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COVER  BY Sarah A. Hoyt

If it hadn't been for the lighter gravity, Molly could easily have imagined she was on a tour bus back on Earth, as long as she didn't look at the emergency pressure helmet by her elbow. Although the three "campers" were a combination mobile laboratory and living quarters, right now her bed was folded up into a padded seat in which she could lean back and read up on uric acid recovery processes for guinea pig habitats. Just because she was on a field trip, it didn't mean her other studies were suspended. Mrs. Murcheson had already announced the exam next week, and Molly needed to be ready for it.

This trip should've been a dream come true, just like the trip to Washington DC for the 4H Citizenship Focus course – had it really been four years now? Sometimes it felt like yesterday that she'd walked through the historic buildings and visited the monuments, and other times it seemed more like another lifetime. She'd come home to the news that her father had just been transferred to Shepardsport, the big settlement on Farside, and the whole family would be going with him.

And nothing's been the same ever since. She'd worked so hard to learn all the things she needed to survive up here, then the skills to make herself a useful member of a community that was still very much a pioneer town, living on very thin margins. It had been a rough period for her, after having become accustomed to getting top marks on advanced-placement courses with very little effort, to be thrown into classes being taught by actual scientists and to have to compete with kids who'd been working at these levels for most of their lives.

She'd earned her spot on this trip, although free time and recreational activities had become a distant memory. The EVA certification instructor had been hemming and hawing right up to the final exam, unconvinced she was up to snuff no matter how perfectly she answered all the questions. She'd even overheard him speculate to another teacher that she'd just memorized them by rote, and had no real appreciation of what they meant.

Which may have been the reason she got stuck with Benjie McCracken as her EVA partner on the trip. He was all of fourteen, and looked like Central Casting's idea of the pencil-necked, pimple-faced dweeb that was a stock character of the school story from Archie to that new manga out of Japan. Even the rigorous physical activity requirements couldn't put any muscle on the kid's frame, the fitness supervisor's continual efforts notwithstanding, and it had nearly 86ed his EVA qualification because the instructor wasn't sure he could handle an EMU.

Right now he was sitting on the edge of a group of guys talking about some videocast, as if mere proximity and ardent attention would compel them to include him in their circle. Much as she'd wanted to ask if she could switch partners, she knew she didn't dare let out a peep about how disappointed she was. She could not afford the risk of getting pegged as a complainer, not when a lot of the adults still viewed her as spoiled for having enjoyed the comforts of Earth life.

No use worrying about it, since they wouldn't get to the site for another hour, and she had studying to do in the meantime. She adjusted her earphones and turned up the Ozark Mountain Daredevils' "Jackie Blue" until it blocked out their voices.
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DEEP IN CONCENTRATION, Molly didn't even notice when they stopped, just that realization the slight swaying motion had ceased and she wasn't sure just when it had stopped. Startled and hoping she hadn't missed anything important, she pulled out her earphones and closed her tablet case.

The door between cockpit and living quarters slid open and Dr. Sanchez entered. "Good afternoon, students. We've arrived at our first sampling site. As we went over earlier, you will be using surface sampling tools to retrieve a specimen of loose regolith, which you will be analyzing in our onboard lab. Remember at all times that mission rules require you to stay within arms' reach of your EVA partner and within line of sight of the group at all times. Now form up in pairs with your EVA partners to suit up."

Suiting up in a mixed crowd had taken a little getting used to, but Molly had learned well enough to get through training. On the other hand, she'd had a better partner then, but that guy wasn't on this field trip. At least Benjie had the decency to look away while she was putting on the maximal absorbency undergarment and the liquid cooling layer.

However, the outer layer of an EMU was heavy enough that EVA partners had to help each other into them, just like the Apollo astronauts back in the Twentieth. At least Benjie wasn't being a complete prat about things, but Molly noticed the times he got a little rough, not to mention the "accidental" pinch when he was zipping her up.

Just like in middle school. I thought I'd left that nonsense behind.

But she knew better than to retaliate. At eighteen she was supposed to be "too big" for such things. In fact she had good reason to think she'd been assigned Benjie because the teachers thought he needed an adult to look after him – but he would balk if she let the nursemaiding get too obvious.

By the time everyone was suited up and had passed inspection, she could feel his restlessness even through two thick spacesuits. Heck, she could pick up just how eager all of them were to get out on the lunar surface – and these were kids who'd pretty much grown up here.

Unlike the Apollo lunar modules, the campers all had airlocks. On one hand, it meant they didn't have to suit up and depressurize every time someone went out. On the other hand, each airlock only accommodated three people, one of them an adult chaperone, and depressurizing and re-pressurizing for each group added up to a fair amount of time to get everybody out on the lunar surface.

Molly and Benjie were in one of the middle groups, which turned out to be the worst of both worlds. She got to spend the whole time, inside and out, trying to corral Benjie's excitement without coming across like a babysitter instead of a partner.

Two of the more experienced students opened one of the exterior equipment lockers and distributed sampling tools. Although fitted with some sophisticated electronics and actuators, the basic construction hadn't changed that much from the ones the Apollo astronauts used. While improvements in materials and construction had made modern EMUs less cumbersome than those of the Twentieth, they still didn't lend themselves to bending over to pick up objects on the ground.

As the group spread out to collect specimens, Benjie kept wanting to move a little too fast. Although an experienced professional could move at a ground-eating lope, students were supposed to keep it to a careful walk. Every time Molly reminded him, he'd slow down, only to speed up as soon as he thought her attention was elsewhere.

And then she looked up from collecting a particularly interesting rock and realized he was nowhere in sight. Her blood pounded in her ears and she wondered whether it would tell on the heart-rate monitor.

She scanned the area, didn't see him. Looked down and saw the footprints, far enough apart that he had to be running.

Following the trail took her right to the edge of where the tops of the campers remained visible. However, they wouldn't be from behind this outcropping. If he had trouble back there, he wouldn't be able to make radio contact with anyone.

Molly edged as close as she dared to the ridge of micrometeorite-battered stone and looked down at the suited figure gamboling among the rocks. "Benjamin Michael McCracken, get your butt back out here right now."

Benjie stopped and turned to face her. Even with the heavy EMU muffling his body language, she could tell he wasn't happy.

"Aw, quit being such a wet blanket."

"And what would Dr. Sanchez or Mr. Taylor say if they saw you down here? Do you want to get both our EVA tickets yanked?" She looked up at the elapsed-time display at the top of her helmet. "Besides, we've only got ten minutes left. If we don't get started back, we'll definitely be in trouble and there's no way to cover for that."

Now that got him moving in the right direction. All the same, she could see he'd hardly bothered to do any sample collection. Too busy goofing off, probably because he knew it annoyed her.

I suppose I could give him some of mine to fill out his sample bag. Except I don't have all that many myself, thanks to having to constantly ride herd on him.
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WITH THE EVA OVER AND everyone safely back inside, Molly considered what to do next. It would be at least a couple of hours of driving before they got to Liddell Base. Like most scientific outposts, it was made of several regolith-covered inflatable shelters, along with solar arrays and a small tank farm for oxygen and hydrogen supplies.

The plan was to stay over the night-shift, meet with the scientific team, then continue their journey after Revielle and breakfast. However, there should be at least some opportunities to alert the teachers to Benjie's rules breach.

Except how could she do it without being a snitch? She'd struggled too hard to be accepted as a member of this community to blow it all that way.

Their helmet cameras recorded everything that happened on an EVA. Maybe she could find some pretext to get Dr. Sanchez to review the memory card. Suppose she could claim she saw some interesting rock formations and let him just happen to see Benjie going behind that outcropping to goof off.

She was still planning out her approach when the campers came to a halt. A quick check of the camper's camera suite showed they had arrived for the night. Two white-suited figures were bringing a long tunnel of accordion plastic out to connect to the camper's airlock.

The pressurized passageway would spare
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