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1

“What do I take with me?” Meg Arnold muttered, gazing over the memories gathered together on her cot. Most of them would have to stay. The transport protocols were stricter than she had expected: twenty kilograms and not one gram more. Including her thermal suit. Just over seventeen kilos left to store a lifetime. The start of a lifetime; she was only twenty one—and she was one of the fortunate ones who would have the opportunity to live out the rest of it in some comfort. Far too many wouldn’t—like Fillipa. She glanced over at her roommate and quickly turned away.

Their quarters were the standard educational suite: six students sharing three cots and a small bathroom on a rotating schedule. Six computer terminals linked to Archive, three of which were in almost constant use. The terminals were empty now, a rarity, because her bunkmates had decided to give her an hour of privacy to pack. Her and Fillipa—who sat on her cot, sobbing softly into the pillow she was hugging.

Meg tried to ignore her, but the quiet despair in those near-silent sobs was heart-rending—it even threatened to dampen her elation for being selected to compete for the Moon Base assignments. If she got one of those, her future would be secure—her life would be secure—and even if she didn’t, she was guaranteed a premium earthbound position in one of the habitable zones—maybe even Antarctica. But Fillipa’s academic performance did not meet the minimal standards for an off-world posting, not even for one of the asteroid mining ships—and they took most of the dregs, the ones who squeaked out a barely passing grade on their exit exams. Instead, Fillipa was staying on Earth. None of them were surprised—not even Fillipa—but some earthbound posts were better than others, and Fillipa hadn’t even gotten one of those. That said a lot about her, and so did the sobs. She was going somewhere she hadn’t expected, and it was bad. Meg didn’t know how bad it was yet, since Fillipa hadn’t stopped crying since receiving the assignment notice, but it couldn’t be in the Sub-Arctic or Antarctica habitable zones. If it had been, Fillipa would have been as thrilled as Meg was about her own temporary posting to Earth Central, Antarctic Plateau.

Meg was looking forward to seeing Antarctica in person. Archive footage made it seem like a paradise, but that didn’t tell you how it felt. Even in mid-summer, it rarely topped thirty two degrees Celsius, and in the dead of winter, it sometimes dipped below zero and snowed. It was even better than Greenland’s temperate climate. She wouldn’t need her spare thermal suit in Antarctica, so that could stay. She glanced surreptitiously at Fillipa again. The tears dribbled from her distant gaze, trickled down the sharp angle of her cheeks, and clung to her chin for a long moment before falling. She undulated with each sob, as if she were rocking a troubled baby to sleep instead of clutching at a pillow. Her lips trembled....

Fillipa was a bit taller than she was, and fuller-bodied, but thermal suits were flexible. Her spare one would stretch enough for Fillipa to squeeze into it if she needed to, and based on her reaction to her posting, she would need it. It would be a snug fit, at first, but after she lost weight in the heat....

Meg shuddered and turned back to her gear. It wasn’t the best time to give it to her; it could wait a little while longer. She still had almost an hour before she had to leave, and she needed to make decisions about what to take with her and what to leave behind. If only she had known earlier how rigid the mass restrictions were going to be! Her eyes grazed over her past, wondering at how small it seemed to be. Twenty kilos, she thought, staring sadly at the small pile of books she had carried with her since she had been a small child. They were valuable antiques now, but they had too much mass. She sighed and set them aside. She hated doing it, but books were non-essential; Archive had copies of all of them. She would have gotten rid of them long ago if they hadn’t had her mother’s hand-written notes in them. Maybe one, she told herself, if there’s room. She would give the rest to Fillipa to sell. The proceeds might help her cope....

Her hand strayed to her hip and gently caressed the small pouch containing the condenser, a ten foot square microfiber fabric that was woven so thin that the thick, simmering morning fog could easily pass through it. It had microscopic hair-like protrusions that captured the water molecules as they passed, and then funneled the precious liquid down its length and into a large pouch. When it was deployed overnight, there would be enough water in that pouch to last through the day. She unclasped it from her belt and set it gently down. It had been her constant companion for so long that her hip felt bare without it, but she wouldn’t need to trap moisture once she boarded the transport. Antarctica had rivers of fresh water and plenty of rain. Still, old habits...

Meg reached for it, just in case—and then stopped and shook her head. “No,” she muttered. “Dehydration won’t be a problem in Antarctica.” Still, it was only half a kilo.... 

If there’s room.

Food and water: five kilos. She had been hoarding it since she had found out the results of her exit exam. She hadn’t known then where she was going, but she knew it would be a premium off-world post or one of the top earthbound ones. That’s what happened to those who earned the fifth highest composite score. She smiled. The food and water weren’t necessary—Antarctica was the breadbasket of the world—but she couldn’t bring herself to abandon it. Old habits....

It was prudent to carry food and water when traveling topside, just in case something happened. It usually did, too! She had only gone topside a few times since reaching the school, but the extra food she had taken with her had saved her a lot of grief. There wasn’t a better bribe when you were topside. She set it on the pile she would take with her.

Her personal hygiene kit: just under one kilo.

Her Portable with its connection to Archive: just over one kilo.

Extra solar cell, 300 grams.

Her mother’s wedding band—the only piece of jewelry her mother had salvaged from her weeks-long struggle out of the American Uninhabitable Zone—had negligible mass, but it would still have to be taken into account.

Backpack, spare clothing, and other essentials brought the total up to seventeen point three eight kilograms. Two point six two kilograms for non-essentials. How could she choose? Everything she had was important to her in some way and none of it was replaceable. Most of it would be left behind. But what?

Meg sighed, sorting them into smaller piles. She set the things that had been her mother’s with the books. A second pile held her childhood mementos—including Charles the First, the stuffed panda her foster parents had given her after her mother had died. The two of them had been through so much together! But he was nearly a kilo.... The last pile held the most recent memories of her friends and her accomplishments while she had been in the school. They were fresh memories, and they held less power over her. She quickly set most of them aside and shook her head in frustration.

How do you cram a lifetime into two point six two kilograms?

She started sifting through the memories of her mother. There weren’t many, and almost all of them were lies she had told herself. Her mother had died not long after she was born, and all she had left were the vague feelings of her mother’s presence, the soft melody of a lullaby she could never find in Archive’s music database, a foggy image of oxide red hair cascading over an ovular face dominated by huge, deep, green eyes full of kindness and love. The last she thought was a real memory, but it didn’t matter; they were all good memories, real or not, and she didn’t want to forget any of them. They were too important for that. But how could she hold onto them? They had too much mass.

She smiled and reached for her mother’s diary. It had been written in pencil with a beautiful cursive script. She opened it and ran her fingertips over the words written inside the front cover: For my daughter. Meg had read the diary so many times that she could recite it from memory. She didn’t need the diary, but she put it in her backpack without hesitation. It was written for her. Her mother had risked the difficult migration out of the Uninhabitable Zone for her, and that journey had weakened her so much....

She picked up Charles the First, the only unconditional love in her life that had never left her, had never demanded anything from her, and had always been there to offer her his support. She held him close to her chest in a clinging, smothering hug the way she had done when she was a little girl fighting back tears—the way Fillipa was hugging the pillow. 

Too much mass, she thought, blinking rapidly. Too much mass. 

She sighed and propped Charles the First on top of the books she couldn’t take with her. She lovingly ran her finger along the stitching where her foster mother had reattached the ear. She had pulled it off in a rueful little fit of anger when she was four because—

Why had she done it? She smiled; she could never remember what it was that had made her so angry. It didn’t really matter, though; what mattered was the lesson she had learned from it. It had been the last time she had acted rashly because of anger.

She reached for the flower seeds. Her mother had smuggled them into Canada, and in tribute to her, Meg had planted one dandelion, one marigold, and one daisy each year on December 28th, her mother’s birthday. There were not many seeds left, and when they were gone, that would be it. Flower seeds were expensive, and few could afford the penalties imposed for wasting valuable soil on something that wasn’t a food crop. Still, she had carried them with her since childhood, and she would continue planting them until they were gone. She slid them into her backpack.

She strapped the condenser back on her hip. It wasn’t essential, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave it behind. It had saved her life before, and it might do so again. She hoped it wouldn’t need to, but—

“I’m happy for you.”

Meg twitched, blinked, and turned sharply toward Fillipa. “Thank you,” she said in a low, kind voice. “I’m sorry you aren’t going with me.” She paused to look into the tortured brown eyes of her roommate. “Do you know where you’ll be stationed?”

Fillipa gulped and nodded. Her voice trembled as she said, “Utah. The salt mines.”

Meg cringed inwardly, but half-smiled as she said, “It could be worse.”

“Not much,” Fillipa bitterly retorted.

“At least it’s underground. It won’t be so hot down there.”

Fillipa sighed and wiped her eyes. “Water and food rations will be severe.”

“That’s true almost everywhere,” Meg said, “even off-world.” She paused and then asked, “What will you be doing?”

Fillipa brightened a little bit. “I’ll be a technician,” she said. “If something breaks down, I’ll be the one to fix it. At least I’m good at that.”

Meg nodded. “Better than most, in fact. That’s why they chose you for it.”

Fillipa shook her head. “We both know that isn’t true. Almost anyone can rebuild those drillers and movers. I just wasn’t good enough at the other things to make the cut for space.”

“Nonsense,” Meg said. “You’re going to be a technician, not a drudge.”

Fillipa paused, nodded, and said, “I envy you, you know. All of us do. Any one of us would love to be going to Moon Base.”

Meg nodded with slow deliberation. “I’m not there yet,” she softly said. “Six of us were selected for additional training. Only two will be chosen.”

“Oh, really,” Fillipa flatly replied. “It’s not like you won’t be one of those two. But even if you aren’t, you’ll be sent somewhere almost as prestigious. Your career is set—and so is your life.”

“Perhaps,” Meg said, knowing that Fillipa was right. Then she turned to the pile of things she couldn’t take with her and added, “But I can only take twenty kilos with me. I have to leave almost all of these things behind. I don’t want to do it, but I have to. If there’s anything in this pile that you want, take it.”

Fillipa looked at the pile and said, “Can’t you take your books with you?”

Meg shook her head. “Too much mass.”

“But they were your mother’s.”

Meg looked down at them, took a deep breath, and whispered, “I know.” Then she sealed her pack and slipped it across her shoulders. “But it can’t be avoided. Besides,” she said, “I have the most important one. These are just old textbooks.”

Fillipa shook her head. “No they aren’t. They’re the ones your mother wrote. First editions. Annotated. They’re worth a lot, and you know it.”

Meg nodded. “Yes, but the transport pilot didn’t tell me how severe the mass restrictions would be until this morning. I don’t have time to do anything with them. Since you aren’t leaving for a few more days, I thought you might find a use for them.”

Fillipa thought for a long moment, and then nodded, “All right. But you have to promise to keep in touch.”

Meg smiled. “If I have time. The training will be intense.”

The door to their quarters opened, and Amber and Alicia entered. “The transport has arrived for you, Meg,” Amber said, moving to her cot and sitting down. She was a brilliant young physicist a year behind her. “It leaves in fifteen minutes.”

“Do you need any help?” Alicia asked, moving to stand beside her and poking at the books. “What are these old things?” She was a first year student, and as a third year mentor, it had been Meg’s responsibility to make sure she kept up with her studies and didn’t get too distracted by other things. It had been a difficult task; Alicia’s mind wandered a lot.

“Oh, they’re mine,” Fillipa said, rising from her cot and gathering them up. “A research project I never quite finished for a history class,” she lied. “Meg was holding on to them for me,” she added. “I’ll get them out of your way.”

“Oh,” Alicia said, shrugging and snooping through some of the other things on their cot.

“Alicia,” Meg said. “Remember what I taught you.”

“What was that?” Alicia asked, raising her eyebrows in feigned innocence.

Meg rolled her eyes and turned to give Fillipa a hug. “I’ll miss you,” she whispered in her ear.

“Keep in touch,” Fillipa repeated, smiling weakly as she gently pulled away.

“And you, Runt,” Meg added, giving Alicia a brisk hug.

“Twelve minutes,” Amber said from her cot.

“I’ll miss you too, Amber,” Meg said as she adjusted her backpack and turned away. She paused at the open doorway and asked, “Where are Vanessa and Lucy? I thought they’d be here to see me off.”

“Oh,” Alicia said, “They got tired of waiting and went over to the boy’s section.”

Meg rolled her eyes and shook her head. It was typical of them. They always made up excuses to go over to the boy’s section. But now? When she was leaving for good? “Well,” she said, “tell them I said goodbye.”

“Sure,” Alicia said, sitting down on their shared cot. “I hope you make it to the Moon,” she added. “I’ll be going to the Mars Academy when I’m done here.”

“Lofty ambition,” Meg said. “But I’m sure you’ll make it—if you don’t get distracted,” she added playfully.

Alicia shrugged and yawned. It was half an hour past her normal sleep-time, and Meg should have given up the cot an hour ago.

“Eight minutes,” Amber said. “You better hurry if you don’t want to make the transport pilot mad. You know how they can be. Pad C.”

“Right,” Meg said, lingering for a moment to exchange a knowing look with Fillipa. “Goodbye,” she said as she turned briskly and stepped out into the corridor.

“Goodbye, Meg,” Fillipa softly replied to the closing door.

2

Sweat dripped from Mbenga’s chin as he chopped his way through yet another thick patch of African jungle. It was a familiar obstacle, one that didn’t bother him in the slightest. He had been born and raised in the depths of this jungle, and his body was accustomed to the heat, the stifling humidity, and the exertion. He wasn’t comfortable—who could be?—but he tolerated it better than most. But chopping through the vegetation was slowing him down, and that was a problem. He was already behind schedule—a conservative schedule that he had thought would give him plenty of time to make the rendezvous in Lusaka, but he had severely underestimated how long it would take to get there. What would The Cartel do if he didn’t make it in time for the rendezvous with their transport ship?

He forced his way through the hanging vines and used his machete to gently nudge aside the thigh-sized leaves of a poisonous plant. After he was well past it, he paused to clean the blade’s edge on the undergrowth. As he did so, the message The Cartel had sent him ran through his mind again:


Congratulations, Mr. Mbenga, you are one of six candidates selected to compete for two Moon Base positions. Additional training will be required. A ship will arrive at Lusaka Station to transport you to the training facility. Mass restriction: twenty kilograms, including thermal suit. Rendezvous is scheduled for 12:00 am on June 6.


It was already June 4, and he was still more than a day away from Lusaka. Worse, he didn’t have a thermal suit—and couldn’t afford to buy one. His family came from The Fringe, the barely habitable, poverty-stricken, smothering, northern edge of the jungle of south-central Africa. But he was one of the lucky ones; he had not only survived—no small task in The Fringe—but his father had sent him to school. It had cost his father dearly to do it, and he made sure Mbenga never forgot that. Now that he had finished his exams, it was time to repay his father by getting the rest of his family out of The Fringe and into one of the Habitable Zones. Being assigned to Moon Base would give him the funds to do that, and he needed to make the rendezvous if he hoped to have that chance.

He trudged through the thick undergrowth, wondering if the jungle would cooperate.

3

“Father?” Hassan said from the doorway to his den. “May I seek your advice?”

Hassan’s father said something into his communications terminal, nodded, and then closed the connection. “Certainly, My Son,” his father answered.

Hassan approached his father’s desk and sat down on the chair his father’s clients generally occupied. He reached for one of the pieces of candy from the dish and twiddled it between his fingers. It was a nervous habit they both knew well, and his father leaned back, crossed his arms across his ample chest, and waited.

Eventually, Hassan took a deep breath and said, “I have received a message from The Cartel.”

His father’s fingers squeezed into his biceps and a deep, unforgiving frown fell into place behind his thick black beard and moustache—as it always did when The Cartel was mentioned—but the string of expletives that usually followed in its wake didn’t erupt from his father’s lips. Instead, his stern brown eyes narrowed as if he was preparing to chastise his son, but the intensity of his question held no sharpness as he guardedly asked, “What did they want?”

The candy softened as he rolled it between his fingers, and Hassan took a deep breath. He avoided his father’s shrewd gaze as he answered, “The Cartel has offered me a chance to work on Moon Base. I have to pass the training, and there are five others competing for the two positions that are available.” He took a deep breath and looked up. “I am confident that I will succeed, Father, but I do not know what to do.”

He expected his father to be infuriated. The Cartel was his father’s principle competitor, and they were gobbling up the market at an astounding rate. With the backing of the regional governments and The Cartel’s profits from its space exploration, it wouldn’t be long before it absorbed his father’s enterprises—whether he wanted them to do it or not. But his father wasn’t angry. He relaxed his grip and lowered his arms. He leaned forward and smiled. “Tell me about this offer, My Son,” he ordered.

Hassan’s fingers pinched into the softened candy. His father’s reaction should have relaxed him, but it made him even more nervous. Why wasn’t his father angry? Why was his father smiling? He lifted his Portable Archive and looked at the brief message. It didn’t say much, but that was all he knew and all he could tell his father. He passed it over the desk to his father and said, “Here is the message they sent.”

As his father read it, Hassan put the candy in his mouth and tried to lick the stickiness from his fingers.

His father set the Portable on his desk, leaned back, and folded his arms again. He closed his eyes, and his lips puffed out the way they did when he was calculating the risks and benefits of some new venture. Hassan’s tongue flicked the candy from one cheek to the other while he waited. It wouldn’t do to interrupt his father’s thoughts, and when a slow, almost sinister, smile slowly stretched across his father’s face, Hassan reached for another piece of candy.

4

As Meg neared the entrance to the elevator up to the first subsurface level, she felt a sudden tightening in her chest and let out a little whisper of a gasp. There was a sharp metallic tang at the back of her tongue that helped focus her attention. She had felt the same way the other times she had gone topside, and knew the burst of adrenaline was a healthy response to the dangers it posed. But this time, it was different. This time, she wasn’t coming back. This time, the pang of anxiety had a dreadful sense of finality to it.

She clamped her teeth together in a forced smile as she approached the guard. He was a thin man of middling years with flecks of gray in his short-cropped black hair. His thermal suit was the standard gray with black trim, but it hung loosely about him, as if it should belong to a much heavier man. The skin over his cheeks was stretched taut and had a dark reddish tint to it. His eyes had a sunken, almost haunted look to them. He’s been topside recently, and it must have been for some time. A week or more, at least. When he looked up from his terminal she said, a bit more sharply than she had intended, “Meg Arnold. I’m due for departure from Pad C.”

The guard glanced back at his terminal and said, “It looks like you’re leaving us for good this time. Where are you bound for?”

“Training,” she said, trying to make it sound routine. She couldn’t resist adding, “Antarctica. I hope to earn a trip to Moon Base.”

The guard whistled and leaned back in his chair. “Well, now,” he said with a grin. “Moon Base no less. A tribute to the school, you are!”

She felt the warmth of a blush strangling her as it crept up her neck and tried to hide it by asking, “May I go on up? The pilot of the transport said we have a tight window for departure.”

He turned to his terminal and tapped it for a few moments. When he turned back to her, he raised his eyebrows and said, “You’ve been topside a few times, haven’t you?”

Meg nodded but said nothing. There was no point in striking up a conversation about it; she wasn’t going to stay long enough to have it. Besides, talking about it brought back too many memories she didn’t want to think about. “I’ve done the survival training, so you don’t have to give me the standard lecture.” She paused and felt a shadow cross over her brow as she lowered her gaze and softly added, “I know how bad it can be up there.”

His lips tightened and he looked about to commiserate, to tell her about his own harrowing experiences, but nodded sharply instead. Perhaps he wasn’t ready to talk about them yet? “All right,” he said. “Follow the signs to Pad C—and stay cool.” He smiled wistfully, knowing full-well that it would be impossible to stay cool topside.

“Thank you,” Meg said as she turned and walked up to the elevator door. She had to wait for the guard to release the lock, but as soon as it opened, she stepped inside the small compartment and waited. The guard tapped his console again, and the door closed. A moment later, the elevator was rising up to the first subsurface level. From there, she would have to go through another checkpoint and up another elevator to reach the surface and Pad C.

When the elevator eased to a stop, she took a deep breath and held it, bracing herself for the burst of warm air as the door opened. The first subsurface level was only a few degrees warmer than the lower levels, but after living at a constant temperature for weeks on end, even the small change was quite noticeable. At least, that’s what she told herself, even though she knew her reaction was mostly her imagination toying with her memory. The surface level would be brutal in comparison.

The elevator door opened and—

“Surprise!” Lucy, Vanessa, and three boys shouted.

Meg snorted as she swallowed the unexpected exhalation, and then sputtered for a few seconds. When she recovered, she glared at Vanessa—who was grinning like a banshee. Vanessa was a waif of a girl, barely five feet tall, blonde, and thin as a rail. She looked even smaller against the lanky, well-muscled young man standing next to her. Henry, Meg thought in passing as she glanced at his pallid face. Second year, sloppy study habits. Suits her. Vanessa had both her arms wrapped around his right arm, clinging to it like the snake she was, and leaned in against him. He didn’t seem to mind being in her clutches at all—but how long would that last?

“We brought you a going away present,” Lucy said. She was as tall as the boy standing next to her. Fred? Frank? Meg tried to remember. First year, isn’t he? He was plump—he has status—and had short, curly orange hair. His teeth glistened as he smiled at Meg and reached out to drape his arm over Lucy’s shoulders. Surprisingly, Lucy didn’t step forward to avoid it, and his fat fingers brushed her long brown curls aside and settled on her rounded shoulder. Status and wealth, Meg thought, smiling back at him. Like all her prey.

“Where is it?” Meg asked. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have to get to Pad C in less than ten minutes.”

“No you don’t!” Vanessa said through stifled giggles.

Meg turned to her and paused. Vanessa only giggled like that when she was up to something that almost always ended badly for somebody else. “What do you mean?” she slowly asked, fighting back the unwanted thought bursting into her awareness. If she told the pilot to leave without me....

“Relax,” Lucy said, finally moving forward to escape the fat boy’s grasp. She smiled as she settled in beside Meg and tugged her out of the elevator. “We want you to meet someone.” She turned to the third boy and said. “Zach, this is Meg.” Then she turned to smile at Meg and said, “Meg, this is Zach.” 

Vanessa giggled as she said, “He’s you’re going away present.”

Meg stared at Vanessa for a long moment before turning to confront Lucy. “What are you two up to?” she demanded, dreading to have her suspicions confirmed.

“Well,” Lucy began, “we had a nice little talk with the transport pilot when he arrived. We asked him to tell you the wrong departure time. He didn’t want to do it at first, but Vanessa can be pretty convincing when she wheedles—” Vanessa giggled “—and when we told him why we wanted him to lie about the departure time—”

Meg let the anxiety bubble over as she almost shouted, “What have you done?!”

Lucy paused and grinned mischievously. “Let’s talk on the way,” she said, dragging Meg into step beside her. Zach slid in on her other side as Lucy continued. “You don’t have to leave for more than an hour,” she said, leaning in closer to her. “That will be plenty of time for you to get to know Zach.”

Vanessa giggled. “He really wants to get to know you.”

Meg threw a glare Vanessa’s way, but it flew past her as if she wasn’t there.

“We got you a room,” Vanessa said, nodding sweetly. “A private room.”

“We splurged for an hour,” Lucy added.

An hour! Meg clenched her teeth and sucked in a deep breath. She would have had to save for a week to rent a private room for an hour. Even so, she almost jerked her arm away from Lucy’s grip, almost turned and stomped away, but.... 

“He has a crush on you,” Lucy said. Then she grinned and winked. “A big crush.”

Vanessa giggled.

Meg turned to look at Zach, to really look at him. He was a robust young man with wavy blonde hair that dangled down past his ears, a trim jawline, a little fluff of a moustache, and light blue eyes that quickly turned away from her assessment. He was muscular in the typical lean, toned way that a near-starvation diet produces, and he was only a little bit taller than she was. Perhaps....

Lucy guided her around a corner and into a side tunnel, then stopped. She gently turned Meg to face her and their eyes met. There was a whisper of a tear in Lucy’s, and after a moment, she gave her a brisk, easy hug. Then she pushed herself back and let her arms slide down to her side. “Room 3,” she said with a soft smile. She glanced at Zach and added, “He has the key.” Then she deftly turned toward her plump suitor and slid easily under his arm. After a moment, they turned and walked down the corridor.

“She has Room 2,” Vanessa said, giggling.

Zach turned to her and held up the key to Room 3. There was a hopeful longing in his eyes, and a slight tremble in his hand. Eagerness? Nerves? Both?

Meg had not achieved the fifth best score on her exit exams by being frivolous or wantonly indulging her passions. She had achieved it by methodically, deliberately pursuing her long-term goal of a premium off-world placement. When she made a decision, it was only after due consideration of the alternatives. So, what were her alternatives?

Unless Lucy had lied, she had an hour before she needed to be at Pad C. Lucy wouldn’t lie about something that important. Vanessa would, but not Lucy. What could she do in that hour? Study? There would be plenty of time for that on the transport. Nothing? She had never been good at being idle. Zach? She looked into his eyes and frowned. She hadn’t been with a boy in months, but she hadn’t really missed it. Her studies had kept her occupied. But now the exams were over and she was on her way to Antarctica for training. Once she got there, she would be too busy for boys again.

She had an hour.

She had access to a private room.

Zach was willing, even eager.

It would be an inefficient use of her time to waste the opportunity. A slow smile eased onto her lips as she reached for the key.

Vanessa giggled.

5

Svetlana leaned in to give her mother a firm hug. “I’m not going to be gone that long, Mother,” she said.

Her mother hugged her back and said, “You are wrong, daughter,” she said. “You will soon be far away, in space.” She gulped and added, “Far from me.”

Svetlana shook her head. “It is only training,” she protested. “I won’t go into space at all if I don’t rendezvous with the transport craft. Besides, there are six of us receiving the training, and only two will be chosen.”

Svetlana’s mother shook her head and smiled through the tears. “You were second, Svetlana,” she said. “Second. You have nothing to prove to them.”

Svetlana rolled her eyes at her mother and secretly hoped she was right. But she knew her mother was wrong. The training did matter, and the difference between second and sixth was not a significant one. But her mother was right about one thing: she would be leaving soon, regardless of what happened in the training. Her scores guaranteed that.

Her mother let her go and pushed her back at the same time, and then stared intently into her eyes for so long that Svetlana thought she was going to start crying again. She did not want to do that right before the transport ship arrived, so she smiled and forced herself to turn away.

“You have everything?” her mother asked her. “Yes?”

Svetlana nodded and picked up the small pack she had prepared for the trip. Taken together, the pack and the thermal suit weighed exactly twenty kilograms. She had tried to anticipate what kind of training it would be and had chosen her gear very carefully to suit her suppositions. The thermal suit suggested it would be in or near an Uninhabitable Zone, and that meant it likely would be physical in nature—probably a test of survival—or it could be a test of mental strength to see how she dealt with isolation. Then again, the training might require special equipment that was not easy to transport, in which case—

“Maybe another one of your tarts,” she suggested. “It will be a long flight, and I don’t know when I’ll be eating again.” Should I take food with me? Is there time?

Her mother smiled as she turned away to get it. It was a prideful, pleased smile that only a mother can have for a favored only child.

Svetlana blinked rapidly and shook her head. Was she really ready to leave home? Even for two weeks? Did she even want to go? She had lived her whole life in northern Siberia, and it was quite pleasant from fall to spring—and even the summers were tolerable. It was, by all accounts, one of the best places to be on the planet, but she had the chance to have even better. She had the chance to go to space or, at the very least, to work for Earth Central in Antarctica.

Her mother returned with two tarts and the last of the milk.

Svetlana smiled and shook her head. “You’re spoiling me, Mother,” she said.

Her mother pretended to sniffle in protest as she said, “Who else would I spoil?”

Yes, Svetlana thought as the tears began to creep past the wall she had begun to erect between them. Who else?

6

Hassan’s father opened his eyes and leaned forward in his chair. “What do you want to do, My Son?” he asked.

Hassan frowned. “I do not know, Father,” he answered. “I had intended to work for you when I finished school. It is what we have planned for and I would be proud to do so.”

“Yes,” his father agreed. “But?”

As his fathers’ first born son, Hassan had known since he was a child that he would inherit the mantle—and the burden—of his father’s business empire. Hassan lifted his head and looked into his father’s eyes. “It is Moon Base, Father,” he said.

His father nodded. “Indeed,” he said. “You seem to be on the horns of a dilemma.”

“Yes, Father,” Hassan agreed, lowering his gaze to the candy twirling in his fingers. “I do not wish to disappoint you by failing in my duty as your son, and vying for this posting in The Cartel would do that. On the other hand, there is nothing more that I wish to do than to continue my research on superconductors, and Moon Base is the ideal location for doing that research. I either have to disappoint you or disappoint myself.”

“So it would seem,” his father said. “But that is not the case. You cannot disappoint me, My Son.”

Hassan looked up at his father and asked, “You wish for me to do it?”

His father leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms before he answered. “The time has come for you to make a decision for yourself, My Son. This is not one I can make for you. Whichever choice you
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