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      For the Fool within all of us.

      May they always have the courage to leap into the unknown.
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      Frid let out a soft, discontented sigh as he sat down with his breakfast, his back turned away from the dining hall. He had chosen the table furthest away from anyone else, but people soon filled in around him. Despite knowing it was illogical to expect to be alone in a communal dining hall, his irritation grew.

      “Hi!” he heard a familiar, shrill voice from behind him. “Why do you keep choosing this table? It’s so far from everything, seems like a waste of energy.” Prim sat down across from him.

      Frid refrained from rolling his eyes as she went into a hyper-speed monologue about why conserving energy was more important now than ever, with the Grand Equinox approaching. She always spoke this fast, but lately he had got tired of it. He watched her face but tuned out, having also grown tired of hearing about the Grand Equinox for some time now.

      Prim looked how you’d expect someone with a long lineage on Uranus to look in the early 7000s. Her hair and skin were pale from the lack of natural sun, her eyes large and dark gray from the light reflecting in the atmosphere, and her slender limbs elongated from the lower gravity.

      The word Mercury penetrated Frid’s trance from behind him, causing his ears to perk up. He focused his attention on the group of people sitting behind them and from their voices could tell they were likely younger than he and Prim, who were both nearly 21 Earth years old.

      He sat up in his seat, hoping to hear better. He knew little about Mercury, but its free market economy had always fascinated him. Listening in, he could tell they were talking, specifically, about Mercury City.

      “I heard you can choose what you’d like to do for work!” one of them said.

      “I heard that too!” another responded. “And that you can choose what to eat,” he added in a tone that suggested to Frid that he didn’t like the food being served that morning.

      Frid looked down at his plate. Everything on it was the same pale beige. He took a breath through his nose but smelled nothing. He agreed with the second voice. It must have been an all-lab-grown food day.

      “Well, I heard Mercury will become the next Earth if they’re not careful,” a girl’s voice added in a disapproving tone.

      “Who cares?” a new, bored voice interjected. “It’s not like we’ll ever go there, or leave Uranus at all.”

      They moved on to another topic, but Frid lingered over the thought of being able to choose what you do for work, as he ran his right thumb over the blue-green Helix Ring on his middle finger. It was cool and smooth; its exterior made of titanium and coated in a methane ceramic composite. His eyes dropped to Prim’s hands and the identical ring she wore.

      He was an engineer for the Helix Rings, and while it was a respected job, he hadn’t chosen it, and neither had Prim. They were both selected at 12 Earth years old after being studied through primary education, then assigned their secondary training in engineering until 17 Earth years old. There was a semblance of choice when moving on to specialized training until 20 Earth years old, when they got to request their preferences, but almost no one got what they asked for.

      Frid’s top choice was to be a diamond rain miner, a dangerous job that required top scores in all subject and personality areas. Frid was smart enough to do it, but something in his personality test prevented him. He was never told what it was. By now he had given up on trying to find out but still daydreamed occasionally about working in the deeper levels of Uranus’s atmosphere, where the crushing pressure and scorching temperatures required the most advanced technology to navigate. Diamond rain, one of the most highly sought-after resources in the Solar System, formed naturally in those atmospheric levels. Collectors gathered it before it sank into the superionic ocean beneath, which was both partially solid and fluid. Uranus traded almost all of its diamond rain to other planets that used it for advanced energy conductors.

      “Are you even listening to me?” he heard Prim say.

      “Sorry,” he said, embarrassed to be caught drifting off.

      Prim’s face softened from annoyance to concern. “Are you still not sleeping well?”

      “Yeah,” Frid replied, leaning into the excuse he had been using.

      Ever since they had left specialized training last Earth year, it seemed as though all the days were the same. A dull but permeating apathy had replaced his sense of purpose. He no longer felt his familiar optimism and self-certainty, but he didn’t know how to explain this to Prim, who was unchanged and always in a bright mood.

      “Well, you might want to do something about it; 17-Earth-hour days are tough enough without insomnia,” she said.

      Frid only nodded in agreement and began eating his food, reminded of how little time they had to finish. He wondered if Mercury City had a 24-Earth-hour day, instead of this forced adaptation to Uranus’s 17-Earth-hour rotation.

      Once they finished eating, they got up from the table and made their way through the nondescript food hall toward the tray collector. The walls, floors, and furniture were all the same matte-gray, made from carbon-based composites and aerogel layers, strong enough to survive the cold and light enough to float in the upper atmosphere with the help of buoyancy technology. The same drab color was repeated throughout Uranus Station, where function was always prioritized over beauty.

      They exited the food hall and within seconds of walking through the similarly monotonous halls, Frid was lost in his thoughts once again, interrupted only when Prim stopped to use one of the many communal bathrooms.

      Frid wandered over to the nearest window and stared out at a bustling scene of ships and moons, all set before a blue-green methane backdrop of space. He could see the sun hovering just over the horizon far behind anything else, where it had been for as long as he could remember. He could easily see Titania and Oberon, Uranus’s largest moons, peeking through the atmosphere. You never knew which moons you’d be able to see at any given time, with the 24-Earth-minute rotation of the station to maintain gravity.

      If he looked harder, he might see the moons Miranda, Ariel, and Umbriel as tiny bright spots and a dark silhouette, but he didn’t try. Nor did he focus on the halo of Uranus’s rings, faintly glimmering from the last light of the sun reflecting off of them. He ignored the energy-harvesting and transport ships moving between the moons and instead turned his attention toward the smaller, fast-moving moons. Because they moved so quickly, they appeared as streaks against the star-filled backdrop of space. He wondered what it would be like to be constantly in motion, never seeing the same thing for longer than an instant, let alone two Earth decades.

      Prim exiting the bathroom interrupted his thoughts, and they continued on to the nearest movement pod, which would transport them from the Level 6 up to the Level 3, where the Helix Lab was located. Frid could hear voices ahead, a large group of people waiting for the pod. He groaned as they turned the corner, recognizing a few people from work.

      “Huh?” Prim asked, raising her voice to be heard over the group. “Did you say something?”

      “No,” Frid replied and was relieved when her attention was taken by Klive, one of their colleagues, who had a crush on Prim, although Frid knew she didn’t feel the same.

      “Hi Prim!” Klive said, a bit too loud.

      Prim blushed. “Hi Klive,” there was an awkward moment of silence before she added, “What are you working on today?”

      “Emergency Protection!” he said. “What about you?”

      “The same,” she said, and looked to the ground in embarrassment as Klive’s face grew into a big smile, as he registered this meant they would work in the same area of the Helix Lab.

      “What about you, Frid?” Prim politely included him in the conversation.

      “Teleportation” was all Frid responded, and he caught a relieved look on Klive’s face. Frid sensed he threatened Klive, despite him and Prim only being friends.

      “Ooh! That’s exciting,” Prim’s voice climbed up an octave, causing Frid to wince.

      “Yeah, sure,” he said flatly, knowing she wouldn’t catch the sarcasm. Teleportation would be exciting if they could use it outside of the Grand Equinox.

      A movement pod arrived. Its large transparent doors slid apart, and they all piled in.

      Hello, an artificial female voice greeted them. Please open your Helix Rings to make your destination selection.

      Simultaneously, they all lifted their hands and tapped on their Helix Rings, which synced to the movement pod they were in. Over twenty individual hologram screens opened up, displaying their names and their numbers, which had replaced last names on Uranus long ago. Frid’s read 9001001000.

      Frid swiped through a few selections until he landed on LEVEL 3 - HELIX LAB. He steadied himself as the pod zoomed off toward its destination, programmed to take the most efficient route. He could feel himself pulled to the right, then down, then up, and after a few stops, they arrived just outside the Helix Lab.

      Level three, Helix Lab, the automated voice announced. Have a good day, and remember, the needs of the Station come before the needs of the individual.

      Frid refrained from rolling his eyes at the overused slogan.

      The large gray double doors to the lab opened as they exited the movement pod, revealing a bright but still gray room lined with  worktables.

      As Frid and Prim went their separate ways, she gave him a look of joking desperation, as though she wanted to be saved from Klive, causing Frid to chuckle.

      Frid had a busy day ahead, the teleportation function of the Helix Rings being vital to the Grand Equinox. As soon as he got to his station, a sample ring was assigned to him. Tapping on the top of the ring, its hologram interface opened and he began working to find and fix any bugs that could impede teleporting.

      Almost immediately, he found one—a known glitch that could rearrange internal organs upon arrival. He shook his head and got to work.

      By now, one year into being an engineer, Frid had found a familiar workflow, not having to focus too much on what he was doing. All throughout the day, he let his mind linger on the conversation he had overheard about Mercury City. He wanted to learn more about it and considered whether he would use his research data, which was metered, to read about it later that evening.

      He was deep in thought when a loud alarm bellowed throughout the lab. Complete darkness engulfed the windowless space as the lights went out. Frid felt a familiar drop in his stomach as his arms lifted upward, slicing into the hologram of the ring he was working on. He heard a few gasps around him as the others felt the effects of going from 1g to 0.89g in an instant.

      Frid waited for the power to return, or his Helix Ring to activate its Emergency Protection, an energetic shield that provided oxygen, gravity, temperature, and other protection from the elements outside of the station.

      Just as quickly as the power had failed, it was back on. Sighs of relief filled the room. Even though unexplained outages and failures were common on Uranus Station, it still put its inhabitants on edge. They could not survive the crushing cold atmosphere for even an instant without the Helix Rings’ protection.

      Before Frid could get back to what he was doing, another alarm went off, one he hadn’t heard before. It was softer and isolated to his workstation. One of his supervisors came shuffling over toward him.

      “What did you do?” her intense, dark eyes surveyed him.

      “Um, I don’t know,” Frid said, looking over the ring’s hologram.

      She clicked her tongue in annoyance as she pulled the hologram in front of her and swiped through a few screens to the diagnostics page. It read TELEPORTATION DESTINATION OVERRIDE COMPLETED. Frid froze as she looked over at him.

      “How did you do this?” she breathed.

      “I don’t know,” Frid blurted out, trying to convey sincerity. “I was working on the teleportation bugs like I was assigned, and this just happened.”

      Not saying anything, she took the ring from him and walked back to the supervisor’s office. She emerged moments later with what Frid presumed was a new ring.

      Her once severe eyes softened. “I believe you, but I still have to record this in the daily log.”

      Frid said nothing as she walked back to the office. His daydreams of Mercury City were long gone as he replayed the incident over in his mind, concluding that when his arm lifted into the hologram, he must have accidentally hit something to override the Teleportation Destination Function. He felt intrigued, but he didn’t risk trying it with the ring he was now working on.

      
      At the end of the workday, Frid decided he would skip dinner, despite Prim’s warnings against it. He was impatient to get back to his room, away from other people, where he could think in peace.

      He stopped off at the Pet Sanctuary, where his dog, Jax, spent her days while he was at work. He felt his mood lighten as he arrived and took in the scene. There were cats lounging in beds on fake trees, birds fluttering around in front of a fake sky, and dogs playing on fake grass. If you ignored the fact that most of it was fake, Frid thought it was a pleasant change from the gray throughout most of the station.

      Jax sensed his arrival, appearing from the back of the room, and made her way to Frid. He kneeled down to pet her as she reached him.

      The weight of the day melted off his shoulders as he petted her a little longer than usual. She was a medium-sized and very strong dog with a pure-white, shaggy coat. Dog breeds had been so muddled over the millennia that no one much paid attention to them anymore. Less than 20 Earth years ago, they introduced pets on Uranus to counteract the one-child restriction that would slow population growth.

      After a few moments greeting each other, just before Frid was ready to stand up, Jax made her way over to the door. He didn’t question it anymore, but it was always as if Jax could read his mind. Even though she was only one Earth year old, he had never had to tell her anything; she just did it.

      They made their way through the hallways, past the food hall and toward the living quarters, which were all on Level 6 of the station. As Frid approached his room door, it sensed his Helix Ring and slid open.

      It was a tiny room, just large enough to hold what it needed to. Every solitary person on Uranus had the same size room with the same features: a bed, desk, and a watercloset—all gray. The exterior wall was a floor-to-ceiling window that cast the room with the blue-green methane in the atmosphere, when not used as a screen. Frid was also allowed a small dog bed that sat in the left corner of the room, next to the window so Jax could gaze out at the passing ships and moons as she pleased.

      She immediately made her way over to it and lay down, as she did most days, worn out from playing.

      Frid stood in front of his watercloset to change out of his gray workfit into his gray roomfit. The key feature of the watercloset was to clean your clothes upon hanging them up—especially useful on Uranus where technical glitches, like the one earlier in the day, were common.

      In the mirror above the watercloset, he observed himself. He had the same pale skin and hair, and large dark-gray eyes as everyone else from Uranus. He noticed that he did look tired.

      He took off his Helix Ring and set it on top of the closet. Even though Frid wasn’t privy to every detail about the rings, he knew enough not to trust them, so he took his off at night.

      Sitting down on his bed, he stared out of the window. His thoughts drifted back to Mercury City and the conversation he overheard at breakfast, and once again he debated whether to use his research allotment. A memory from an Earth History class surfaced: at one point, artificial intelligence had been available to everyone without limitations, and it had contributed to the collapse of Earth's climate. He wondered if this was just a story to control them.

      In defiance, he grabbed the atmospheric remote control and pointed it at the window, which changed to a screen. Swiping through a few pages, he arrived at the research bar, typed in MERCURY CITY, and began reading.

      He first learned Mercury had been one of the first planets to be colonized during the Second Space Race in the 4000s. As a result, it mirrored Earth before it was abandoned. There seemed to be no single set of protocols for anything. For example, a combination of rotation, gravity generators, and environmental enhancements solved their 0.38g gravity. He paused, thinking about how much that would be to manage on Uranus with the constant outages.

      Reading on, he discovered Mercury City’s population was just over 300 million, much smaller than Uranus’s nine billion but on a planet over ten times smaller. Not only that—it had almost no atmosphere and rotated at a glacial pace of 59 Earth days. Harsh sunlight or stark cold exposed most of the planet for long periods.

      He discovered next that they had survived by designing an enormous hovering city that moved around the Terminator Line, an area of endless twilight that crept across the planet at a pace slow enough to follow on foot.

      Frid thought back to the morning, when he had looked out longingly at the small moons of Uranus, which were, similar to Mercury City, always in motion. He felt a kind of resonance swell up in his chest, as though he was meant to hear the conversation about Mercury City, look out at the moons—and now, learn about an endlessly moving city where your life is your choice.

      He turned back toward the window-screen, desperate to learn more when the text RESEARCH ALLOTMENT FULFILLED appeared across the screen. He groaned as the screen changed back to a window, showing the unchanged atmosphere outside. His shoulders slumped forward, reminded again of the lack of choice he had in his life.

      Growing up, he always believed something was possible for him before it was. They could be small things, such as what he would be assigned to in class. He was often called lucky by those around him, most people on Uranus not believing in anything beyond science and coincidence.

      Frid used to also believe that he would, one day, be able to leave Uranus and travel the entire Solar System—although he never admitted it to anyone, for fear of being called a fool. Lately, however, those optimistic feelings had been fading as he settled into the routine of adulthood.

      The memory of accidentally overriding the teleportation function earlier that day popped into his mind. He wondered if it were how he’d leave Uranus. But he knew that doing so could mean he would be exiled from Uranus forever, or even imprisoned. No, he would have to do it a different way, one that didn’t involve their technology.

      Frid lay back onto his bed and let his mind mull over other ways he might leave Uranus one day.

      Eventually his eyes felt heavy. As he fell asleep he thought, I will make it happen, somehow—one of his comforting thoughts he had repeated to himself for as long as he could remember.

      Sensing that Frid was falling asleep, Jax came over from her bed in the corner and put her head near Frid’s hand. He gave her one pat, their nightly routine.

      Not long after, Frid was deep asleep and the window-screen shifted from the atmosphere outside to a peaceful simulation of Earth’s night sky.

      
        
        ∞

      

      

      The artificial sun was peeking over the horizon from Frid’s window-screen, causing him to stir in his sleep. He lay there for a few moments without opening his eyes, recalling the dream he had been having. It had been unusually coherent, unlike the scattered, confusing quality his dreams normally had.

      There was a woman standing next to something. He thought it might be water but wasn’t able to look close enough, because as soon as she noticed him there, the dream came to an abrupt end. He was able to see that she was nude, and the sight embarrassed him, not having seen a woman’s naked body outside of his health classes.

      It was normal on Uranus to be romantically inexperienced in one’s early twenties. The focus at this age was on developing skills for the greater good of the station, not procreating. Since the advancement of cell regeneration technology increased the average lifespan to over 200, having children could be delayed until later in life.

      Frid had never even kissed anyone, if he didn’t count that one time with Prim. His face flushed as he relived the memory for an instant. Skipping over the thought of her, before his guilt grew, he rolled over to face his room. His movement alerted Jax that he was awake, and in three short bounds she was on his bed and licking his face with excitement.

      “Good morning, Jax,” he said in a dull tone, petting her absentmindedly, his thoughts still lingering on the dream.

      Finally getting up from his bed, he walked over to his watercloset, letting out a sigh as he put on his Helix Ring.

      He moved through the day on autopilot. Dropping Jax off at the Pet Sanctuary, eating breakfast with Prim (whom he mostly ignored), and riding the movement pod to work (where he mostly daydreamed). The day went by uneventfully, even the usual outages not affecting him, and by the end he again could not wait to get back to his room.

      “Frid, please come with us to Garden Park,” Prim pleaded for what felt like the millionth time since they had left work and went to the food hall for dinner.

      Frid’s familiar irritation grew. “Why do you want me to come so badly?”

      “I have a surprise,” she admitted.

      Frid’s eyes snapped up at her face, and he saw she was bursting with excitement.

      He narrowed his eyes at her as a small smile emerged on his face. “What surprise?”

      She jumped up from the table with an expression of victory. “You’ll have to come and find out!”

      They joined up with Klive and two others, Russ and Skye, from work in the movement pod that took them down to Level 7, the recreation level. Frid hadn’t been down there in some time. As they passed by exercise centers, meditation areas, and a digital library, he felt his mood lighten at the varied scenery.

      Arriving at the park, they stepped through an archway that opened up into an enormous room with tree canopies extending up toward an artificial sky. It was full of lush, deep-green plant life overgrowing dozens of pathways leading off in different directions. Frid felt a small burst of energy as he breathed in the fresh air and the artificial sun rays hit his face.

      They passed a small stream on their way through towering trees and overgrown ferns. When they walked by a bush full of white flowers, Frid paused, lightly touching them.

      “They’re roses,” Prim said. “Aren’t they beautiful?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” he mumbled, not taking his eyes off the flowers.

      Prim picked one off its stem and handed it to him. He stared at her, not sure what to do next. She had a soft expression on her face, similar to the time right before they kissed. Surely she wouldn’t try to kiss him right now.

      “They’re good for new beginnings,” she said, her eyes turning downward. “Perfect for the Grand Equinox, don’t you think?”

      To Frid’s relief, Klive said impatiently, “It’s this way,” breaking the moment between them.

      Frid said nothing but put the rose in his pocket as they continued following Klive down a path to the left, toward an area with fewer people.

      Arriving at a clearing, Frid watched as they laid out blankets and brought out food and drinks from their bags. Frid’s eyebrows raised in surprise, wondering where they got it all from. Russ had even brought a small music player.

      “We saved it from the food hall,” Prim answered his thought aloud.

      “Where did you get that?” Frid asked Russ, who had taken the music player out of his bag and turned it on.

      Russ handed it over for Frid to inspect. “I made it. From scrap supplies in the recycling center.”

      Frid turned the music player over in his hands, exploring it. A very muddled song that he didn’t recognize played.

      “Well…” Frid said, “it would sound better if you changed this.” He pointed to a part on the side of the player that he thought was the culprit of the sound quality and looked up to see everyone looking at him with raised eyebrows.

      “It’s really neat, though,” he added, trying to make up for his comment, which seemed to have been taken the wrong way.

      Russ took it back from him. “Thanks,” he said dejectedly.

      Frid shifted, awkwardly looking down at his feet.

      “Hey,” Prim called over to him. “This is what I wanted to show you.”

      She gestured him toward the blanket on the ground, where four giant drink flasks sat. Everyone came around and sat down as Prim pulled out four small cups for everyone. Frid followed along as everyone placed their cups neatly in front of them.

      His face fell flat as the group began chatting about the Grand Equinox.

      “I hope we will be able to bring this,” Skye said, gesturing to the flasks and cups. “I’ve worked so hard on this batch!”

      “I’m bringing mine,” Klive said, looking at Prim to make sure she noticed.

      Frid watched, confused, as Prim took one of the large flasks and began pouring it into one of their cups. Klive, Russ, and Skye followed.

      “Okay,” Prim said, picking up the cup she’d poured. “Let’s all try this one first.”

      Frid eyed the liquid in his cup. It looked like water, but as he held it up to his face and smelled it, it burned the inside of his nose. He pulled it away and looked back toward Prim. “What is it?”

      Prim’s smile was tight and she had a hint of worry in her eyes. “Just try it.”

      They all put it up toward their mouths and took a sip at the same time. Russ and Skye coughed, Prim’s face scrunched up into a grimace, and Frid spat his out. Only Klive acted as though he liked it, putting on a smug expression of superiority.

      “Prim!” Frid shouted as they all laughed. “Is this alcohol?”

      Alcohol had been banned on Uranus for several millennia, and Frid was shocked that Prim would take part in making it illegally.

      “Yes!” she said between laughs. “That one was not very good, though.”

      “Hey!” Russ shouted. “It was my first batch.”

      Frid’s face scrunched with disgust. “You made this?”

      “Yeah,” Russ said, his smile disappearing. “Let’s try Skye’s next.”

      They took a sip of the next one, and it was slightly less gross, Frid thought. He was at least able to keep from spitting it out. Everyone else chattered about what they thought of it and commented on the different tactics to make it better before moving on to the next drink, which was even worse than the first one. At this, Frid grew very irritated.

      “Alright,” he said. “I think I am over this.”

      “Here!” Prim said almost frantically, holding Frid’s fourth cup toward him. “Try this one! Klive made it and it’s actually very good.”

      “No, thanks,” was all Frid said, folding his arms over his chest and looking dejectedly at the three cups on the ground in front of him. No one said anything, but he could feel everyone’s eyes on him. Embarrassment colored his face, then irritation settled in. He wondered how Prim would even know that Klive’s was good, and whether they had been hanging out without him.

      “I’ll see you guys at work tomorrow,” he said as he stood up and stalked off from the group, not bothering to wait for a response.

      “What’s his problem?” he heard Skye ask.

      “He’s just tired,” Prim said almost pleadingly.

      “We’re all tired, it’s Uranus,” Klive said, raising his voice so that Frid could hear as he walked further away. “You know, for being your best friend, he’s not very nice to you.”

      Frid’s face grew hot. He wanted to look back to see Prim’s reaction—but not wanting to give Klive the satisfaction even more; he didn’t.

      By the time he picked up Jax and got back to his room, Frid had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He wasn’t sure if it was from the alcohol or because of Klive’s comment. Jax seemed to sense his distress, staying close by his side.

      He overturned his pockets to change out of his workfit and found the rose still inside, its petals crushed and already beginning to wilt. He stared at it for a moment, the pit in his stomach growing, feeling as though it resembled his friendship with Prim—uncared for by him.

      He set the rose on his watercloset, deciding he would apologize to her in the morning.

      
        
        ∞

      

      

      When he arrived at the food hall the next day for breakfast, Prim was already there, sitting with the group from last night. Frid walked over, determined to make things right.

      “Hi,” he said.

      Russ looked up at him and gave him an emotionless smile. Klive met Frid’s eyes for a moment before staring down at his food, while Prim and Skye avoided his gaze altogether.

      “Prim, can we talk?” Frid asked.

      His irritation stirred as he saw Klive look to Prim to see how she would react.

      “There’s not much time before work, so I’m just going to finish my breakfast,” she said in an unusual, low tone, not even turning to look at him.

      “Okay…” He turned and exited the food hall, without getting anything to eat.

      In the hallway, his chest tightened into a hard ball, causing his breath to shallow. He turned to enter the communal bathroom and found an empty stall.

      Sitting on the closed toilet, he put his hand on his chest to find his heart rate rising. He waited a moment to see if it would calm down—but it didn’t.

      Tears welled up in his eyes as he frantically tapped on his Helix Ring to open its hologram. It displayed his health status: ACUTE PANIC ATTACK IN PROGRESS.

      He froze in disbelief, and then, reading the suggested treatment options, forced himself to take deep breaths through the tightness, imagining his heart slowing down with each exhale.

      After a few painstaking moments, his heart rate finally slowed down and his breathing returned to normal. But he stayed frozen, monitoring his body.

      Someone came into the bathroom, startling Frid into a high-pitched yelp. He started chuckling then, at the thought of how ridiculous having a panic attack was, over basically nothing.

      Who even cared? His thoughts unraveled. Who cared if he and Prim  weren’t friends? Who cared if he had no choice in his life? Who cared if he never got to travel the Solar System? Who cared?

      His laughter faded, numbness replacing it as the truth of his thoughts hit him like a ton of titanium. His friendship with Prim was a matter of convenience, a result of them being placed in the same classes. He didn’t have a choice in his life. He would never leave Uranus.

      Slowly standing up, he exited the bathroom stall and headed to work, like he always did.

      
        
        II

      

      

      Frid found himself lying in bed longer than he had time for, watching whatever moons were visible through his window. Miranda appeared most reliably, her small bright arc completing a loop every day or so. Ariel and Umbriel came and went every few days. Titania he had seen twice, and Oberon just once.

      Miranda had lapped the planet nine times since Frid had spoken to Prim last. Which meant fourteen days had passed, or, really, one day repeated fourteen times.

      Eventually he would reach for his Helix Ring, get ready and drop Jax off at the Pet Sanctuary before eating breakfast alone then going to work. Each night he would go back to his room after dinner, feeling more dejected than the last, before falling asleep and having the same oddly coherent dream about the naked woman.

      Even though the dream itself was the same, it had an increasing intensity to it that Frid could not explain. He would find himself next to a body of water. He would see the naked woman standing next to it, her profile turned toward him. Once she noticed him there, they would connect eyes, and then the dream would end. Each morning, he woke up feeling more frantic and anxious than the last.

      On one of his days off work, he awoke in such a panic that he shouted and startled Jax awake. After apologizing to her, he checked the time to find that it was much earlier than he’d normally wake up on his day off.

      This time he lay in bed, looking at the pleasant artificial sky, not really seeing it and not bothering to change the window-screen to watch the moons outside. He thought about the anxiety that had jumped out and grabbed hold of him in the communal bathroom and had now settled in as a normal part of his life.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that the dream was trying to tell him something. He wondered if this were the first sign of Deep Space Illness, finding meaning in things that weren’t there. Some people could not cope with living in space, and their minds deteriorated. They had to be kept in a special area on Level 5 of the station, where the medical centers were.

      Frid remembered a time as a child when he had to go to a medical center for a minor infection. He remembered passing a man in an auto-chair being escorted through the hallways. The man was awake but looked as though he was not aware of his surroundings. He stared off into the distance, seemingly in a trance. Frid had asked his mother what was wrong with him, and that’s when he first learned of the illness.

      He jumped up, determined to distract himself, and Jax mimicked him from her dog bed.

      “Let’s go somewhere,” Frid said to Jax, smiling as she wagged her tail in excitement.

      He considered going down to the digital library to do more Mercury City research, but looking down at Jax, he felt that would bore her. Checking the time again, he decided he would go visit his parents, who were usually awake this early.

      As you aged on Uranus, you grew more accustomed to the 17-Earth-hour days and you needed less sleep. It was the worst as your body fought the unnatural schedule through your teens and early adult years. His parents, who were allotted cell regeneration for their continued service to the station, were both 147 Earth years old and well adapted to the shorter days.

      “Should we visit the parents?” Frid asked Jax.

      She hopped over to him in excitement, a definite yes. Frid paused for another moment, indecisive about whether he actually wanted to visit them. He had been avoiding them because he knew all they would talk about was the Grand Equinox. He also didn’t want his mother to sense that something was off with him, which she always could do. Looking down at Jax, he didn’t want to disappoint her, and if he was honest with himself, he didn’t have anyone else to visit.

      
      Not long after, Frid and Jax arrived at his parents’ room suite. They couldn’t look more opposite: Frid wearing a dull expression of boredom, Jax wagging her tail excitedly, as they stood outside their door. It read his Helix Ring, and with a chime, announced their arrival.

      “Frid!” his mother exclaimed as the door slid open.

      He heard his father echo her from somewhere in the suite, and then he appeared around the corner. “What are you doing up so early?”

      “Couldn’t sleep,” Frid mumbled as they entered the suite and Jax greeted Frid’s parents.

      His mother stood up from petting Jax and studied his face. “That’s not good. Are you okay?”

      He said nothing for a moment, debating whether he should tell her about Prim or the dream, which were equally weighing on his mind.

      “Well…” he hesitated as they walked over toward their seating area. “I’ve been having this dream.”

      “Okay…” It sounded like a question.

      “It’s been the same one over and over.” Urgency colored Frid’s voice. “And…it just feels like it means something.”

      “Dreams don’t mean anything,” his father said brashly as he sat on the chair across from him.

      “Dirk,” his mother murmured, giving him a side-eye and then turning toward Frid. “What is the dream about?”

      “Nothing. Never mind.” He crossed his arms over his chest and avoided his mother’s penetrating gaze.

      He wondered if she were also worrying that he was developing Deep Space Illness, and was already regretting his choice to visit them. Jax seemed to sense his distress again and put her head on his lap.

      “Well, I am glad you came by,” his mother said. “The Grand Equinox is so soon.”

      Frid continued to sit in silence.

      “It’s normal to be nervous for your first time, Frid,” his mother added.

      “I’m not nervous,” he snapped.

      His mother turned toward his father. “I still can’t believe it will be our fourth Grand Equinox.”

      “Forty-two Earth years go by so fast,” his father responded.

      His father had the typical Uranus Station personality: aloof and avoidant of deeper emotions. No matter how hard Frid had tried to be that way, he never quite was.

      “What is it like…” Frid said quietly to his mother. “At the other pole?”

      “I guess it’s not that much different,” she admitted. “Not for another 21 years, when the sun has fully risen, and before it sets again.”

      “Yes, but we need the solar energy, Jule,” his father added as he saw Frid’s face fall. “And the energy at the new Ascendant Pole is palpable.”

      “Won’t we have to catch the other station up to our new technology?” Frid asked, not understanding what his father meant.

      “Yes, the first year, at least, will be spent making updates…but I meant the energy of the station.” His father clenched his fists.

      “You know, it’s also going to be my birthday,” Frid said in a sulking tone, determined to find something to be unhappy about.

      His father exhaled through his nose, stood up, and went into the bedroom.

      “Yes, of course we know,” his mother said. “I’d think it would feel lucky to have your 21st birthday on the Grand Equinox!”

      Frid grew even more bitter. They just admitted it wouldn’t be that much different at the new Ascendant Pole.

      “Alright,” Frid said with an irritable sigh. “I’m going to take Jax for a walk around the station.”

      “Okay, well, try to come by again before the Grand Equinox,” his mother said.

      “Jule!” Frid heard his father call from their room.

      He used the opportunity to leave while his mother shuffled down the short hallway.

      Frid was almost out of the door when he heard, “Something’s not right with him,” from his mother.

      Frid froze in the open doorway, putting his hand out to signal Jax to stop as well.

      “He’s just lazy,” he heard his father say, not bothering to whisper. “Eventually, he will learn that won’t get him anywhere on the station.”

      Frid’s face flushed as he exited their room suite, the door silently sliding closed behind him. He stomped down the hallway, ignoring Jax as she yelped at his feet in concern, until he was inside a movement pod.

      He paused, thinking about where to go. He and Jax often used to walk around the systems levels, Frid endlessly interested in the energy harvesting, climate systems, and stabilizers. Uninterested in all of that now, he went up to the observation decks, where ship docking and navigation took place.

      There was only one other person when they got there. An ordinary-looking man was sitting on one bench, gazing out of the window with his back to Frid. It felt eerie to be anywhere with only one other person, but Frid brushed it off, figuring most people were busy preparing for the Grand Equinox.

      As he walked over to look out of the window, the man turned and gave him a polite smile, and Frid noticed he was wearing two blue-green Helix Bracelets on each of his wrists.

      “Are you a diamond rain miner?” Frid asked with wide eyes. Those with dangerous jobs that often put them outside the station wore Helix Bracelets.

      “I am,” the man said. “My name is Kris,” he offered after a moment where Frid only stared at him.

      “Frid,” he said, then tried to think of something to say.

      “What’s your position?” Kris asked.

      “Helix engineer,” Frid responded, and then added, “But I really wanted to be a diamond rain miner.”

      Kris looked back out of the window. “It’s a tough position.…”

      “Yeah, but exciting, I bet!” Frid said, not taking his eyes off Kris. “Do you get any extra Helix Credits or cell regeneration? From how much energy you bring in for the conductors?”

      The man scoffed, and for a moment was silent.

      “You’d be surprised how little of it actually goes toward that,” he said as he got up from the bench.

      “What do you mean?” Frid asked. “Where does it go then?”

      “Wherever they say it should,” Kris said, as he started walking out of the observatory. “Nice to meet you, Frid.”

      “You too.”

      Jax rushed over to where Kris was sitting, wagging her tail
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