can play the game. There are winners and losers. Everyone has an equal chance,” the Advisor chanted into the megaphone. She touched his shoulder and said to him, “Now go. It’s someone else’s turn.”

His feet wouldn’t budge.

Then the Advisor shoved Steve. He had no choice but to head back through the crowd, most of it eager or crying parents.

At least his mom and dad wouldn’t be disappointed. They had died in the last Superpox epidemic, along with his little brother, Sam.

The thought of his family’s death made him mad. “The Toss is not fair!” he shouted.

In the hordes of people pushing past him, only one person bothered to reply. She was carrying a clipboard.

“I played the Toss and won. Stop whining, loser!” she snapped.

Before Steve could protest, she disappeared into the crowd, and Steve did the only thing he could think of.

He headed for the door, his wet number still clutched in his hand.
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THREE YEARS LATER

Andrew Morton was lounging in the soft spot in the tattered couch where he always watched television. He tried to feel cozy and warm, as he usually did in his hollow, but he couldn’t. His dad was screaming at him.

His father, a big man, wore an undershirt and pants. “If you fail teleschool again, your mom and I will have to watch sixty hours of parenting classes. Sixty hours of idiots telling me how to get my son to do better on his television tests. Do you know how boring those parenting classes are?” His voice dropped. “You read me?”

Andrew nodded.

“The law says you have to pass eighth grade. You’re the unluckiest kid I’ve ever known. You’re sure to lose your Toss. You only need to make a sixty-five or above. After you pass, you’re finished studying for your whole life. Are you ready?”

“Yes, sir.” Andrew had watched reruns of Historical Survivor, Dialing for Dollars, and Tele-Novelas for the past week.

“I’m going to turn on the test.” His father clicked the remote. RETAKES FOR EIGHTH GRADE FINAL EXAMS, JULY 15, 2083 appeared on the screen.

A voice broke in. “But first a special message from the Secretary.”

The redheaded Secretary of Entertainment was young to be so important. She leaned toward Andrew and seemed to be speaking only to him. “I’m sponsoring something very special for eighth graders this year. Apply to be a contestant on my new upcoming Historical Survivor series for kids. If you finish the game, you’ll be paid ten thousand dollars, and if you’re voted Most Valuable Player, you’ll win an extra ninety thousand dollars, for a grand total of one hundred thousand dollars. The series is set in Antarctica, one of the coolest places in the world. Press ENTER now if you’re interested.”

“Press ENTER!” Andrew’s dad barked.

Andrew pressed ENTER on the keyboard.

“After the test, an application will appear on the screen,” the Secretary concluded. “Complete it and submit it, along with your test. Good luck.”

“Do it!” Andrew’s dad ordered. “Maybe your mother and I’ll get lucky and you’ll go to Antarctica. You know you had an ancestor who was an explorer there?”

Andrew had heard his aunt speak of a distant uncle, a man named Bowers.

EIGHTH GRADE HISTORY FINAL RETAKE appeared on the screen.

“When did Bowers explore Antarctica?” Andrew asked.

His father pointed sternly at the question on the screen. “You can’t put your test off any longer.”

Andrew read: QUESTION 1: WHICH PHARAOH BUILT THE MOST PYRAMIDS IN ANCIENT EGYPT?

He should know this answer. He had watched every episode of Egyptian Pyramid Historical Survivor.

“Remember!” his dad thundered before leaving. “A sixty-five or above!”

It was a cool day, but Andrew wiped the sweat off his face before he began to work.

From her stall at the flea market in Times Square, Polly Pritchard watched the bustle of the vendors behind aging stands, the brightly colored signs of all shapes and sizes, and the crowds of worried-looking people carrying shopping bags. She reminded herself that she didn’t know what else to do. Although she had been a nationally recognized student on EduTV, she had lost her Toss. Her mother was disabled. A few years ago, her father had died of tuberculosis. Without the help of a Toss scholarship, she had no money to continue in school. When the flea market offered her father’s old stall, she had to take it. So here she was today, working as a memorist for the first time. Mr. Pebst, her father’s former partner, had willingly given her the money for the stall in exchange for an agreement that she would give him twenty percent of her take.

“Are you as good as your father?” Mr. Pebst had asked her. Before she could speak, he shook his head. “Nobody was as good as him. In the twenty years that I knew him, he never once got anything wrong. He was the best.”

Her customers might ask her anything—the date of George Washington’s death, the distance to the moon, the calories in a peanut. She had learned many of her facts from reading the World Book encyclopedia. But most of her business would be from shoppers. Polly’s head was full of jumbled phrases from the morning’s paper and from the bulletin boards she had read on her way to work: “Instant Travel, the world’s first human fax.” “Fastgrow: Watch your hair grow one foot each night or your money back.” “Dream Hat: Finally you can photograph your dreams.” “Help the victims of the Urban Trash Wars by donating to …” And she found herself wondering, not for the first time, if the kids on her street were right, if the Memory was a curse. Casey Duncan claimed that Polly’s brain would explode before she was twenty.

A customer, her first, hobbled toward her.

The old woman scrutinized Polly’s face for a second before bursting out, “I need to know if there are any used televisions for sale. They’ll take my grandkids from me if I don’t have a television.”

Polly nodded. Everybody knew that the law required all kids under the age of fourteen to watch thirty hours of teleschool a week.

“I’ll pay you a dime. That’s all you’re worth.” The old woman’s teeth were the brown, unhealthy color of the endless smog that blanketed the city.

“Okay.” Polly tried to ignore the woman’s rudeness. Once her mother had been unable to afford a television repairman, and her fear had made her grouchy, too.

The old woman flung the dime into Polly’s empty jar.

“There’s a basement sale on the corner of Broadway and Fifty-first that lists a used television along with an EduTV attachment,” Polly said.

“You’re sure?” The old woman shook a bony finger at Polly.

“I saw it on a bulletin board.”

“I want my dime back if you’re wrong,” the old woman warned her.

Polly shrugged and wondered how her father had worked at this job for thirty years.

A boy her age walked up. He had long, shaggy hair and a broken front tooth.

Polly tried to look serious, as a memorist should.

“I lost my Toss,” he said in a quavering voice.

Polly knew how he felt. She had lost hers, too.

“I was wondering, are there any other scholarships for kids advertised?”

“Why, yes,” Polly said. There had been one in the newspaper. It felt strange to realize that she hadn’t even thought about it for herself.

“What do you charge?”

“Oh, give me what you have,” she said. Charging a boy as poor as herself would make her feel bad.

He threw a nickel into her jar.

“So?”

“The Secretary of Entertainment is producing a Historical Survivor show with kid contestants.”

“What age?”

“Fourteen.” Polly’s exact age. The age when teleschool ended and only the rich, along with the lucky few who won their Toss, got to continue their education.

“Tell me more,” the shaggy boy said eagerly.

“It’s going to be a simulation of the Robert F. Scott expedition. Five kids need to make it to the South Pole with the supplies Scott had. There’s prize money.”

“Where do you apply?”

“The application is on EduTV.”

“Gee, thanks!”

As he jogged away, she couldn’t resist shouting, “Those Historical Survivor shows are dangerous!”

“What do I have to lose?” he called over his shoulder.

Polly listened to the clip, clip, clip of Mr. Jones’s toenail clippers in the next stall and the shouts of a roving food vendor: “Hot dogs, hot dogs!” She watched swarms of ragged people passing by. What do I have to lose? Polly wondered.

Robert Johnson pressed his nose against the fence of Motorworld. For forty-five dollars a boy could spend the day at Motorworld driving any of its “thousands of vehicles specially outfitted for young teens.”

Peeking through the fence, which was all Robert had ever done, was free.

A kid his age was working the controls of a miniature red-and-black helicopter, which rose up and then settled back down on the landing pad.

A few Jaguars, Ferraris, and Corvettes sped around the track fast enough for the kid drivers to feel they were driving the real thing.

One trailer truck plodded along on the track. Behind the windshield, a boy’s face shone with excitement.

If Robert ever got the chance, he’d drive one of those race cars. But wishes were for babies. Wishes were for people of the twentieth century, not the twenty-first.

“Robert!” Joey Washington hollered at him from across the bayou.

Robert turned away from the shiny vision of Motorworld.

“Come on and tell me where to look, Robert!” Joey shouted.

Last year a giant mud slide had submerged a parking lot a little to the east of Motorworld. Robert had dug up a pickup truck there. He could probably use some help dismantling it. “Meet me at the bridge!” he yelled back to Joey. The bridge was a water tower that had fallen across the bayou.

Robert dodged the mud-encrusted trash piled on the banks of the bayou until he came to the silver water tower. He climbed onto the trestle at its base and surveyed the smelly brown water passing underneath.

Joey was already there.

“Someday I’m going to break into that Motorworld and drive every car I want,” Joey said. He straddled the H of HOUSTON, the name inscribed on the fallen tower.

“You’re dreaming,” Robert said.

“You dream, too,” Joey said.

“I just scavenge.”

The boys heard a buzz. An ad airplane was circling overhead. A banner burst loose from its rear. It read: “KIDS: TRY OUT FOR ANTARCTIC HISTORICAL SURVIVOR. $100,000. APPLY BY AUGUST 14.”

“You should do that, Robert,” Joey said.

“Has it ever snowed in Houston?”

“Naw, you’re a bayou man, but …”

“You got it. I’m a bayou man.”

“I’m stuck here,” Joey said sadly, looking at his dirty shoes. “But if anybody could get out, it would be you.”

Robert didn’t answer him. August 14 was this Saturday. He wondered if he could afford to take the afternoon off.

“If you do, remember us here in ol’ flooded Houstontown.”

“I’ll remember your lazy self for all my life,” Robert said. “Do you have any tools with you?”

Joey shook his head.

“Go home and get some tools, and I’ll meet you back on the bridge in a couple of hours.”

Joey walked off slowly, whistling. He was never in a hurry to do anything.

The ad plane circled again.

One hundred thousand dollars!

With one hundred thousand dollars, Robert could buy several motorboats and start a hauling business.

But he couldn’t remember: Was Antarctica north or south?

* * *

Billy Kanalski stared at the Compu-gametable. His father had designed the round table with a computer top. Every game in the world was in its memory. When a player selected his game, the colored board and game pieces appeared on the screen.

The table was a great idea, a cool invention. It was just that the toy companies were stupid losers who didn’t know a great game when its bright lights flashed in their fat faces.

At first the Compu-gametable had promised success. In those early days, Billy and his parents had vacationed in the largest indoor mall in the world and had once ridden in a white limo that was so long it had trouble turning corners. But those early days were over, and now Billy was hungry almost all the time.

Billy pushed a button and the table lit up with reds, blues, and purples. “What game do you want to play?” the table asked him.

I don’t want to play any game, Billy thought. I want to have lunch. I want to go to high school and college. Since he had lost his Toss and his father hadn’t been able to sell his invention, Billy couldn’t hope for further schooling.

Billy punched the button for Navigant. The fake starry background and bright purple compass appeared on the screen. It had been one of his favorite games since he was a child. Players traveled across the globe, navigating by the location of the sun and stars, and using simulated compasses and a gauge capable of reading longitude and latitude. He had played the game so much that he no longer needed to consult the instruments.

A news bulletin flashed across the top of the screen: “Trying to top her popular Alamo Historical Survivor, the Secretary of Entertainment has announced a new Historical Survivor series. This one will involve fourteen-year-old kids. The MVP—the contestant voted Most Valuable Player—will get one hundred thousand dollars. All contestants …”

One hundred thousand dollars?

Billy’s mom and dad appeared at the door. Billy noticed first that his mom didn’t have a grocery bag in her arms, then that his dad still looked discouraged. “Hey,” Billy said. The map of the world lit up next to the purple compass. Idly, Billy’s finger traced a path south.

It was Grace Untoka’s turn to be “it.” She counted to one hundred in the central plaza of Pueblo Village, looked around for her cousin, and almost bumped into a family of tourists. The family all had cameras dangling from their necks. The daughter wore a flowered shirt that matched her beret. “My parents want a photo of a Hopi. Can we snap your picture?”

“I’m an Iñupiat Eskimo, not a Hopi.”

The girl smirked.

Grace didn’t say anything. Hopis and Iñupiat Eskimos both had straight black hair. But the Hopis’ skin was reddish while the Eskimos’ was yellowish, and Grace’s cheeks were full, not hollow like the Hopi kids’.

“You sure look like a Hopi.”

Grace turned her back on the tourists. As she listened to the girl march away, she tried to calm her anger. Of course the girl mistook Grace for a Hopi. Grace was standing in the plaza of a pueblo in the middle of an Indian reservation in Arizona. Some days even Grace thought that she was a Hopi. But her grandfather had always reminded her, “You are an Iñupiat Eskimo with a proud six-thousand-year history.”

“Grace, I don’t want to play hide-and-seek anymore.” Her cousin Aleqa crept out from her hiding place. “Look what I found.”

Grace stared at the animal Aleqa held in her outstretched hand. Grace had raised baby kangaroo rats before. “It’s got a broken leg,” she said, noticing the naked bone.

“Eskimo, Eskimo, Eskimo …” Tommy Screechowl, one of her many tormentors, was shouting at her from behind an adobe building.

“Take it to my clinic,” Grace whispered to Aleqa, “and I’ll meet you there in just a minute.” She was sure that if presented with a choice, Tommy would chase her, not her smaller cousin.

“Okay.” Aleqa started down the path to the discarded refrigerator carton that housed Grace’s clinic. Right now her patients were a blind dog and a bald goat.

“You can’t catch me!” Grace called to Tommy.

His footsteps pounded the trail behind her.

Grace ducked into her family’s shack and almost knocked her mother down.

“Whoa! What’s wrong?” Grace’s mother put a pile of T-shirts and one old pair of sealskin socks on the table. “Those boys were after you again.” She shook her head.

It was a statement, not a question, and Grace didn’t have to answer. Years ago Grace’s family had been subsistence hunters in Alaska, roaming an area that was among the least populated on earth. Because there were so few people there, Congress had voted to turn her tribe’s land into a nuclear waste dump, and the government had offered the tribe a deal. It would pay to move them to a Hopi Indian reservation in Arizona. They would be given a few acres of land and a tractor.

Grace had been born on the reservation. All she knew about the ways of the Iñupiat were what her grandfather, her parents, and the elders of the tribe had told her. But every day she was tormented and bullied by the Hopis for being an Eskimo and mistaken by the tourists for a Hopi. It didn’t seem fair.

Her mother hugged her. “I’m sorry. They’re just ignorant kids.”

A rock sailed through their one small open window and clattered onto her grandfather’s table. His tools and skinning knife crashed onto the floor.

Her mother screamed.

Grace knelt by the scattered objects. She missed her grandfather so much. He had died only a few weeks ago. Tommy Screechowl was lucky that her grandfather’s knife wasn’t broken.

Grace ran out the front door to look for Tommy.

Tommy smiled at her from behind the neighbor’s beat-up truck. When he was sure that Grace had seen him, he disappeared.

Grace returned to her mother, who was holding the rock.

“Those boys are getting worse and worse,” her mother complained.

Grace leaned over her mother’s shoulder. Her mother unrolled the piece of paper that had been wrapped around the rock.

“Historical Survivor. Set in Antarctica. For the first time, taking applications from kids,” Grace read slowly. She looked into her mother’s broad face. “I guess Tommy wants me to move to Antarctica.”

“That’s silly. There’ve never been any people in Antarctica.” Her mother turned away to finish the laundry.

Grace slipped the flier into her pocket. Antarctica. Even the name sounded white and clean.
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“YOU LUCKY, LUCKY kids.” The Secretary of Entertainment was beaming at Andrew, Polly, Robert, Billy, and Grace. “You have been chosen from a pool of 4,825 applicants.”

Polly sat with the other winning contestants around a long table at the Department of Entertainment in Washington, D.C. The walls of the room were lined with photos from Civil War Historical Survivor, Bubonic Plague Historical Survivor, Titanic Historical Survivor, and Egyptian Pyramid Historical Survivor, to name a few. Staring at the old-timey rifles, crushed and missing limbs, and pocked and bloated faces, Polly didn’t feel lucky at all.

Billy wondered what lies the other kids had told to be chosen. It was true that he was almost an Eagle Scout, but he wasn’t the snow-and-ice expert that he had pretended to be on his application. He had gone skiing only twice.

Andrew had a stomachache.

Robert had a million questions to ask the Secretary.

Grace wondered if snow still tasted good, as it had when her grandfather lived in the Arctic. Her parents had moved to the reservation just before Grace was born. Her father had died shortly after her birth, and her mother couldn’t remember what snow tasted like.

“You all know one another, don’t you?” the Secretary said.

Robert nodded. If you called shaking hands and saying “hi” knowing one another, he thought.

“And you’ve all seen our popular Historical Survivor series?” the Secretary asked.

Polly nodded. She hated the shows.

What a stupid question, Billy thought. Since the public schools had closed, every kid fourteen and under who wasn’t enrolled in private school was required by law to watch teleschool.

“Then you know that Historical Survivor can be dangerous,” the Secretary said.

Andrew thought of the Texans lying in bloody heaps all around the Alamo. But those were adults, not kids. Surely for kids the show would be different.

Robert guessed that of the five, he was the only one who understood danger.

Grace willed the idea of danger to become a snowball, and she tossed it away.

“But since you’ve chosen to apply, you must all be fearless.” The Secretary smiled. One of the Secretary’s many aides handed her a slip of paper. “Excuse me,” she said to the kids. She began speaking to the aide.

Billy strained to listen. He overheard the words “special meeting” before her voice dropped to a whisper.

The Secretary had called Polly fearless. Actually, she was terrified. Polly and Mama had never dreamed she would be selected for the contest. When she was chosen, they both had wanted her to back out, but the recruiter who had phoned with the news had said, “It’s illegal to withdraw from a government-sponsored contest.”

“I didn’t know,” her mother had pleaded.

“Ignorance of the law is no excuse.” The man hung up.

The Secretary turned her attention back to the kids. “Of course, in the original Survivor shows the television host traveled with the contestants. But in Historical Survivor you travel alone.” She smiled again. “In fact, except for the camera crew, throughout your adventure you will be completely alone.”

The Secretary acts as if she’s describing a beach vacation, Polly thought.

Several men and women in white coats entered the room and stood against the wall.

Why are those people staring at me? Andrew wondered.

“You’ll spend a few days here in D.C.,” the Secretary continued. “The doctors need to perform some harmless tests to make sure you’re fit to go. Then the Terra Nova, your compucraft—which has the same name but otherwise is completely unlike the leaky whaling ship that Scott used—will sail, with all five of you on it, for Antarctica.”

Robert held up his hand.

The five doctors stepped toward the kids.

“We’ll have plenty of time for questions later. But first I need you to go with these nice physicians to start your tests. They won’t hurt you.” The Secretary smiled. “I promise.”

Stephen Michael, the newest member of the day shift, sat in the auditorium with the other employees. He still couldn’t get over his good fortune. He was working on television production at the Department of Entertainment, or DOE, learning a lot and receiving a good salary.

Of course, the job had some drawbacks, and one of them was the Department head.

Dolly Jabasco, or Hot Sauce (his coworkers’ nickname for the redheaded Secretary of Entertainment), had called a special meeting of the day shift. In her excitement she was practically hopping up and down on the stage.

“As I was saying …” Hot Sauce giggled. “It’s so thrilling that I’m having trouble talking.” She took a deep breath. “Our new series will feature kids.”

Kids! How terrible, Steve thought. But Chad Atkins, his dad’s friend, who had gotten him this job, had warned him not to let his thoughts appear on the screen of his face. He worked to keep his expression even.

Besides, Steve comforted himself, this series had to be different from the D-Day Historical Survivor that Steve had been forced to watch for teleschool. Two men had died in that simulation. In the Alamo Historical Survivor series that Steve had just finished editing, a whole slew of men had been killed. Men desperate for money and opportunity might be allowed to make dangerous choices, but the Secretary would have to protect kids.

“Some of you have heard about the original expedition to the South Pole led by Captain Robert F. Scott.” Hot Sauce scanned the audience as she spoke.

Steve hadn’t, and because the Secretary was the only college graduate in the room, he doubted whether anybody else had, either. After Steve had lost his chance for an education three years ago, he had pressed his dad’s old photographic equipment into service, moved to D.C., and scraped by as a freelance photographer. A few months ago, while photographing a wedding, he had run into Chad Atkins, his father’s boyhood friend, who had offered to get him a job at the DOE. His chance meeting with Chad was the only lucky break that he had gotten in a long time.

“So no one in this whole auditorium has heard of this famous explorer?” the Secretary asked.

Steve hated the way Hot Sauce lorded her education over them.

“Well,” the Secretary began, “in 1912, the Robert F. Scott expedition attempted to be the first to reach the South Pole. But they were beaten by a Norwegian, and the five men all died.” She paused to let this fact sink in. “Now we are going to have five kids reenact Scott’s expedition on Antarctic Historical Survivor!”

Mechanically, Steve clapped along with the rest of the crowd. As he looked around at the eager faces of his coworkers, he noticed that some of them were cheering. A few truly seemed to love the Historical Survivor series. He had overheard them talking about watching it on their off-hours. Steve had lived without friends or family for a long time, but on his weekends he still had better things to do than watch people suffer on television.

“The kids will have much of the same food and equipment that Scott had. But since they’re kids, the Department is going to give them a number of breaks.”

Steve breathed a sigh of relief. Without a doubt, the Secretary would make sure that the kids had a hair-raising adventure, but as he had suspected, it sounded as if Antarctic Historical Survivor would be a safer, kinder Survivor series. A “good” Survivor series. A Survivor for kids.

“Our job is to convince everyone in America to watch our shows. We have carefully screened each contestant. To increase viewer interest, each of the five kids will have a special gift. You can bet the audience will be guessing.

“Of course, our series will include lessons and exams about the Scott expedition.” Hot Sauce stared at the audience. “Any questions?”

The woman in front of Steve raised her hand. “Will the camera crew travel to location, or will we use the corneal implants?”

“We will rely completely on corneal implants,” the Secretary said confidently.

On Steve’s first day of work, Blair Provenzano, the day-shift manager, had solemnly explained the classified science of corneal implants. Because members of the camera crew had gotten shot (in Civil War and D-Day Survivor), had been gored (in Hemingway Bull Run Historical Survivor), and had died of hypothermia (in Donner Party Historical Survivor), government scientists had figured out a way to implant tiny digital camcorders in the corneas of the contestants. As long as a contestant had his eyes open, the camcorder recorded and transmitted to headquarters a movie, complete with sound, of the contestant’s experiences. The digicameras had been used on the just-completed Alamo Historical Survivor without the audience catching on. The penalty for disclosing the Department’s biggest secret was having to go on Court TV. Of course, Steve would keep the corneal implants secret. No one in America wanted to go on Court TV.

Hot Sauce smirked. Steve could tell that she was getting ready to tell one of her little jokes.

“We don’t want to kill any more of you,” she said, laughing.

A man in the audience raised his hand. “But since there’s only ice and snow in Antarctica, won’t the kids wonder where the camera crew is?”

What? Steve was shocked. Blair Provenzano had explained that the Secretary had plans to reveal the secret of the corneal implants in a dramatic way in a future game. For now, Hot Sauce preferred the viewers to believe that live cameramen faced some of the same risks as the contestants. That the Secretary was notoriously secretive was well known. But Steve had assumed that the Secretary had informed the contestants about the implants. That seemed only right and fair.

“That’s one reason that we decided to use kids,” the Secretary said. “The kids believed me when I told them that a hidden camera crew would be there. Adults might get suspicious.”

“Kids aren’t stupid,” Steve muttered. Then he quickly looked at Toby Kyle, who was sitting next to him, to see if Toby had noticed his outburst. Toby was chewing gum and staring at the Secretary as if she were the most interesting person alive. But Steve chided himself anyway. He had to be very, very careful to keep his temper under control. Everything he said was recorded. He didn’t want to lose the best job he’d ever had or get his father’s friend into any trouble.

“Ever since the government got into the entertainment biz …” Hot Sauce said.

Here comes the speech, Steve thought. In the three months that he had worked for the Department, he had already heard it many times.

“… we’ve cut the crime, murder, and assault rates and eliminated war. We’ve saved our taxpayers billions of dollars by getting rid of the public schools. We teach history through Survivor, English through Tele-Novelas, and math through Dialing for Dollars.

“Together we have built the finest edu-entertainment program in the world. And now, with our kid contestants, we are going to make edu-entertainment history.”

Listening to the Secretary conclude her speech, Steve had a horrifying thought. If the Secretary—a prominent member of the government—was so low that she lied to the contestants, could she be trusted to keep the kids safe?

The sad thing was that no one would care. These contestants were probably street kids who lived in one of those tent cities that seemed to be springing up everywhere these days. They were kids who didn’t have much to lose. They were kids whom hardly anybody cared about.

Without the ability to make his own living with his dad’s photographic equipment, Steve would have been one of those kids.

He quickly changed the channel of his mind so that he wouldn’t have to consider the life of poverty he had narrowly escaped. He had almost been forced to play a real-life Survivor—a game with no rules, no fans, no prize money, and worst of all, no hope.

I have a job. A hut in Shanty Town. One hundred and fifty dollars in the bank, he reassured himself. Everything will be fine.
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AT EXACTLY FOUR fifty-nine P.M., Steve removed from his front tooth the microphone cover that recorded all his conversations and dropped it in the outbox. He put his cup of urine, with his name and the date written on it in bold black letters, on the conveyor belt to the lab. He slipped off his outer boots, designed to make loud footfalls so cameramen like himself couldn’t sneak around without being heard. He put his camera in locker 908, pressed his thumb on the fingerprint detector, and turned to walk out the door.

A heavy hand clapped his shoulder. “Stephen.” It was Blair Provenzano. Blair was an older man with a twitchy mustache and lifeless eyes.

Steve’s heart was pounding. He prayed that he wasn’t going to be fired for muttering about the Secretary. His dad had always told him that his temper would get him in trouble one day. He promised himself that he’d keep his mouth closed from now on. “Yes, sir,” he said slowly.

Blair bent toward him and whispered, “You’ve been transferred to the night shift.”

“The night shift!”Although Chad Atkins was head of the night shift, Steve was aware that it had a reputation for being a strange team. Toby Kyle claimed that only losers worked at night. Steve examined Blair’s eyes for a clue.

“Congratulations!” Blair said unconvincingly.

Steve tried to smile. “When do I start?”

“Take your usual weekend break and report at six P.M. Monday.”

“Do I need the same gear?” Steve motioned to the piles of surveillance devices that the day-shift cameramen were expected to wear.

“Chad Atkins, your new manager, will tell you all about it. Good luck,” Blair said before he turned away.

His mind racing, Steve stepped on the exit pad. The night shift and Chad Atkins were both mysterious.

Steve’s dad and Chad Atkins had grown up together in the little town of Norwich, New York. When Chad Atkins had moved to the big city, he had told Steve’s father, “If you ever need anything, let me know; I’ll be there for you.” Chad and Steve’s father had kept in touch by e-mail, but they hadn’t seen each other for many years. At the wedding a few months ago, when Steve had introduced himself, Chad had immediately guessed that Steve was the son of his friend. After learning about the death of Steve’s family, Chad had offered to help Steve get a job.

Steve had asked Chad then, “Will I be able to work with you?”

“Only if you’re a night-shift man,” Chad had answered vaguely.

What exactly did that mean? Steve had wondered. But he hadn’t pressed Chad, and when the offer of the day-shift job came, he had gladly accepted it.

The exit pad registered Steve’s weight and shoe size, and the door opened.

Steve sniffed. Ever since the Nuclear Accident, the residents of Washington, D.C., swore that their air had flavors. Today’s, Steve decided, was burning trash.

A little after six o’clock Monday evening, Steve followed Chad’s flashlight and voice down the halls of the Department of Entertainment. The gray-walled corridors, which during the day were only dreary, became spooky at night.

“Night shift has front-line responsibility for viewing the contestants’ lives,” Chad explained. “Since the kids’ team watch is set on studio time, usually we’ll all be on the same schedule. We’ll watch their evenings in real time, but we also have the responsibility of viewing the daily footage and cutting it by two thirds. Of course, if the action gets tense, the day shift broadcasts live. But under normal circumstances, the day shift creates the three-hour episodes from our product. Because our hours are so long—during production we work from six P.M. to six A.M. with no weekend breaks—when we finish the series, we’ll have a month off. Now, any questions?”

Walking down the gloomy hallway, Steve stumbled over his feet. He asked the first question that popped into his mind. “Are you trying to save electricity?”

“Yes,” Chad said. “We try to keep our budget low to avoid notice.”

“Why?” Steve asked. He realized with a shock that during his day job he had never once asked that question.

Chad stopped in front of the editing room. “If the Secretary focused on us, she might make us wear the gear and follow the rules.” He smiled at Steve. “Now we make our own.”

Chad opened the door, and Steve saw the blank television screens lining the walls. He had spent many hours in this room editing the footage for Alamo Historical Survivor. “What are your rules?”

Chad grinned at him. “To have a little fun.”

“Fun?” Steve asked, surprised. Now he was certain that there was something very different about the night shift. He had liked his day-shift job, but he wouldn’t have called it fun.

Steve followed Chad through the door into what seemed to be an empty room. Then, in the corner, Steve noticed an old woman sweeping. The day shift didn’t employ aged people. This bent woman’s hands were so arthritic that they looked like claws.

“Why me?” Steve muttered. Why now? he was thinking. Why had he gotten transferred?

Chad looked into Steve’s eyes. “‘Kids aren’t stupid.’”

“You were listening?” Steve asked.

Chad shook his head. “It was in the report.”

“What report?”

“The daily report that goes to all the supervisors. When I helped you get the day-shift job, I didn’t know if you were a day-shift or a night-shift man. The daily report gave me my answer. You wouldn’t last long in the day shift saying stuff like that.”

Steve hung his head. “I’m sorry.”

Chad shrugged. “A day-shift job is far safer, but if it’ll make you feel better, I know your dad would have been a night-shift man, too.”

Safer? “What’s so different about the night shift?” Steve asked, feeling light-headed from the strangeness of their conversation.

“Well, first of all, there are not very many of us. Only nine.”

“Where are the others?”

“Loafing.”

“Loafing?”

“Some nights we sabotage. Some nights we work for Her Royal Highness the Secretary of Entertainment. And every night we loaf.”

“What do you do when you loaf?” Steve couldn’t imagine a job that included loafing.

“Play cards. Sleep. Read.”

Steve willed his voice to sound normal. “What do you do when you sabotage?”

“It depends. We can’t do much. We have to be very careful. But for every series”—Chad paused—“one of us volunteers.”

Steve’s heart thudded. Volunteers to do what?

Chad picked up a remote and punched a button. All the televisions came alive with scenes from a clinic ward. Chad touched the controls and a camera zoomed in on a sleeping child’s face. A girl. She had a slight smile on her lips. Her open arms made her look completely defenseless. Steve wanted to hug her.

“Polly Pritchard,” Chad said.

Chad touched the zoom lens for the camera aimed on the second bed. A tough-looking African-American boy lay asleep. “Robert Johnson.”

Steve had seen kids like this on the streets. Even while he was asleep, the boy’s hard life showed in his scarred face and his leanness. Steve had the feeling that if he made a sound, the boy would leap up in an instant, ready for anything.

“The kids are heavily sedated,” Chad said.

“Because of the corneal implants?”

“Of course.” Chad smiled. “Just a bit of department trivia. The implants are always placed in the contestant’s left eye.”

Chad seemed to be in such a talkative mood that Steve decided to risk the question that had been bothering him. “Why aren’t contestants told about the implants?”

Chad turned toward the next kid’s screen. This boy was about the same age as the other two, fourteen, so he was much too old for stuffed animals, but he held his chubby arms as if a teddy bear were in his grasp. He had long brown hair and long brown eyelashes. Steve couldn’t say why, but the boy looked kind.

“Andrew Morton.” Chad identified the boy before answering Steve. “How long do you think Hot Sauce could keep the implants secret if she told the contestants?”

Steve thought about the celebrity-hungry contestants on Alamo Historical Survivor, and the answer to Chad’s question was obvious. “She gets away with so much.”

Chad shrugged. “If the night shift had its way, she wouldn’t.”

Maybe he was a night-shift man, Steve admitted to himself reluctantly. The poor kids already had enough problems. No one should be allowed to lie to them.

The next screen showed a girl whose long black hair fell over the hospital sheets. She had a broad face and yellowish skin.

“Grace Untoka.”

Steve guessed
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