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      In the future, orbiting space stations function as prep schools, removing teens from the temptations of drugs and alcohol and even playing hooky.

      They still find ways to act out.

      When the others deliberately lock Judy outside after an illegal game of tag wearing grav boots, she knows something—something—lurks behind her….

      A science fiction horror story that will make you happy you’re still on solid ground.
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      “Very funny, guys.”

      I could still hear the other kids’ laughter through my helmet comm as I tugged on the space station door they’d somehow wedged shut. Behind me, nothing but the vastness of dark and stars; Earth was on the other side of the station, the sun on the other side of Earth.

      Then the giggling stopped, probably because they’d taken off their helmets. I was left alone with the rasp of my own breath and the insistent throb of my heartbeat in my eardrums, punctuated by looming silence of space. I was used to being alone; you’d think this wouldn’t bother me.

      It’s one thing to be ignored, or to be called Doody Judy (seriously. As if we were all still in kindergarten). It’s another to be locked outside in space.

      I banged on the latch that was supposed to release the thick metal door. Nothing. Surely someone would come back and open it soon.

      Right? “Guys, come on. Open the door.”

      My words went nowhere. Bile rose in my throat, burned my tongue, as it occurred to me that the bunch of stupid teenagers, my supposed peers, who’d never much liked me anyway, could just as easily forget what they’d done. Or not care.

      On paper, to the adults, shipping kids off to space for school—the most remote prep schools you can imagine—made sense. It cut down on earth’s overcrowding. More importantly, it was a closed, safe environment for us. There was nowhere to run off and play hooky. There was no way to obtain drugs or alcohol; any contraband would be caught in the entry scanners. We all—girls and boys alike—received birth control shots, so even if we fooled around, there’d be no unfortunate physical byproduct.

      Adults have no understanding of how creative teenagers can be when they want to act out. We will always find a way.

      In this case, turning on our grav boots and playing tag on the outside of the space station had seemed like a grand idea. Bouncing around on the white metal, dodging around antennae and solar panels and sensor arrays, surrounded by all that space—that was more fun that running around in the gymnasium.

      Until everyone else decided to lock the one they didn’t like outside.

      Sweat trickled down my back, and my helmet filled with the stench of my perspiration, too strong for the air filters to handle. I pounded on the latch, and got nothing for my efforts but a sore fist. For safety’s sake, the door doesn’t lock from the outside, to keep one of us idiot teenagers from doing something radically stupid and getting ourselves killed. Which, given my predicament right now, made a certain amount of sense.

      Oh, the inner door wouldn’t release until the outer door was sealed and the compression was equalized, but that was automated and there were checks and triple-checks to ensure that never failed.

      I stopped my efforts, clung to the handgrip beside the door, clumsy in my gloves, and closed my eyes. Tried to steady my breathing. I was scared to look to see how much oxygen I had left.

      “It’s not funny, guys,” I said, hating how weak and thin my voice sounded. “Hello?”

      If they’d taken off their helmets, I was talking to myself. Brianne had jammed the comm signal between our helmets and the staff’s earpieces, so I couldn’t even contact a teacher for help.

      Of course, if I did that, I’d be a pariah. The truth of our out-station shenanigans would be revealed, everyone would be punished, and I’d be more of an outcast than I already was.

      Shunning, or death. Some choice.

      The mental calming exercises my therapist had taught me weren’t really working, but I was able to step back from my panic just a tiny bit and look at the problem logically.

      “Okay,” I murmured aloud, which is what I always did when I had to work through a problem. (I’d learned to do it without sound, but that still looks like you’re talking to yourself—see, e.g., outcast weird kid.) “Okay. They wouldn’t let you die.”

      Would they? Honestly, I wouldn’t place a bet on that. They wouldn’t mean to, but they’d likely wait until the last minute, and any number of things could go wrong.

      It was two a.m. ship time, thereabouts. Of course we’d snuck out at night. Brianne and James had rigged the sleeping quarters to indicate we were still inside, in case anyone checked the monitors. Like I said, never underestimate bored, creative teenagers—especially the cream of the crop, top of the intellectual heap.

      Rise and shine was at seven a.m., with breakfast at eight and classes starting at nine. By then I’d definitely be noticed missing—maybe by breakfast—but by then I’d be a corpse stuck to the side of the space station by my gravity boots. Suits didn’t carry that much oxygen.

      “Okay,” I said again, swallowing against the acid tickling my throat. Science wasn’t my strongest subject, but we’d been given safety precautions, right? And I was far from stupid, even though right now my brain felt like oatmeal.

      They’d jammed the door somehow. I just needed to figure out how to unjam it.

      It took a few moments for me to pry open the case next to the door, the fat fingers of my glove making every motion slow and clumsy.
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