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        For Barbara Bass,

        Who always believed I’d make it into outer space.

        As usual, I went about it a little differently than expected.
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      Lori honestly hadn’t anticipated how challenging it was to say goodbye to her underwear.

      Her bra and panties were nothing special. A matched set at least, though the lavender satin wasn’t as lustrous as it had been when she’d first tried on the bra in the Victoria’s Secret changing room the year before, and the lace trim of her bikini panties was looking a little ratty.

      But it was her favorite set. Comfortable and pretty. And it made her feel sexy and alive beneath her clothes. Now she had to trade her lavender lace for the dull-colored performance fabric of the athletic bras and briefs that were part of the official uniform of the female Mars Ho contestants.

      Technically, she shouldn’t have put her bra and panties back on after the humiliating strip search. The woman with the blue latex gloves had been nice enough, sympathetic even, but that had just made the invasion worse. While Lori was poked and prodded from head to toe, she’d forgotten about the silky underwear balled up in her fist, and then the lady with the gloves had let her walk off with her lingerie.

      Lori regarded herself in the mirror of the tight changing room, separated from the corridor by only a hanging sheet. She didn’t look too bad. Both the lingerie and her looks were holding up all right, though she wasn’t anxious to discover what her curves would look like in the standard-issue athletic bras and briefs. From this point forward, everything she wore, everything she used, everything she so much as touched was likely to be branded by one corporate sponsor or another. There would be precious little room for personalization or character.

      But going to Mars wasn’t cheap. The program had to pay the bills somehow.

      Lori unzipped her duffel bag—with the “Mars Ho!” logo in bright orange and dark green thread sewn into the navy ballistic nylon—and pulled out a pair of soft-sided Avid hikers. The shoes had been designed specifically for the Mars colonists, but online ads promised they were “coming to a retail outlet near you” before Christmas. She unfolded one of three burnt-orange jumpsuits from Tempe Sportswear that had been tailor-made for her. And she unpacked one set of the dreaded UnderCare garments meant to replace her lavender lingerie.

      Why couldn’t Victoria’s Secret or La Perla be sponsors? Surely when the folks back home caught glimpses of the new Mars colonists in their underthings—romping adventurously on humanity’s first extraterrestrial colony world—they’d prefer to see form-fitting satin instead of dull, oatmeal-gray poly-cotton.

      Lori took one last look in the mirror. She ran her fingers over the upward slope of material that covered her breasts, then rested her hands on her hipbones and looked her reflection squarely in the eye. This was the last time she expected to feel remotely feminine.

      With a sigh of resignation, Lori bade a silent farewell to her favorite bra and reached back to undo the clasp. The elastic straps were just slipping off her shoulders when the curtain was yanked unceremoniously aside.

      Lori found herself standing face to face with a very naked man.

      A very naked but rather good-looking man, she noticed. Tall and lean, too. But her flush of embarrassment and the heat of outrage at having her privacy so rudely invaded kept her from exploring the thought any further. She clutched at the thin fabric of her brassiere to hold it in place.

      “You can’t take that into the biodome with you!” the man barked at her, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Lori was frantically trying to refasten her bra. Neither did he seem the least perturbed by his own state of undress. Holding the curtain aloft with one hand, he gripped his own Mars Ho duffel in the other and stood his ground. “And, you’re in my changing room.”

      “I’m sorry?” Lori choked out as she stepped backward and found herself pressed uncomfortably against the cold mirror. The glass sent chilling shocks across her body, pimpling her skin and stiffening her nipples visibly through the delicate satin—a reaction she hoped the naked stranger didn’t misinterpret.

      “No personal items allowed.” He dropped his duffel to the floor by his feet, and Lori found herself distracted by the graceful movement of his muscles.

      “How did you even manage to smuggle that in here?” His tone was still angry but his face revealed genuine curiosity.

      “I’m not smuggling anything.” Lori grabbed at her jumpsuit and attempted to cover herself with it. Now that she felt less exposed, she pushed away from the mirror and tried not to think about the reflection of her scantily-clad backside that this bare, angry stud would be able to see over her shoulder.

      “If you’re talking about my underwear, I was . . . I was just getting ready to change into this.” She indicated the jumpsuit pressed to the front of her body.

      The naked stranger paused and seemed to consider her words, giving Lori the opportunity to pause and consider his body. He was tall and lean, with a smattering of dark hair curling across his chest. As her eyes traced the contours of his biceps, shoulders, and thighs, she tried not to let her gaze linger too obviously on his equipment.

      She liked what she saw.

      Every Mars Ho contestant possessed abilities and expertise that would be critical to the first mission of colonists to Mars, and Lori caught herself wondering what special skills this particular candidate might bring to the table.

      But she was being crude. Was she over Charlie already? She wasn’t the kind of person who would so quickly dismiss a recent ex and move on. But this man—this dark-haired, amber-eyed specimen of all that is holy in the male form—was still standing before her, and was still very naked.

      And apparently beginning to notice her as well.

      He reached down for his duffel bag and held it strategically in front of his body. “Okay, but, uh, you can’t wear that.”

      Lori smiled. He was beginning to blush, his lightly tanned skin tinging pink from his face downward. He gripped his duffel with both hands and let the curtain rest on his firm shoulder.

      “But isn’t this what I’m supposed to wear?” she asked coyly. The lilt of flirtation felt foreign in her mouth, but she enjoyed the way it made him squirm, just a little, and the way the corners of his mouth quirked up.

      “You know what I mean.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Those garments are a clear violation of the rules regarding personal items and effects. If this contest is to be fair—”

      “You mean my bra?” Lori let the top of the jumpsuit slip to expose one delicate shoulder strap and a hint of lace. He noticed. He cleared his throat and shifted his weight between his feet. She felt a tiny twinge of guilt for making him uncomfortable, even though he was the one who had barged in on her.

      She nudged her open duffel bag with her bare foot. “Don’t worry. I’m not trying to get away with anything. I just needed some time to give up this last personal luxury.”

      A moment of silence hung between them before he burst out laughing. “How are you supposed to say goodbye to the Earth if you can’t even let go of your underwear?”

      Lori frowned, both at the sentiment and his phrasing. There was a chorus of laughter from farther down the corridor, and Lori guessed his comment had been overheard and likely taken out of context. Before she could think of an appropriate retort, another voice called out.

      “Dr. Lauren? I’m sorry, but you’re supposed to be in this changing area here.”

      Before he turned to go, the naked man—Dr. Lauren, apparently—gave Lori a quick once over and lifted one eyebrow as his eyes met hers. Was he flirting with her, or sizing up the competition? He stepped away, leaving Lori to don her Mars Ho uniform in peace, though she managed to get a good look at his bare backside before the curtain fell closed behind him.

      Lori leaned against the mirror again, despite the chill. Her heart was pounding in her ears and she had to take a minute to slow her breathing. She couldn’t tell if she was incensed or aroused. Maybe both. She closed her eyes and remembered where she was and why she was here.

      She let out a low, nervous laugh. She wasn’t comfortable with confrontation. She never knew what to say, much less how to express it. How much of an idiot had she been with Dr. Lauren? If she wanted to do well in the competition, she was going to have to be more affable and more assertive. Nobody wanted to send a shy doormat to Mars.

      Moving quickly and without further nostalgia, Lori removed her bra and slid out of her favorite panties, knowing she might never feel the touch of satin against her skin again. The UnderCare briefs and bra were surprisingly comfortable, and when she checked herself in the mirror, she didn’t look half-bad in the grayish tan performance underwear.

      She didn’t have high hopes for the jumpsuit, however. Orange had never been her color, and she wondered if the uniform was meant to level the playing field by making everyone who wore it as unattractive as possible. Of course, that didn’t make any sense. The Mars Ho producers needed to keep their global audience happy—and keep them buying Mars-branded merchandise. That meant comely people doing scandalous things, on camera.

      Lori pretended not to second guess what she’d gotten herself into.

      She pulled tight the elastic cords on her boots and zipped up the front of her jumpsuit. Her heart was only beginning to settle after her close encounter with the naked Dr. Lauren. They hadn’t entered the biodome yet—where they would be judged on everything from technical skills to problem-solving, and on their personal interactions as well—and she had already come nearly skin-to-skin with one of her competitors.

      A competitor who was also a potential mate.

      Lori tried to recapture her initial outrage at his behavior, but instead wondered what he might be a doctor of. She simultaneously cringed and tingled over the idea of his being the first Mars colonists’ medic. So she tried to imagine him in his own ugly orange jumpsuit, and that helped a little.

      She cast a last glance at her silky underwear on the floor, then turned and pulled the curtain back. She was met almost instantly by Hannah, the young minder assigned to her, and was ushered along to the next phase of her orientation.
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      Entering the dome itself was anticlimactic. Carrying her Mars Ho duffel—which held her Tempe Sportswear socks and spare jumpsuits, her UnderCare underwear, Denti-Stream toothbrush, Scroll tablet computer, Ryland nail clippers, and the small assortment other branded items that now made up the entirety of her personal property on this Earth and beyond—Lori walked down a long airlock-style corridor that was crammed with more cameras than she’d ever seen, set to capture her entry from every conceivable angle.

      Four times, Hannah called Lori back for another take. Could she try smiling more? Smiling less? Walking more slowly? Holding her Mars Ho bag at a more shallow angle, so that the program logo showed prominently?

      Lori hadn’t had any idea there were so many different ways to walk through a narrow tunnel. She said as much to Hannah, who was covered head-to-toe in an isolation suit. The hood kept slipping forward and cutting off Hannah’s view through the attached visor.

      The producers weren’t leaving anything to chance. Once the Mars Ho candidates were cleared by medical and had gotten all their shots, appendectomies, and corrective laser procedures provided by corporate sponsor Core Vision, they were living literally inside a bubble. Every breath was filtered air, every surface sanitized, every possible germ or speck of dust eliminated from the program’s biodome environment.

      “You think this is a pain?” Hannah laughed as she readjusted her visor. “The original idea was to have you guys come through here in space suits. Full EVA. Freaking nightmare.”

      Lori didn’t pay much attention to Hannah’s explanation about the logistics of bulky helmets in the tight corridor, and the producers’ frustration about losing the dramatic reveal of the Mars colony candidates as they removed their helmets and smiled at the cameras for the first time. She was more focused on getting to the sealed door at the end of the corridor and finally entering the Mars Ho Candidate Habitat—her home for the coming competition. If she was lucky, the MHCH would be her last home on Earth.

      On her fifth pass through the corridor, Lori finally reached the rounded airlock door and looked back at Hannah. The young producer smiled behind her glass faceplate and gave Lori an enthusiastic, blue-gloved double thumbs-up.

      Lori took a deep breath and reached for the levered handle to open the air-tight seal. The door popped open and Lori pulled it wide. She stepped through the circular opening, the door whispering closed behind her.

      And just like that, she was inside the biodome. Mars on Earth.

      The airlock door sealed with a hiss. Lori wasn’t actually in space—the pull of gravity was enough to disabuse her of that fanciful notion—but she pondered the authenticity of this Earth-bound simulation. They were still at a full g, with the Arizona desert—and a hospitable atmosphere—just outside the MHCH’s domed shell.

      She followed the dark gray-blue arrows painted on the lighter gray-blue walls, pointing her toward Women’s Bunk 1. She knew nothing about her roommates or any of the other people she might be spending the rest of her life with—save for Dr. Lauren’s rigidity about rules and what he looked like naked. No fancy dorm or tribe names here. There was already enough trouble with public ridicule of the reality show’s name without additional silliness like the Buck Rogers Bunk or Dejah Thoris Dorm.

      The curving corridor was empty as she followed the arrows around the dome’s interior. Hannah had said at least a dozen others had entered already, but the habitat was eerily quiet.

      The producers had been very careful to keep the candidates separate from each other and their identities under wraps. Lori hadn’t come within a hundred feet of the others while they were at The Ranch for their last medical checks. Lori had gotten chummy with the eleven others in her initial selection group during their two weeks of survival training, but they’d all been assigned pseudonyms—Lori Ridgway had become Laura Riley—and she hadn’t seen a single one of them since. Apparently, she was the only colony candidate from her group to advance to the biodome.

      Lori passed a series of closed doors as she curved along the biodome’s outer corridor. Most of the doors lay along the inner wall—Media 1, Media 2, Men’s Bunk 1, Spindle 1, Men’s Bunk 2, Galley, Recreation, Media 3, Spindle 2, Utility, Control, Men’s Bunk 3, Spindle 3—with a few airlock alcoves carved into the dome’s outer wall. Given all the cameras in the entry tunnel, Lori assumed her every step inside the dome was being recorded for broadcast, and it made her feel itchy.

      She kept curving slowly around, looking for Women’s Bunk 1. She was likely on some producer’s screen even now, with scores of motion-activated camera feeds monitored 24x7. Hannah had assured her there wouldn’t be any surveillance in the bathrooms, at least, and Lori wondered how much time she could get away with spending in the head without violating her Mars Ho contract or endangering her placement on the final mission team.

      She guessed she had walked more than half-way around the dome by the time she reached Women’s Bunk 1. She opened the door and stepped into a snug dorm room of excited activity.

      The walls were the same blue-gray color of the corridors and pretty much every other surface she’d seen inside the biodome. The only splashes of contrast came in the form of two framed Mars maps and a half-dozen Mars Ho promotional posters. Lori counted six beds—three double-bunks—and four women already in the room. Lori was the next-to-last in this dorm, and she made her way quickly to one of the free beds.

      “Lori Ridgway, right?” a voice called out before Lori’s duffel bag even landed on the bottom mattress.

      Lori turned and found a friendly smile. The slightly built woman with medium-brown skin sat cross-legged on the lower bed of the opposite bunk, a tablet computer propped on her knees. A striking, pale red-head lounged on the bed above her.

      “Lori Ridgway?” the woman on the bottom bunk asked again, her sea-green eyes studying Lori’s face. “Or are you . . .” She consulted her screen. “. . . Leah Yew?”

      Lori stared at her for a long moment. No one was supposed to know the names of the candidates before the contest began, but this woman seemed to have the entire roster at her fingertips.

      “Yes, I’m Lori. How do you do?” The formality felt sticky in her throat, but the small woman didn’t seem to notice. Instead, her smile broadened as she leaned over her screen and offered a slender hand.

      “April Chennells. Camp counselor.” April chuckled to herself and looked back at her screen. Lori crossed the short distance between the beds and leaned against one of the posts of April’s bunk. “So, you work for the show?”

      April’s grin widened as she shook her head without looking up. “Nah. I just have some psychology and social work training.”

      The red-head from the upper bunk leaned down, coming nearly nose to nose with Lori. “She thinks she has a lock on a final slot. Counselor and electrical engineer. No one else has that pedigree.”

      Lori took a step back. The contestants weren’t supposed to talk about their skill sets with each other; it was in the program rules. Dr. Lauren would go ballistic if he knew about this breach, and that made Lori giggle. Of course the candidates would compete with each other from the moment they stepped through the airlock.

      The red-head hopped down from her bunk and took a seat beside April. “Irene Sintes.” She gave Lori a quick nod, then peered down at April’s screen. The quirk of a smile tugged at her mouth. “Are you the one who got down and dirty in the changing rooms?”

      “What?” Lori couldn’t help the alarm in her voice.

      “Ooh!” Conspiratorial mirth lit up April’s face, and her fingers hovered over her tablet’s virtual keyboard. “Tell me everything.”

      “She’s keeping a spreadsheet of all of the men,” Irene offered by way of explanation. “Any details you share benefit all of us. You know, what they’re like, their potential as mates. And other attributes.” Irene laughed.

      Lori started to back away. “I’m afraid you’ve got me confused with someone else.”

      Irene got up from April’s bed. “I don’t think so. It was Mark Lauren, right? Tall, dark, Canadian? He was shouting about you saying goodbye to your underwear.”

      Lori felt her face flush red as beads of perspiration broke out on her brow.

      “Way to start out with a bang!” Irene held up a hand for a high five, then burst out laughing. “So to speak.” When Lori shied away, Irene looked down at April. “Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us if we want to win the title of Mars Ho.”

      The title of Mars Ho? Lori sat on the edge of her own bunk. She felt hot, flustered, bordering on panic. She’d barely begun the contest and was already saddled with the reputation of dome slut?

      “Really bad choice on the part of the PR team, if you ask me,” April commented as she entered a few keystrokes. “Plus, I fully intend to claim that title myself. Don’t you worry about that.” She scooted forward and peered over at Lori. “Okay, so I’m going to need some details.”

      Lori swallowed hard, beginning to feel nauseous. It wouldn’t bode well for her in the competition to be caught barfing barely fifteen minutes in. She scanned the walls and ceiling for the cameras she knew must be there, recording her every word and facial expression, to be edited for maximum impact and the highest possible degree of scandal and embarrassment. Mars Ho was at least as much about entertainment as choosing Earth’s first Mars colonists.

      Is this what her friends and family would see when they tuned in?

      She thought about making a dash for the bathroom, away from the cameras and the questions. But that would make her look even worse.

      “I didn’t have sex with anybody!” Lori exclaimed more forcefully than she intended.

      April frowned at her over the top of her screen. “Not ever?”

      “No, of course not. I mean . . .” Lori looked at the floor and blew out a long breath. “I didn’t have sex with another contestant—or anybody else—in the changing rooms.”

      “That’s okay.” April carried her tablet over to Lori’s bunk and sat down beside her. She curled her legs beneath her and got comfortable. “But something did happen, right?”

      When Lori didn’t respond, April placed the tablet on the bed and rested a gentle hand on Lori’s shoulder. “Not exactly what you expected in here, huh?”

      Lori laughed, and it felt good. There was genuine concern in April’s voice, and having someone utter those simple words loosened something in Lori’s gut. She breathed more evenly as the tension eased out of her shoulders.

      “No, it’s not.” Lori looked around again for the hidden cameras and tried not to worry—too much—about how her early moments in the dome might play to Mars Ho’s global audience.

      April leaned close and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Just remember, it’s only a game.”

      Lori turned sharply to April. Only a game? Every person who came through that airlock had been selected from more than a million applicants. They’d been vetted on macroscopic and microscopic levels, and supposedly everything in between. They’d each fought hard to get this far—at least Lori had, fueled by the dream of being one of Earth’s first colonists on Mars.

      It certainly was not just a game, not with a life-changing, interplanetary opportunity on the line.

      Lori’s mouth opened to lodge a protest, but April gave a slight shake of the head, urging Lori to remain silent. Then she winked at her and picked up her tablet.

      “So, the details?”

      Lori shrugged. If she was going to remain in this program for the long haul, she was going to have to make friends. She might as well start now.

      She relayed the facts of her unplanned, unclothed meeting with Dr. Lauren—first name Mark, according to April’s spreadsheet. Lori started to leave out the part about being reluctant to part with her lavender lingerie, but she felt a burgeoning kinship when April and Irene—and bunkmates Kirsten and Robyn—expressed eager sympathy for her plight and described their own poignant last moments with a reliable pair of Spanx and lucky green socks (Irene), and a comfortably worn pair of Kate Spade boots (Kirsten).

      Leah, arriving in the bunk room in the middle of the nostalgia, said she’d nearly come to tears when she handed her special ice cream spoon over to her brother.

      April had left behind her favorite t-shirt—a relic from a WOMAD festival in the Canary Islands—and Robyn had relinquished a keepsake necklace that was a “going far, far away” gift from her neighbors.

      Lori no longer felt as chagrined about her underwear adieu.

      But April pressed for even more detail about Mark Lauren, and Lori found herself trying to recall the exact color of the man’s hair. Would she describe it as a seal brown, or brown like a bear? Was his hair curly, or was it wavy? And April wasn’t just asking about the hair on his head.

      “You’re lucky you got an up-close look at the merchandise so early,” April muttered as she entered data into her spreadsheet. “You know, before you’re committed to anything.”

      Lori began to understand the purpose of April’s project. There were eighteen women coming into the MHCH, and fourteen men—proportional to the gender split in applications. Eight successful candidates would never see another Earthside human being in the flesh. They would spend the rest of their lives with each other—as friends and lovers—and April’s strategy seemed a sound one.

      Lori did her best to answer April’s questions and to ignore Irene’s crude remarks, especially when she was pressed for details about Dr. Lauren’s more intimate specifications.

      Of course she had noticed him. She’d gotten more than an extended eyeful as the man stood naked before her and berated her sentimental attachment to her undergarments. It would have been impossible not to observe his strong shoulders or the way his squarish jaw set off the roundness of his mouth. And had his lower lip actually quivered, just a bit, with anger?

      Lori relaxed into the conversation and allowed her imagination to wander over the memory of his body—the cut of his thigh muscles, and the unmistakable but not obnoxiously prominent outline of his abdominals. She began to wonder, if she hadn’t been startled by the intrusion, if she hadn’t already been tense and anxious about the contest, and if Dr. Lauren hadn’t been such a stickler for the rules . . . Might something have happened between them?

      Might something still happen?

      “Was he lusty?”

      Lori was jostled out of her brief reverie. “Lusty?”

      April was looking at her. “On a scale of one to five.”

      Lori blinked. She’d never been asked to gauge a naked stranger’s lustiness.

      “You know, horny.” Irene flashed a smile that was simultaneously wicked and irritated. “Was he good to go, like a five? Or more shy and retiring, like a one.”

      “Or a zero,” April said.

      Lori had no idea. She played it safe with a middling guess of three.

      “You didn’t happen to catch Ric Vargas in the buff, too, did you?” Irene asked. When Lori shook her head, Irene shrugged and walked back to her bunk.

      “Ric Vargas.” April scrolled through her spreadsheet. “Right. Says here that he’s a perfect gentleman.”

      “Too bad,” Irene called over her shoulder as she ran her fingers through her short, red hair. “I hear he’s a hunk and a half.”
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      Mark Lauren opened the door to Men’s Bunk 2 to find three double-bunk beds shoved against the walls. Four other men had arrived ahead of him and the room had a swelling first-day-of-college dorm party atmosphere. The other men, strangers mere minutes ago, were already slapping each other’s backs and calling out teasing insults about one man’s hair and the musculature of another’s backside.

      As the door closed with a quiet whump, Mark offered reserved smiles as he headed toward an unclaimed bed. He paid little notice to the sparse decorations—more reality show propaganda—and his nose wrinkled at the smell of fresh paint. He didn’t imagine there would be this much off-gassing inside the real colony habitat on Mars, but the air cyclers sounded about right to his ears.

      As soon as he rested his branded Mars Ho bag on an empty top bunk, the room fell silent and he felt a large and looming presence just behind him.

      “Hey, man,” came the smooth voice over his shoulder. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Mark turned to find himself looking up into the black eyes of a burly and seriously muscled granite slab of a man. At 6-foot-2 and just over 200 pounds, Mark was no pipsqueak himself. But the guy standing in front of him, with his hands on his hips and wearing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, had a couple of inches and a good 50 pounds of solid brawn on him.

      Mark smiled. The cameras were running, and he imagined this hunk of meat knew it. “Just settling in,” Mark said casually. “Same as everybody else.”

      Mr. Muscles lifted his chin and sniffed—actually sniffed!—loudly. Mark thought only jackasses in movies did that. He wondered if that’s where Muscles had gotten the idea.

      “That’s my bunk,” Muscles said in a thick, rumbling tone, his eyes never leaving Mark’s.

      Mark took a breath. Of course it would be like this. He’d hoped this sort of ridiculous posturing wouldn’t come into play, and that every contestant could pursue a winning seat on the Mars colony craft based on his or her true merit. But, no, this was reality television. Right from the start, Muscles was manufacturing some nonexistent beef to establish dominance. He’d probably even been coached to do so.

      There was nothing for Mark to do but laugh. It wasn’t a planned tactic, but it bought him some time to think. He didn’t want to appear weak in front of his bunkmates or the cameras, but he also didn’t intend to be pushed into a fight he didn’t want. He would have to step very carefully. He was already worried about his budding reputation as a fanatic with a stick up his butt after his run-in with that lady in her underwear in the changing rooms.

      Mark felt his body relax at the thought of her in her purple lingerie. He hadn’t caught her name, but he had caught the fiery intelligence in her eyes as well as the . . . smoothness of her body. She’d stood her ground against him, too. Immediate confrontation had been a bad choice on his part, and he felt a small knot in his gut about the way he went after her. It was a misstep he intended to rectify.

      But first he had to deal with the bad-tempered Titan in his bunk room. Mark offered his open hand. “I’m Mark Lauren.”

      Muscles made a show of refusing Mark’s greeting by slowly crossing his arms and then deliberately flexing his biceps as his thin smile turned down into a frown. “I said, that’s my bunk.”

      It was difficult, but Mark made the effort not to laugh again. He had no doubt the man in front of him could make a messy art project out of his face, but he was equally certain there was nothing significant underlying the territorial display. So Mark shrugged and lifted his duffel bag off of the mattress. “No problem.”

      He kept his stride easy as he crossed to the bunks on the opposite wall. A well-groomed man nearing forty sat on the top bed with his short legs dangling over the edge. Mark motioned to the bottom bunk and the man waved him forward.

      “It's all yours.” The older man looked visibly relieved.

      “Thanks.” Mark dropped his bag on the bottom bunk and glanced back at Muscles, who was still watching him and flexing his arms and shoulders like a cartoon bully. Mark unzipped his bag and started to unpack his things into the small drawer attached to the bunk.

      “Ric Vargas,” the man on the top bunk said in a low voice.

      Mark looked up and extended his hand. “Mark Lauren.”

      The man accepted Mark’s handshake but shook his head. “No, the guy over there. That’s Ric Vargas.”

      Mark glanced over his shoulder again and watched as Ric climbed onto the top bunk he’d claimed. The bottom bed remained empty.

      “He's been like that with everybody, if it makes you feel any better.” The man chuckled. “Oskar Block.”

      Trying to place the slight accent of Oskar’s speech, Mark shook the man's hand again. “Good to meet you.”

      Oskar leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. He kept his voice low, though his tone was calm and friendly. “I think you handled that remarkably well. He laid it on awfully thick with you. Probably because you're the last to arrive, and he wanted to make a show for his audience.”

      Mark replied with a noncommittal “mmm.” He wasn’t sure if Oskar was speaking of the other men in the room or Mars Ho’s viewing audience. He didn’t think it made much difference.

      “I hope he's not going to be a dick the whole time.” Oskar’s shoulders slumped as he watched Ric slowly stretching out his legs and arms in an ostentatious display of strength and flexibility.

      Mark went about his business. He refolded the few clothing items that had been provided by the production company, taking pains to smooth out the wrinkles in his dun-gray t-shirts and boxer briefs and the burnt orange coveralls. Corporate logos covered everything. There’d be no missing who was sponsoring the first human colony on Mars.

      He neatly rolled up the half-dozen pairs of socks before stowing it all away. Personal items like the branded toothbrush, toothpaste, and razor that had been issued to him, he also slipped into the drawer. He wasn’t sure whether there would be assigned cubbies in the bathroom. He didn't relish the idea of having to argue with Ric over shelf space for toiletries. If he was going to pick his battles inside the dome, he didn't want where he got to put his toothbrush to be one of them.

      He secured his empty bag and spare pair of boots beneath the bed frame, then rose to find a lanky man in his late twenties standing beside him. With thick, blond hair sticking out at every conceivable angle, the kid looked like he’d barely outgrown his youthful awkwardness. His expression was eager as he held out his hand to Mark.

      “Trent Jennings, at your service,” the kid said too quickly, nearly tripping himself up.

      Mark shook the kid’s hand but didn’t get a chance to introduce himself before Trent launched into a rapid-fire series of questions and complaints.

      “Do you know what the meal schedule is around here? Did they tell you? I’m super hungry.” Trent rubbed his palms over his thighs as if he was wiping off sweat. “You know, that whole strip search and airlock entry thing took forever. I mean, I was one of the first ones through, so I’ve just been sitting around here the whole time, and I just barely ate breakfast, you know, because I was, well, I was kind of nervous about everything.”

      Trent touched the bridge of his nose. Mark guessed it was an old habit of pushing up a pair of glasses the kid would never again wear. He felt the healing scar from his own appendectomy start to itch.

      “Well, maybe not nervous, exactly. Excited?” Trent grinned. “Yeah. Excited. It must have been that. And, you know, since there’s not like some kind of guide or host or whatever, I didn’t know if we have free access to the kitchen or what. Or is it a galley? Galley?” Trent shrugged. “If I could even find the kitchen. You know? So, do you?”

      Mark blinked hard, waiting for his brain to catch up with Trent’s stream-of-consciousness outburst. “Do I what?”

      Trent’s face split into a silly grin. “Do you know what the meal schedule is? I’m super hungry. You know I’ve been waiting around in here for hours—”

      Mark held up a hand to stop Trent before he could plow forward again. “No, sorry. I’m afraid I don’t.”

      Trent shrugged, but then laughed a little. “Hey! That’s funny, the way you say ‘sorry.’ Are you Canadian or something?”

      “I am.”

      “That’s so cool!” Trent grabbed Mark’s hand and started pumping it as if congratulating him on his country of birth. “I’m American, and so is Ric.” Trent gestured behind him with his thumb, not bothering to turn around to include Ric in the conversation. Trent leaned closer to Mark and whispered, “He thinks he’s going to bag all the women in the dome before we even get to the first elimination.”

      “Does he now?” Oskar raised his eyebrows and glanced over at Ric, who hadn’t heard Trent’s comment or was doing an excellent job at ignoring the conversation.

      Trent piped up again. “And Oskar is from Germany.”

      Mark turned to his bunkmate in surprise. The United Nations’ Mars Colony Program emphasized international cooperation in the planning and building of the future human settlement, but the Mars Ho show producers had heavily favored North Americans in the first colonist candidate pool. He remained skeptical of why the MCP would hand over something as critical as colonist selection to a reality show, but then he remembered all of the branded clothing items and toiletries. Everything had a price.

      Oskar dipped his chin. “You’re wondering where the accent went? Very many years at international schools. English is the language of business and academia, no? You learn to speak it well.”

      “It’s just the five of us in here,” Trent offered to no one in particular. Mark found the kid’s gracelessness annoyingly endearing. “Five men each in two bunk rooms, plus a third with just four. The women have three bunks of six.”

      Trent glanced over at Ric, who was still ignoring them. Trent lowered his voice again. “No way he hooks up with all eighteen of them. I mean, the time commitment alone—”

      “I get it.” Mark waved him off.

      Oskar nodded toward the third bunk where an olive-skinned man lay stretched out on the lower bed, flipping through digital pages on his Mars Ho-issued tablet.

      “That’s Trevor,” Oskar told Mark. Trevor raised his hand in a half-wave without looking up. Oskar raised his voice a notch. “Avaz, was it?”

      “Azam,” Trevor replied, his eyes still on his screen.

      “Like Shazam!” Trent struck a pose that Mark assumed was meant to evoke a superhero. But with his feet wide and his hands on his hips, Trent looked even skinnier.

      Trevor’s face quirked into an amused smile. “Sure, kid. Just like Shazam.”

      “Hey! I know where I know you from!” Trent said with excitement. Mark felt his stomach drop, but Trent was looking at Oskar.

      “Do you now?” Oskar replied with a playful waggle of his eyebrows.

      “Yeah! You’ve got that BlueChannel show.”

      Oskar leaned forward, as though sharing a confidence. “You’ve seen it then?”

      Trent’s cheeks reddened and his shoulders hunched forward as he looked down at his shoes. “Well, yeah, I, uh, I’ve seen a couple of the episodes. They’re, they’re very tastefully done.”

      Mark frowned, both at the sudden change in Trent’s demeanor and the kid’s description of Oskar’s online channel.

      Trent giggled. “Cocks Unblocked. It’s an awesome name, and I totally get it.”

      Mark barely concealed his shudder. Precisely who were his bunkmates? He decided to study the featureless gray slab of the floor.

      “Thank you,” Oskar replied, oblivious to Mark’s discomfort. “We put a lot of thought into each episode, the topics we explore, and the execution as well. And it’s a true partnership between Cecilia and myself, because—”

      Oskar’s words were lost in the sudden blaring of an alarm from speakers hidden in the ceiling. Trent jumped as the klaxon went off.

      “ATTENTION! ALL MARS HO CONTESTANTS!” An incongruously cheery female voice made the announcement at such a high volume that the words distorted and blended together as the sound bounced off the walls.

      “WELCOME TO YOUR NEW HOME! WE HOPE YOU ARE ALREADY SETTLING IN AND GETTING TO KNOW YOUR BUNKMATES.”

      Trent pressed a hand to his chest and grinned as he pretended to have a heart attack. “Geez!” he yelled to be heard over the loudspeaker. “Someone sure wants to make sure they have our attention!”

      Oskar chuckled at Trent’s antics, but Mark’s eyes were on the ceiling. He didn’t want to be distracted.

      The voice on the loudspeaker dropped the saccharine pretense and got down to business. “ALL MARS HO CONTESTANTS ARE REQUIRED TO REPORT TO GENERAL USE ROOM 1 IMMEDIATELY. CONSULT YOUR MAP OR FOLLOW ARROWS ON THE CORRIDOR WALLS. ALL CONTESTANTS REPORT TO GENERAL USE ROOM 1 IMMEDIATELY.”

      The announcement cut off as suddenly as it had begun. Mark’s ears were ringing in the abrupt silence, and he made a mental note to speak to someone in charge about the unnecessary volume. No doubt the PA system needed to rouse even the deepest sleeper, but there had to be a better way to issue instructions than by bursting everyone’s ear drums.

      Trent climbed up off of the floor, where he’d been thrashing about in the final throes of histrionic death. His eager grin returned. “You think they’ll have snacks?”

      Mark clapped him on the shoulder. “Sure. Why not?”

      Trent pumped a victorious fist in the air, then grabbed his tablet from his bunk. Ric maintained his air of robust nonchalance as he lowered himself from his top bunk, all the while continuing to make a show of his biceps and shoulder and neck muscles for anyone who happened to be looking. Mark wondered if Ric might be angling for his own BlueChannel show, Space Bruisers.

      Mark retrieved his tablet—a late-model Scroll made exclusively for Mars Ho by Google, according to the bright, multi-colored lettering on the device’s back cover. He doubted there would be any snacks. This was a competition, and Mark figured the producers wouldn’t waste the opportunity to exploit the contestants’ hunger, fatigue, excitement, and disorientation. That kind of drama and tension would make good television and would test everyone’s mettle right at the top of the show, too.

      “You think they’ll have cheesy balls?” Trent asked no one in particular. “I could really go for something salty. Or maybe it’s dinner time already? You know, they’re going to have to put us on Mars time eventually, right?”

      “Sure,” Mark said again, more or less automatically. “Why not?”
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      Lori sat in a folding chair between April and Irene at one of General Use Room 1’s six long tables of heavy plastic, three on each side of the room. Like the bunk room and the curving corridors, this multi-purpose room was an exercise in blue-gray minimalism filled with the sharp scents of off-gassing plastic.

      But this space was alive with orange jumpsuits.

      The color of prison, Lori thought. This orange was deeper and redder than the coveralls she saw on prison work crew on the side of the road, but she was already feeling a little claustrophobic herself.

      The room was quieter than she would have expected, even filled with thirty-two excited contenders to be the first colonists on Mars. Nearly everyone remained seated, eyes mostly front, though there was plenty of side-whispering.

      Conscious of the cameras and of the other contestants watching, Lori scanned the faces around her. She was impressed by the rainbow of skin colors, but there weren’t any national flag patches on the jumpsuits. These were the men and women with whom Lori might spend every day of the rest of her life. Would April’s spreadsheet be any help?

      She spent a bit more time looking over the male candidates. One of these men might be her partner. Her eyes lingered over a handsome and muscular Latino man, then sucked in her breath when he returned her gaze and winked at her.

      “Ric Vargas,” April whispered. “He’s in the top three.”

      “The top three of what?” Lori whispered back. It made sense that the candidates would enter the contest already ranked and sorted by technical qualifications, experience, congeniality, and ability to entertain Earth-based audiences. Did April have access to that information, too?

      “The top three picks of every woman in this room.” April nudged Lori’s shoulder while Irene stifled a giggle.

      Lori went back to surveying the room and avoided additional eye contact with Mr. Vargas. She was determined not to invite any flirtation before she had a chance to get to know everyone. So she looked at the familiar Smithsonian and National Geographic maps and prints of Mars on the walls and the long row of wide lockers at the back of the room.

      But when her eyes fell on Mark Lauren, sitting one table back, she felt the corners of her mouth twitch downward. He was just as handsome as she’d remembered, but he also had the same rigid bearing—sitting perfectly upright, his tablet squared to the table edge, his hands neatly folded in front of him.

      Could anyone that anal be a serious candidate for the world’s first extraterrestrial colony? She had visions of Dr. Lauren in space, making routine checks of everyone’s personal items to ensure that every toothbrush bristle remained tidily in place and issuing demerits for improperly folded toilet paper.

      She swallowed a chuckle but wasn’t quick enough. Mark looked her way. Lori immediately sat up straighter, then slouched in defiance. If Mark noticed either action, he didn’t react. But he did give her a quick, timid wave.

      Lori tried not to groan as she looked away.

      “I would totally break off a piece of that,” Irene whispered. “You have dibs, obviously, but just say the word if you want to pass. I’d happily take that off your hands.”

      Lori turned sharply to Irene, a rebuke poised on her tongue. This competition was not a meat market! She’d worked hard to get this far, and she assumed the other contestants had done the same. Sure, this reality show had all the trappings of constant surveillance and video confessions and audience voting, but this wasn’t a game to Lori. Mars had been a dream since she was a little girl peering through her grandfather’s telescope, and she wouldn’t let her big chance be compromised by horny attention-whores.

      That’s what she wanted to say. What she said instead was more along the lines of “Oh, I, uh,” in long, drawn-out syllables, mercifully interrupted by the widescreen at the front of the room snapping to life.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Mars Ho!” The perfectly groomed program host, Gary Nelson, beamed a bright, white smile that looked like it cost more than Lori’s college degree. “Welcome to your very first day inside the Mars Ho Candidate Habitat!”

      The candidates mostly behaved themselves during the inane pablum of the host’s welcoming statement, though there were some groans and not-quite-under-the-breath snide remarks about Gary’s immaculately casual hair. Naturally, every reaction was captured on camera for Mars Ho’s global premiere, just a day or two hence.

      Nelson stepped aside and the screen revealed a man and two women in identical white lab coats as they stood behind a black table covered in clear plastic sampling bags. Lori worried they were about to embark on an embarrassing medical exercise. She’d been poked and probed to her absolute limit over the months of her application process, and she wasn’t keen for her fellow contestants to practice blood draws on her.

      But, no. This was geology instead.

      A ninety-minute lecture instructed the candidates in collecting and recording soil and rock samples from the Martian surface. One of the women on-screen even donned the top half of a surface suit to demonstrate how to close the sample containers and operate an ink pen while wearing silver-and-orange gloves.

      Why did everything have to be so orange? Maybe someone had gotten a really good deal on a bunch of burnt orange fabric or had found it especially easy to trademark the color—“Martian Brick,” she’d heard it called. If the Red Planet lived up to its nickname, Lori didn’t like the odds of the colonists contrasting with the landscape. They’d lose each other to the principles of camouflage as soon as they stepped outside the airlock door.

      The surface suit demonstration perked up the mood in the training room. Soon the contestants were laughing and cracking jokes, even teasing each other as they asked questions about airflow and temperature control.

      Lori didn’t let herself relax. This felt too much like the classroom portion of her SCUBA training in college. The other kids were rowdy and goofed off and missed critical information—information that could save their lives if they got into trouble at depth. No one had had to learn that lesson the hard way during their certification dives—the other students just followed the Dive Master around and mimicked his movements without any skilled autonomy. Lori doubted they knew how to check their own tank levels.

      A pressure suit wasn’t much different than SCUBA gear, Lori figured. The coming exercise was all about collecting rocks, but the fact that they had to do it in pressurized suits got her attention.

      The lecture concluded, and everyone was abuzz with team assignments and working out instructions for donning their pressure suits.

      Lori ducked away from eager conversations about getting their first tastes of Mars and friendly wagers on the outcome of the exercise. She registered her assignment to Gamma Team—which, she noted glumly, also included Mark Lauren. But April was on Gamma, too, and she took some comfort in that.

      She made her way to her assigned locker at the back of the room.

      Inside, she found an orange, cream, and silver pressure suit—complete with heavy boots, gloves, and her very own space helmet—along with a box labeled, “EXERCISE 1: GEOLOGY.” Other boxes and bags of various sizes were pushed to the back of her locker’s top shelf, probably kits for future exercises. Lori had a pretty clear idea that this was more than a simple field trip. The competition was underway, and every step could get her that much closer to Mars.

      She was tempted to reach for the other containers, just to look at their labels to get an idea of what might be coming next. Would it be cheating if she just had a peek?

      “Hernandez!” barked one of the lab-coat women on the screen at the front of the room. The excited conversation fell silent.

      “Jacki Hernández!” the woman shouted again. “Do not tamper with the additional containers in your locker.”

      “No, I was just . . .” Four doors down from Lori’s locker, Jacki stammered, her brown cheeks flushing pink as she gestured toward the screen with a green-topped cylinder she’d pulled from her locker. Lori tried to read the label on the container’s side, but the print was too small and too far away. “I thought maybe we might need—”

      “Put the container back immediately.” The instructor’s stern features were accentuated by the pull of the tight bun high on her head. “Immediately,” she repeated.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Jacki placed the offending container back on the locker shelf and gave it a hard shove toward the back.

      “Man.” April kept her voice low as she lifted her giant boots out of her locker and dropped them on the floor. “I didn’t think they’d be so strict right up front. But it makes sense, I suppose.” April walked over to one of the classroom tables and dragged it across the floor toward the lockers, ignoring the squeal of the metal feet on the concrete slab. She piled her suit, helmet, and boots on top and invited Lori to share the space.

      “Like how they’re doing the instructions via video feed.” April stepped into the legs of her suit and then leaned against the table to shove her feet into her boots. “We’re going to be far away and sometimes cut off. We won’t have real-time communications, like we’ve got today. They need to make sure we can follow instructions, to the letter.”

      Lori was a step behind April in pulling on her own suit. She attached her boots to the legs of her suit and waited for the air seal to lock. It took a couple of tries. “But we’ll need to be able to think for ourselves, too.”

      “Well, sure.” April worked her arms into her suit. “But that’ll come later.”

      Lori kept an eye on April as they went through a dozen additional steps to get their suits sealed up tight. Just like SCUBA, she thought, to make sure your buddy’s gear was in working order.

      Everyone left their helmets for last. They split into their four teams and prepared to march off to four different airlocks. Lori thought they all looked rather impressive in their suits on their first day of competition. But then Ric Vargas caught Lori’s eye again, and again he winked at her just before he pulled on his helmet and rotated the pressure seal into the locked position.

      Flustered and annoyed—and annoyed about being flustered—Lori pulled her hair back beneath the silver cowl she found tucked inside her helmet. She walked across the floor toward the other members of Gamma Team and felt four inches taller in her massive boots, though her movements were sluggish and ungainly beneath the suit’s many layers of protection. It didn’t help that she’d not eaten anything since her meager breakfast, just a few bites of toast and egg against the rabid butterflies in her stomach.

      But it was the close proximity and attention of the men that unsettled her the most. Everyone was checking everyone else out. It didn’t matter that the pressure suit wasn’t doing anyone’s physique any favors. Gamma Team was suddenly no better than a bunch of over-eager singletons at an astronaut bar.

      It was over with Charlie, Lori reminded herself. There was no going back. It was one last Earthside fling before Lori rocketed away in the direction of her dreams.

      Now she had to focus. April and Irene seemed to think successful candidates would need to not only master each skills test, but find a mate as well. They were competing to be colonists, and colonization meant making babies. Irene had decided to choose the male candidate she was most physically attracted to and not worry about long-term compatibility—she’d have one partner for sex and everyone else for companionship.

      Lori wasn’t so sure. She felt ridiculous worrying about being untrue to an ex-boyfriend, but in the space of a few hours she’d already seen one man naked and had another wink at her, twice. Maybe life in the dome was just a televised meat market.

      She lowered her helmet into place and felt instantly like she was wearing a fishbowl. Her ears filled with the sounds of her own breathing and heartbeat. Every footstep was a monstrous thud. But then she activated her suit’s radio and her isolated world filled with the enthusiastic and nervous chatter of her teammates.

      “Gamma Team!” One of the candidates raised an arm and waved. Lori read the name “PASSOTA” in bold black letters on the breast of the woman’s suit.

      “I’m Seema,” she continued. “I have a degree in geology. I nominate myself as leader of this expedition.”

      “Not that you’re being pushy or anything,” another voice broke in. Lori looked around at the seven other figures and identified the trash-talker as someone named “AVALOS.”

      “Someone’s got to take charge, Marisol,” Seema replied. “It might as well be me.”

      There was more grumbling but no strong objections. Seema led Gamma Team out of the multipurpose room and along the curving corridor to Airlock 3.

      Apparently bent on doing everything herself, Seema stationed herself in front of the airlock door and pivoted awkwardly to look at the others. “Everybody set?”

      The rest of the team—Lori, April, Mark, Marisol, and three others Lori could so far identify only by the names NARA, EGUCHI, and TAELMA emblazoned on their suits—answered in the affirmative.

      “Okay, so when you see a green light, like this,” Seema gestured to the wall-mounted panel. “That means the airlock is pressurized. When it’s red, it’s in vacuum.”

      “Seriously? Are you Professor Airlock now, too?” Marisol protested.

      Seema sighed and pressed a large button below the airlock panel and stepped out of the way as the door swung open.

      Gamma Team crammed into the airlock compartment. The space was no bigger than the passenger van Lori and her team would ride in to swim meets, and the eight candidates bumped and scraped against each other as Mark closed and sealed the door behind them.

      “Anybody feeling claustrophobic?” April’s voice came over the comms, followed by someone’s nervous laughter.

      “Cut the chatter!” Seema’s voice was harsher than necessary. She took an audible breath and forced a smile onto her face.

      Gamma’s leader was just as anxious as the rest of the team.

      “Okay,” Seema announced in a more relaxed tone. “Everyone ready to go rock hunting on Mars?”

      “Hell yeah!” someone cheered. Lori thought it might have been TAELMA.

      Seema activated the airlock’s outer hatch, and the door slid open. There was a collective intake of breath as the contestants all got their first glimpse of “Mars.”

      To Lori’s left, the man named EGUCHI groaned. “It looks just like it did last week.”

      “Well, sure,” Marisol replied as Seema and April filed through the open airlock doorway. “It’s still just Arizona. Did you expect they’d spray-paint everything red?”
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      Stepping out into the Sonoran Desert—the Mars Ho stand-in for Mars—felt like nothing short of the real thing. Lori tried to imagine each footstep at one-third her present gravity. She kept her breathing steady and even, to conserve her air supply. She tried to ignore the desert brush and cacti she had to skirt around as she followed her team leader across the dry landscape.

      The Arizona air was perfectly breathable, but their suits were running off of their built-in supplies of air, water, snacks, and other resources for the duration of the exercise. Lori wasn’t sure what the “other resources” might be, and she wondered about the fact that they hadn’t been equipped with “space diapers”—neither were there any Mars-themed port-a-potties nearby.

      One thing was certain: Anyone cracking their suit’s seal outside the biodome would be automatically disqualified and removed from the contest. Such an action would result in nearly instant death on Mars, and exposure here at home would break the medical isolation they’d all been under.

      Gamma Team located their quadrant for study easily enough—thanks to a bright green Mars Ho flag planted right in the middle of it. Were the producers going to fly to the Red Planet to set up the colonists’ work for them there, too?

      They spent their first hour setting up grids, under Seema’s direction. It was a straightforward process to tap the little posts into the dry ground and run string back and forth to segment the sections of dirt that had been assigned to them. It reminded Lori of the archaeological site she’d visited on an elementary school field trip. Jamestown, maybe? The archaeologists had been studying early American colonies, and now Lori and her team were playing at being Martian colonists studying a world far older.

      Seema directed Mark and Marisol in laying out the team’s four-by-eight-meter grid and then had them divide the area into thirty-two smaller sections, with each team member responsible for four squares of dirt and rock.

      Lori followed Seema’s instructions to the letter. She would be a good little colonist. She would get used to using the metric system. She wondered how deep into the contest they would face a challenge that would require them to think for themselves, with no guidance from Earth and no one coming to the rescue.

      Gamma Team went about their work collecting and labeling samples. Nothing about the exercise was strenuous or complicated. It was actually fairly monotonous. Scoop, fill, label. Next bag. Seema proved herself a capable if bossy leader as she moved down the rows, supervising each person’s movements and methods. Lori wondered if Seema was collecting any samples herself. Didn’t she have her own kit to fill?

      Working on a series of squares near Lori, April passed the time describing the male candidates she’d so far had the opportunity to “collect and sample.”

      “What are you talking about? When? How?” Lori replied at first, ignoring that they were on an open comms channel and were being recorded for the Mars Ho viewing audience. “We went directly from the bunk to the training, then into our suits and out the door.”

      April glanced up from where she was kneeling in the dirt and shoveling another scoop of granulated soil into a clear plastic bag. “Waiting around before the strip search and before the dome entry? And all that time sitting around after I was already inside and waiting for everyone else to come through.” April gave Lori a friendly smile through her visor. “Want to know what I found out?”

      Lori glanced around at the rest of Gamma Team, all going about their geology business without any indication that they were listening in. She spotted one of the other three teams about a quarter of the way around the dome.

      “Don’t worry,” April said. “Nobody else can hear us. I’ve put us on a private channel.”

      Lori was sure there hadn’t been anything about private communications in the Mars Ho handbook. “Not even the producers?”

      April shook her head inside her helmet, though her suit barely budged.

      “How?”

      “If there’s any important news, we’ll hear it. Otherwise, it’s just us.” A coy smile lingered on April’s face as she knee-walked over to start taking samples from a new section. “So, do you want to know?”

      Lori also moved over and started scooping up samples from a fresh section. “Why not?”

      That was definitely the answer April was hoping for. She described spotting Solomon Sharp when she was brought in for her last medical check, but she hadn’t been gotten close enough to do more than make eye contact.

      “He’s got a nice smile,” April said. “Although I couldn’t tell if he was just being polite or maybe showing a little interest.”

      Ric Vargas was someone April had managed to “accidentally” bump into when she got herself deliberately lost on the way to her body-cavity search.

      “We all knew what was coming.” April sealed another bag and labeled it, making deft use of her thick marker even through bulky gloves. “But what did they think I was going to do? Try to smuggle some snack cakes or a mobile phone in my hoo-ha?”

      That made Lori giggle. She shoveled another sample into an empty bag and realized that, somewhere along the way, the knot she’d been carrying in her stomach had eased.

      “Anyway, I wasn’t kidding when I said he was a perfect gentleman,” April said. “Very polite, helped me find my way back to where I was supposed to be, that sort of thing.”

      “He winked at me.” Lori labeled her bag with her section number and collection date and then stowed it in her kit box. She frowned at her black marker. On Mars, wouldn’t the ink dry out in the thin atmosphere? Someone, somewhere, had probably already developed a high-tech marker specifically for Mars. Or maybe they’d just use pencils.

      “Well, well,” April said with teasing laughter. “Aren’t you the saucy lady of the dome?”

      “I thought you wanted to be The Mars Ho. I sure don’t.” But Lori was smiling as she scooped more gritty dirt and filled more sample bags. April’s conversation kept her from worrying too much over technical details and focused her attention on making a new friend—maybe even her best friend for the rest of her life.

      “Wait a minute.” Lori frowned across her current square at April. “Didn’t you tell Irene you’d merely heard that Ric was well-mannered?”

      April made a movement inside her suit that looked like a shrug as she sealed up a soil sample. “I’m not sharing every detail with everyone.”

      “I thought your spreadsheet was supposed to help all of the women.”

      “Yeah, but there’s something about Irene. I don’t know.” April worked her scoop back and forth into the unbroken ground. “I just trusted you right away, I guess.”

      Lori nodded, but even if April had been looking right at her she might have missed the gesture. Lori was going to have to get used to being more verbal instead of relying on body language.

      April went on to detail what she thought of Peter Sokolov: ”dark and brooding,” probably a deep thinker. She was curious about what kind of accent he might have, born in Russia and relocating to New Zealand as a teenager.

      Of Robbie Gaines—whose large, dark hands, she said, were just as a strong and commanding as they looked and whose lips were marshmallow soft: ”confident in his abilities, maybe a little arrogant but hopefully in a good way.”

      Of Lewis Muldoon, whose skin felt clammy: ”maybe he was nervous, or maybe there’s some underlying medical condition, but he’s graceful and considerate.”

      Of Trent Jennings: ”sweet and only slightly annoying in his boyishness,” and “he looks kind of geeky, but that can be good.”

      And Devon Springer: ”sounds more like a dog breed, but he’s got to be in here for a reason.”

      “But Mark Lauren, he might be the best of the bunch.” April sealed up another in a seemingly endless series of sample containers. “Handsome and smart.”

      April glanced down the line to where Mark was working on his assigned grids at the far end of Gamma Team’s quadrant. Lori followed her gaze but made an effort not to linger. She wasn’t sure Dr. Lauren deserved her attention. Besides, there was nothing alluring about a man in a space suit kneeling in the dirt.

      “Strong, too, from the looks of him.” April smiled. “Nice going there.”

      “But I didn’t, I wasn’t doing research!”

      April’s laughter drowned her out. “You’re going to have to relax and have some fun in here, or you’ll never make it.” She paused and rested her elbows on her thighs. “I don’t think I could spend the rest of my life with just a handful of people with no sense of humor.”

      Lori blew out a sigh and tilted her head in Mark’s direction. “If that’s your top priority, you might want to give Mr. Stickler a miss then.”

      April dipped her chin inside her helmet. Was that a knowing nod? Lori couldn’t tell. “We’ll see how things shake out.”
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      They’d been scratching at the dirt and filling small containers with dust and gravel for what felt like half a day, though Govind Nara assured Mark it had been a little over three hours instead. And now it was finally over.

      “I hope they got a lot of good footage out of that,” Mark grumbled. Govind laughed as they walked with the rest of Gamma Team back toward the biodome.

      The day had been a warm one, even for winter in Arizona. The environmental controls in Mark’s suit had done a decent job of keeping him cool and comfortable, but his muscles ached from crouching in the dirt. He’d also had a buzzing pest of an itch on the tip of his nose since just a few minutes into the exercise—and there was no scratching in a space suit.

      Moist layers of long underwear clung to his body and made his skin crawl. He sure hoped the clothing supplies sent to Mars would have better moisture wicking. Then he found himself wondering about laundry on the Red Planet. There would already be a detergent sponsor lined up, and scripts written for the colonists to read on camera as they stuffed their sweaty jumpsuits and grimy socks into the literally space-age washing machine on Mars.

      “You think we scored some good points, collecting all those rocks?” Govind asked with a jovial tone.

      Mark didn’t want to be a sourpuss. He genuinely wanted to do his best and show the world—and the program judges—who he really was. But so far, with his underwear rules and his barking about personal chatter on the comms during the geology exercise, he feared he was making a poor showing.

      And it hadn’t helped that Govind had tried breaking the ice by calling Mark out over the comms as the smooth-talking casanova who’d demanded that Lori Ridgway “say goodbye to her panties.”

      At that remark, Mark had glanced nervously in Lori’s direction. But she didn’t react. She kept her head down and focused on her work. He respected that. He felt better knowing there was at least one candidate in the dome with some integrity.

      Not like Ric Vargas, cracking homophobic jokes on the way from the bunk room to the classroom, and the smug, smarmy way he’d played off his humor as acceptable because “there are rules about faggots on Mars.”

      It was a shameful truth that the Mars Colony Program wanted only heterosexual, cis-gender candidates in this early round. It was about being able to breed children, the familiar argument went, but it meant plenty of qualified, passionate people got left out—including Mark’s friend, Paula, a globally recognized geneticist whose application was rejected right out of the gate.

      Mark was rethinking his decision not to fight Vargas in the bunk room. But breaking the man’s nose wouldn’t result in any justice and might trigger Mark’s own disqualification, even if it felt good.

      “Well, that must have been incredibly boring for whoever was watching.” Oona Taelma appeared beside Mark. The top of the woman’s silver helmet barely came up to his shoulder. “I don’t envy whoever’s job it is to sort through all of that scooping rocks footage. For four teams, too.”

      “I guess they could up the excitement by adding landmines or snipers or something,” Govind mused. “That would weed out the competition.”

      Mark nearly stopped in his tracks. He hadn’t considered the possibility of outright trickery and real peril. It was a given that the producers would manipulate candidates and scenarios to heighten the drama. That would draw a rabid audience just like any good soap opera. Govind’s snipers would be a ridiculous addition—who would encounter snipers on Mars? But that didn’t mean the producers wouldn’t put the contestants in physical danger.

      Oona and Govind exchanged more absurd ideas about what nasties might be waiting for them—a cockroach infestation in the dome’s plumbing, laxatives in the food, poltergeists in the shower. Each suggestion was more preposterous than the last, a list of fraternity pranks. Mark laughed with them, and it felt good.

      Seema stood by the open airlock door and waved the members of Gamma Team inside. “Check your enviro gauges,” she called out. “Sound off how you’re doing on air.”

      Mark bristled when he realized he hadn’t been paying attention to any of his gauges or biomonitors while he’d been scooping up dirt and tossing rocks into bags. Stupid. They were supposed to treat the exercise like a real geology mission on Mars, but the authenticity of their surroundings only went so far. A dozen commercial planes flew overhead while they’d worked in the Arizona sun, and a trio of helicopters—probably Mars Ho camera crews or maybe infotainment media—had hovered above.

      Halfway through the exercise, Oona had even shouted out something about a drone, but either she’d been joking or the thing disappeared by the time Mark looked up. What he did spot, though, was the roof of the production facility, The Ranch, peeking above a rocky outcropping.

      “One twenty-nine!” Oona called out beside him, followed by Govind: “Two zero one.”

      “I’m at one nine three,” Marisol added. The numbers didn’t mean all that much to Mark. He was busy watching Lori as she stepped into the airlock ahead of him. All during the exercise, he hadn’t had any success trying to catch her eye. Was she avoiding him? Her voice was clear enough when she read off her own air level—two-point-six-five. No trace of anger. But it was impossible to read body language in these suits.

      When it was his turn, he had to remind himself how to check his air. “Uh, three-point-one-seven.”

      “Our steadiest breather,” Seema replied with a hint of congratulations. “Looks like you’re the calmest of the bunch.”

      “That’s because he wouldn’t talk to anybody.” Marisol moved deeper into the airlock and pressed her back against the wall to make room. “Kind of rude, if you ask me.”

      “Right, we’ll debrief later.” Seema waited for Govind, Mark, and Oona to step into the airlock and then came through after them. She pulled the heavy door closed behind her. “Let’s just get inside and get out of these suits.”

      There was a loud thunk as the heavy door hit the sealing mechanism and didn’t engage.

      Seema tried again. She grabbed the door’s inner bar with both hands and bent her knees to use her body weight to pull the door shut. There was another loud thunk as the door bounced away from the seal instead of locking.

      “Can somebody help me with this?” Seema dropped her center of gravity and pulled on the door one more time, with the same results. Govind and Oona grasped the bar with her, and the three of them gave the door a solid yank. This time the door made a loud, clanging sound as it rebounded.

      Mark pushed past Seema to step back outside and take a closer look at the locking mechanism.

      “Okay, let’s work the problem, people.” Seema stood in the doorway looking perplexed.

      Mark felt others crowd in behind him as he inspected the sealing apparatus in the circular jamb and the large silver latch on the airlock door. The sealing clamps looked fine to him, but there was an unmistakable crimp in the main latching mechanism. It didn’t look haphazard, either. This wasn’t the result of someone banging on the door too hard. He was half-way tempted to scan the horizon for snipers.

      “Yeah, the main latch is bent,” he said.

      “What?!” Seema stumbled out of the airlock. “But we’re low on air!”

      “This looks deliberate,” came a familiar voice. Mark was surprised to find Lori leaning down beside him. While Seema spluttered and hurled non-specific expletives, and while most of the others hovered anxiously and with no clear direction, Lori remained calm and focused.

      “Uh, I think we’ve got another problem.” April’s words were nearly drowned out by a loud hissing noise that seemed to come from everywhere at once. “I think I’ve sprung a leak.”

      Govind checked the enviro display on April’s wrist. “Her suit’s losing breathable air, at an alarming rate.”

      April tapped Govind’s wrist, and the color drained out of his face as he checked his enviro monitor. “It’s me, too. Oxygen levels falling really fast here.”

      “Everyone, check your air!” Seema was practically shrieking, trying to enforce order when she had none of her own.

      Mark checked his monitor. He was in the red, too. He turned to Lori.

      “It’s all of us. Everyone’s losing air.” Lori offered a grim smile. “I think the first challenge has officially begun.”
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      Lori stood and surveyed the Arizona landscape. The sun was sliding toward the horizon after beating down on them while they toiled in the dirt. All around her, Mars Ho contestants were freaking out.

      Marisol kept grabbing at the fastenings of her helmet, threatening to remove it. “I don’t care if I get disqualified!” she shrieked as Oona and Yoshiko Eguchi tried to calm her and pull her hands away from her helmet. “I’m not going to suffocate here on the ground!”

      Seema stood inside the airlock, waving her arms and shouting for someone to just fix the problem already so they could all go inside and not have to die on their first exercise.

      Lori thought about asking April if she could turn the comms off.

      Mark stood next to her, his brow furrowed. If he felt any panic, it wasn’t showing.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “We need to get everyone inside the airlock, and see if we can force it closed.”

      April approached them. “I’ll get everybody inside.” She took a breath, then shouted over everyone else’s panic and excitement. “Listen up! Lori and Mark have a plan. They need everybody back inside the airlock, okay? So let’s get out of their way and let them work.”

      “Who put them in charge?” Seema protested. “What makes them think they know anyth—”

      She was cut short by abrupt silence. April’s communications hack.

      “Let’s all step inside the airlock, okay?” April’s voice was loud and almost soothing in its command. “Everything will be fine.”

      The general comms sparked back to life with some grumbling from Govind about the inconvenience of the airlock malfunction, and Marisol’s continued fretting about not wanting to die.

      “No one’s going to die,” April said with a smile. “Not on an international broadcast.”

      Lori almost laughed. She looked quickly to Mark and suspected he had the same thought: there was no telling what the producers would or would not allow on their program. The candidates had effectively signed away their lives for a chance at Mars. Killing a few contestants might make for riveting television.

      The bent airlock latch didn’t look insurmountable, but Lori wasn’t a mechanic nor did she have any tools other than a box of dirt and a plastic spade.

      “Forcing the door from the inside won’t work?” she asked.

      “We’ll get better leverage pushing than pulling,” Mark replied.

      “Okay. Let’s give it a shot.” Lori was feeling warm and was starting to sweat. She wasn’t sure if all of her enviro controls were malfunctioning now—heating her body instead of cooling her down—or if it was just the stress of impending disaster.

      Mark shot her a sharp look. They were on the wrong side of the airlock door. His lips parted, probably to order her inside so he could handle things on his own. Instead, he dipped his chin and motioned Lori toward the door.

      With the others inside and standing away from the opening, Lori and Mark each rested both hands on the outside of the door.

      “On three.” Mark took an audible breath and counted down. On his command of “Push!” Lori threw her full weight into slamming the door against the seal. Once they’d rammed the door shut, they leaned heavily against it to ensure that it locked.

      It didn’t.

      Mark pulled the door open again and peered into the dark compartment. From the wide-eyed panic on a few of the faces, Lori guessed the power had just gone out. She couldn’t blame anyone who panicked at that point, but the comms were quiet. April had probably shut them off again.

      “No luck?” April poked her head out. “Anything we can do to help?”

      Lori held the airlock door open wide to let in some light. The compartment would be nearly pitch black once the door was closed. “Any tools in here?”

      “Something we could use for leverage, or as a brace?” Mark added.

      Govind waved his arms deep inside the compartment, then started wrenching something loose. He passed forward a long piece of solid metal, and April held it out to Mark. “Will that work?”

      Mark grasped the rod and weighed it in his hands. He looked over the outside of the door and the supporting frame.

      “See any place we could jam that in and force the door closed?” Lori asked.

      “This just might work.” Mark sounded distracted, his mind busy with the solution.

      The comms buzzed back to life.

      “Mark will save us!” squeaked Marisol, her eyes bright behind her visor. The other candidates squeezed in around her.

      Lori was immediately irritated that Mark had been singled out for praise. Wasn’t she out here, too, trying to solve the problem while everyone else cowered inside?

      “He was the kid on that nature show in Canada,” Marisol continued. “Didn’t you see it? Real outdoorsy. Like a lumberjack.” Her expectant gaze settled on Mark. “You’ve got this, right?”

      Lori and Mark stepped back and moved the door into position over the seal. She leveraged her weight against the door, pushing with all of her might while Mark slid the rod through the door’s outer access bar and then shoved and twisted to thread it through the metal eye on the compartment’s external frame.

      “Just to be clear,” Mark grunted between labored breaths, his face turning red inside his helmet. “I am not, in fact, a lumberjack.”

      Lori laughed but kept pushing against the airlock door. “How’s it looking?”

      “Just . . . a little more.”

      Lori dug her boots into the rocky soil and let out a deep, pained moan as she strained every muscle to force the door against the broken latch. Black spots swam in her vision.

      Mark sucked in a sharp breath and rammed the metal rod home. He stumbled away from the door and bent forward, resting his hands on his knees. His ragged breathing filled the comms.

      “Did it work?” she asked.

      Her answer came in whoops of joy from inside the airlock. Lori turned to Mark with a smile. “I guess so.”

      Mark’s relief was plain on his face. He straightened and stretched his arms high over his head. “Not bad teamwork, Ms. Ridgway.”

      He offered his hand, and she shook it. She liked his strong grip and the smile that came with it. The man might like his rules, but he’d proven himself capable and clever and willing to sacrifice himself for others. He hadn’t treated her like a damsel in distress, either.

      “Of course, you and I are both dead now,” he added.

      Lori recalled the scores of waivers during the application process. Yes, she accepted the risk of exploding on the launch pad, or burning up in the atmosphere. Asphyxiating or freezing in transit. Blunt force trauma on landing. Cancer from radiation exposure. Death from some routine medical issue that couldn’t be addressed on Mars.

      No one minced words about the dangers of the colonial mission. The best case scenario involved being uncomfortable and isolated, and then dying far from home.

      She’d signed every piece of paper they’d put in front of her. Yes, she was willing to die for Mars. Neither she nor her heirs would sue anyone for damages, no matter what happened.

      She just hadn’t considered she might die with both feet still on planet Earth.

      Lori stared at the airlock while her teammates called out their thanks and congratulations from inside. She heard their weary relief as the compartment pressurized and the inner airlock door opened, granting them access to the biodome.

      Gamma Team was safe, but she and Mark were goners.

      Her enviro display flashed red. Her air levels were reading zero-point-zero-zero. The inside of her visor lit up with warnings and strings of numbers she didn’t understand. A computerized voice advised that life support was failing, that hypoxia was imminent—that she was about to die unless she got herself out of her suit.

      From the look on Mark’s face, Lori assumed he was getting the same message.

      “Well, I suppose that’s that.” She reached for her helmet’s sealing mechanism around her neck.

      “Wait!” a muffled voice cried from somewhere in the distance—not over the comms.

      Lori looked at Mark. “Did you hear something?”

      “Don’t take off your helmets!” the voice shouted.

      Lori looked in the direction of The Ranch’s hiding place behind the rocks and figured she was hallucinating when she spotted Hannah running toward them. Dark hair streaming behind her, Hannah waved her arms wildly as her shouts barely penetrated Lori’s helmet. Hannah reached for a small box clipped to her belt and her voice broke loud and clear over the comms.

      “DON’T TAKE OFF YOUR HELMETS!” Hannah panted as she slid to an awkward stop in front of them. “You’re not out of air! It’s not real. Just take a breath and you’ll be okay.”

      Lori’s fingers hovered over her helmet seal. The flashing lights and warnings about impending death continued to blare at her.

      “It’s just part of the competition! The monitors are rigged!” Hannah coughed and tried to catch her breath after her frantic sprint across the desert. “You have plenty of air left, I promise! But if you crack your helmets open, you’re out. You’ll break quarantine. Keep your freaking helmets on!”

      Lori dropped her hands to her sides and ignored the computerized voice still bitching at her about her imminent demise. “Are you even supposed to be out here?”

      Hannah coughed again, and Mark rested a gloved hand on her back. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Hannah panted. “And so are you. So’s your team.” She smiled. “You saved them all, by the way. In terms of the challenge, I mean. And your team, Gamma Team, did the best.”

      The flashing lights and warnings inside Lori’s helmet abruptly shut off. She took a deep breath, and the air was cool and clean. The temperature inside her suit had dropped, too, and she was almost comfortable again.

      “Every team had an airlock failure?” Mark asked.

      “Yeah.” Hannah pulled her long hair into a ponytail and secured it with an elastic from around her wrist. “That was the plan. Lull you all into complacency with a boring exercise, then hit you with a life-or-death situation which you were doomed to fail.”

      “Doomed to fail?” Lori asked.

      “Good job choosing the dullest task imaginable,” Mark said.

      Hannah laughed. “You’d be surprised. There are others that probably would have been worse. When’s the last time you cleaned an air filter with a pair of tweezers?”

      “So, everybody’s okay?” Lori asked.

      Hannah grinned. “Totally, absolutely fine. No one was really ever in danger. The show, the experts—they wanted to see how you would react.”

      Lori kicked at the dirt. “It’s the Kobayashi Maru.”

      Mark turned and looked at her. “The what?”

      “The Kobayashi Maru.” She shrugged. “It’s from Star Trek.”

      Mark grimaced. “Yeah, I know what the Kobayashi Maru is. I loved the Star Trek shows. You’re talking about the test where Kirk cheated.”

      Lori cocked her head and smiled. “It was from one of the movies, not the TV show. It was a no-win scenario designed to test Starfleet cadets—”

      “To see how they’d handle failure. I know.” He blew out an exasperated sigh. “And it was the second movie. The Wrath of Khan.”

      Hannah stood motionless, watching them bicker over an old sci-fi movie from before they were born. “Whatever. But yeah, they wanted to see how you would deal with it. A test of character. And you both totally aced it.”

      “So if everyone was supposed to fail, how did Gamma Team perform better?” Mark tried to cross his arms over his chest but his suit didn’t quite allow it.

      Hannah’s smile widened. “Well. Both Alpha and Delta Teams suffered one-hundred-percent casualties. Alpha had everyone inside the airlock, trying to shut the door while everyone suffocated. Delta Team was half inside messing with the door and half outside trying to break into the dome through a wall.”

      “That would depressurize the entire habitat!” Lori exclaimed.

      Hannah threw her hands up. “I know, right? Beta Team had an idea similar to yours, but they had four people outside working on the door. They got the airlock sealed up all right, but lost those four—that’s a greater casualty rate, so Gamma wins! Isn’t that great?”

      “So we won, even though we failed?” Lori asked.

      “Exactly!” Hannah tapped the wireless bud tucked into her left ear and listened to something Lori and Mark couldn’t hear. She looked back up at them. “Okay, so I need to get back. Technically, I’m not supposed to be out here. I just didn’t want you to scrub yourselves out by cracking your helmets, like some of the others did.” She gave a light laugh. “We didn’t think anybody would be able to fix the door. So great job!”

      Hannah gave them a quick thumbs-up and then turned to sprint back across the rocky soil toward The Ranch. After she disappeared behind the rocks, Lori and Mark stared at each other.

      “Well, hooray for us,” Mark said.

      Lori giggled, mostly in stress relief.

      A banging sound came from inside the airlock door they’d jammed shut, followed by April’s voice over the comms. “Hey, you two! Come inside already, yeah? Unless you’re too busy making out or something.”

      Lori and Mark worked together to pull the metal rod out of its bracing position, then swung the airlock door open wide.

      Mark gestured her forward. “Cool-headed, kick-ass ladies first.”

      “And rugged, smart gentlemen second.” Lori smiled and stepped inside.
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      That night was a flurry of departures. First, there were the three who cracked their helmets during the airlock challenge, including Lori’s bunkmate, Robyn. Then came the meltdowns over their meatloaf dinner, hysterical outbursts from candidates who’d expected Mars Ho to be more summer camp and less Hunger Games.

      Lying in bed, Lori heard Kirsten, Irene, and Leah whispering together as Irene freaked. She hadn’t counted on risking her life on the very first day, she cried.

      By morning, Lori had lost track of how many candidates had scrubbed out of the competition—including Kirsten, who’d snuck out while her roommates slept.

      Lori blinked her eyes open and squinted at the overhead lights and blue-gray walls. The framed Mars maps reminded her of where she was, and why there were no windows. She yawned loudly as she sat up, and accidentally punched the underside of the bed above her as she stretched her arms.

      “Sorry!” she laughed, but then she remembered that Robyn’s bed was empty now.

      Lori went into the bunk’s bathroom to brush her teeth and splash cold water on her face. She’d slept hard but not well, her dreams filled with empty sample bags and hissing air gauges.

      “Day 2,” she said to her reflection in the mirror.

      She slipped into her dun-colored underwear, pulled on a fresh Mars Ho jumpsuit, and tried not to think about the cameras outside the bathroom. Instead, she considered Mark Lauren.

      They’d worked well together, moving and thinking in easy sync without a whole lot of conversation. No wasted time. No wasted air, either.

      Would Mars Ho’s panel of experts credit them for risking their lives to save their team? Or would their actions be deemed reckless and impulsive? For all Lori knew, she’d already blown her shot as a corporate-sponsored colonist.

      Back at her bunk, Lori pulled on her Tempe Sportswear socks and soft Avid boots and imagined the chyron text that might run beneath the video: Antibacterial liners! Space-age moisture-wicking fabric!

      April was already dressed but still curled up on her bed, working on her tablet. Leah came in from the hallway carrying a yoga mat that she unrolled in the middle of the floor. She tightened her dark ponytail and lowered herself into a cross-legged position.

      “It’s a total bitch-fest in the fitness room right now. I’d avoid it.” Leah stretched her upper body to either side. “Breakfast in an hour, according to the schedule.”

      Breakfast. Lori wondered what might be on the menu. Dinner had been surprisingly good with broccoli and baked potatoes, but Lori knew she shouldn’t get used to it. Most of their meals on Mars would come out of a food printer. Even after they got some crops growing, their diets would be limited. No more ice cream cakes or wine and cheese, unless someone got crafty on the supply shipments that would arrive about every two years.

      Irene exploded into the bunk room from the corridor, went immediately to her top bunk, and started shoving her things into her Mars Ho bag. “I’ve had enough!” she screeched.

      April scooted back on the lower bed to keep out of the way.

      Leah rose up strong into a warrior pose. “Don’t let them get to you.”

      Irene paused with one of her jumpsuits hanging half-way out of her bag. “Who?”

      “The people in the fitness room.” Leah straightened her front leg and moved seamlessly into a triangle pose. “Everybody’s scared right now. Rethinking things, but not really thinking, you know?”

      “You think I’ve been hanging out with them? That I can’t make up my own mind?” She stuffed the jumpsuit into her bag and headed into the bathroom.

      Lori felt a deep cramp in her stomach. Two of her six bunkmates had already scrubbed out, and now a third was on the verge.

      April scooted out of the shadow of the upper bunk and sat on the edge of her bed with her tablet in one hand while she massaged her foot with the other. “We’ve lost eleven so far.”

      “Eleven?” Lori couldn’t help the sharpness of her voice. That was more than a third of the Mars Ho contestants. Was this part of the production plan?

      “Twelve.” April nodded toward the bathroom door a half-second before Irene came back through, muttering to herself and stuffing her toothbrush, comb, and various soaps and lotions into her bag.

      Leah stood tall in mountain pose. “You sure about this?”

      Irene’s face twisted into a scornful smile, but then she stared at the floor. “I just hadn’t considered how permanent this whole thing would be.” She hovered a moment in silence, looking like she wanted to say more. She turned and walked out of the bunk room.

      Twelve, Lori thought. Her odds of a one-way ticket to the Red Planet were better now, but she didn’t want to win like this.

      “Seriously?” April’s face was a mask of disbelief. “She didn’t consider how permanent the Mars colony might be? Go live in a cluster of high-tech huts built by robots 200 million kilometers from home. Real astronauts have made barely a half-dozen trips, and three of them died! It’s not freaking Disneyland.”

      “Everybody had their own reasons for applying.” Leah blew out a long breath as she transitioned through plank into downward facing dog. Her ponytail hung down and touched the mat. “And their own reasons for leaving.”

      April shook her head. “You always this enlightened when you do yoga?”

      Leah laughed and held her position, hips high in the air. “Less stressed, anyway. You should try it.”

      “I’m good.” April went back to work on her tablet.

      Lori was about to ask Leah for a yoga lesson when the bunk room door opened again and a sweet-smiling, fortyish woman sauntered in with her own Mars Ho bag.

      “Hello, ladies!” the newcomer exclaimed in a sing-song voice. “Women’s Bunk 1?”

      April tapped her tablet screen. “Cecilia Block, right? From bunk 3?”

      Cecilia held a hand to her chest and feigned surprise. “You are well-informed, aren’t you? It seems there’s been a . . . shuffling of personnel.”

      “Hmph.” April looked across at Lori. “Want to know who else scrubbed out?”

      Lori felt a tug in her chest at the thought that Mark Lauren might be gone. But he wouldn’t have quit, would he? Not after one day, and not after they saved everyone.

      April started reading off names. “Robbie Gaines. Marisol Avalos.” She paused. “Kirsten Tiede, Irene Sintes, and Robyn Ortega, from our bunk. Obviously.”

      Cecilia surveyed the available beds. Irene’s bed was still unmade, and getting to Leah’s bunk—where the top bed was free—would have required her to step over Leah during another round of Sun Salutations. Catching Lori’s eye, Cecilia settled into an accommodating smile and strode toward her.

      “Solomon Sharp. He unsealed his helmet at the airlock. Devon Springer.” April scrolled through a list on her tablet and typed on the virtual keyboard. Lori guessed she was updating her spreadsheet.

      “Everyone’s a bit shell-shocked, of course.” Cecilia carried on a one-sided conversation as she stowed her things away. “I’m doing quite well myself. I hope they won’t have us switching up our bunk assignments every night! Although I do welcome the opportunity to get acquainted with new people.” She tittered and gave Lori a wink.

      “Oona Taelma. She was on the geology team with us,” April continued. “Amanda Grabarkiewicz. I don’t think I even met her. Same with Karolina Krowecki, another helmet-cracker.”

      “Yes, yes, quite the shake-up.” Cecilia folded and stowed her Mars Ho duffel. “I suppose we should get used to it.”

      On the floor, Leah contorted herself into some half-inverted twist that made Lori’s muscles twitch. Lori propped her pillow against the bunk frame and tried to get comfortable. She turned on her tablet and opened the first electronic document she came to.

      The bunk door burst open again. Lori sighed. Women’s Bunk 1 was beginning to feel like an astronaut transit center.

      “Lori Ridgway!” a male voice boomed, followed by April’s laugh. Leah gasped as she unwound herself and stood up.

      “What the . . .” Lori’s eyes went wide when she looked up and saw Ric Vargas standing in a ridiculous strong-man pose just inside the doorway, his cartoon hero’s smile focused on her.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to be in here.” She watched in disbelief as he dropped his Mars Ho bag to the floor and strode purposefully toward her.

      “I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.” He reached for her arm and practically dragged her out of her bunk and to her feet.

      “But we never even said hello.” She tried to step away from him, but he wrapped his huge arms around her and pulled her close. Before she understood what was happening, she found herself crushed against his chest with his mouth planted firmly on hers, his tongue seeking entry.

      So she bit him.

      Ric laughed as he released her. “Ah, my little firecracker. You be good now.” He winked at her, smacked her on the butt, then picked up his bag and strode out of the room.

      Lori’s mouth hung open as she watched his muscles ripple beneath his jumpsuit. “What an ass.” She cleared her throat and sat back down on her bed. “I mean, what a complete and total jackass.”

      Cecilia giggled. “The man knows how to make an entrance.”

      “And how to make an exit, too.” April studied her tablet screen. “Okay, so that’s thirteen down with Ric Vargas gone. Irene would be upset about that. But, well, she’s out, too.”

      Leah stretched her arms high over her head. “Tonight they’ll be getting drunk together in some seedy bar.”

      April smiled. “Or getting it on back at The Ranch. Could give new meaning to the word de-briefing.” She tapped at her screen. “Fred Hurley’s out. Didn’t get a good look at him. Irene said he showed promise with all those sculpted muscles.”

      “Promise of what, exactly?” Leah sat on her mat, stretched her legs out in front of her, and leaned forward to grasp her toes.

      “We’ll never know. Oh, and Peter Sokolov. Now his dark, sullen silence will be forever a mystery.”

      Cecilia sat on the bed by Lori’s feet and folded her hands in her lap. “I heard about what you did.  You and Mark Lauren. That was good work. I’m sure the producers will notice.” Her voice hinted at a nonexistent intimacy.

      Lori was feeling hungry and irritated, and it was a bad combination with Ric’s unwelcome kiss, the mass exodus of candidates, and the disorientation of the Mars Ho experience so far. She was in no mood for alliance building or whatever Cecilia might have in mind.

      Lori picked up her tablet again, her eyes skimming over the digital words, sentence after sentence and page after page, without her brain registering any actual information. It might have been rocket engine specifications or the user manual for one of the fitness room’s exercise bikes.

      “Mark Lauren’s still in,” April said.

      Lori nodded and went back to her tablet, while Leah moved through a series of deep lunges on her yoga mat.

      Cecilia leaned closer. “My husband, Oskar, and I, we’re practically guaranteed final spots.”

      Lori didn’t look up. “How do you figure that?”

      “Well, because we’re married. They want to send mated pairs to Mars. Colonists have to colonize . . .”

      “With babies.” Lori winced at the unintentional flatness of her tone.

      April sighed heavily and scooted deeper into her bunk.

      “To provide stability, the foundation of a strong community,” Cecilia replied.

      Lori squinted at her screen and wanted to smack herself when she realized she’d been skimming a technical manual for the airlock door.

      “The colony might require polyamorous behavior,” Cecilia mused. “Purely for reproductive purposes.”

      “There’s no proof of that!” April leapt up from her bed and nearly landed on Leah who was unwinding from a half-moon twist. “There’s nothing in any of the Mars Colony Program materials to suggest such a requirement.” Her breath rose and fell high in her chest.

      Cecilia ran a hand through her short hair. She exuded an air of authority Lori wasn’t sure she deserved. “Naturally, they wouldn’t spell out something like that so explicitly. Something potentially controversial.”

      Cecilia’s haughty voice grated on Lori’s nerves, but April relaxed. She seemed more confident now, but clearly something had set her on edge.

      Cecilia sniffed and turned her smile toward Lori. “It will significantly improve your chances to partner with another strong candidate inside the competition, if you want a seat on the Mars ship.”

      April shot Lori a warning glance, then grabbed her tablet and crawled back into her lower bunk. Leah rolled up her yoga mat.

      Cecilia made a move to rest a hand on Lori’s ankle, but Lori pulled her knees to her chest to avoid the contact.

      “I just wouldn’t want to see such a valuable candidate miss out on the opportunity of a lifetime,” Cecilia said.

      Lori stiffened and glanced at April and Leah for help, but neither met her gaze. Was Cecilia coming onto her? Did she and her husband want Lori as some kind of romantic third wheel?

      Lori couldn’t help the wary edge in her voice. “Okay. Thanks, I guess.”

      Cecilia patted Lori on the knee before she could pull away again. “Think about it. Oskar and I are here to help.”

      Lori pretended to go back to the airlock manual, then kept her sigh of relief quiet when Cecilia got up and strolled toward the bathroom.

      Once the bathroom door closed with a sharp click, April darted across the floor and sat at the end of Lori’s bed.

      “Dude!” April hissed. “I don’t know what that was about, but I suggest steering clear of that chick and her husband.”

      “Yeah.” Lori almost laughed. The Mars Ho Candidate Habitat was about as artificial as an environment could be. Thirty-two strangers in a restricted space facing manufactured crises and pairing off on camera? But the biodome was still a close simulation of conditions on Mars.

      To build a successful new home on another planet and establish an off-world foothold for humanity, the colonists would have to be friends, coworkers, and lovers. The selection team would be taking a hard look at how they got along with each other.

      So April had her spreadsheet, and Cecilia was . . . What? Forging alliances? Playing matchmaker? Looking for some same-sex side action?

      Lori wanted Mars. Growing up, she’d dismissed horses and dolls and superheroes in favor of glow-in-the-dark stars on her bedroom walls, and spent her nights pretending she was looking up at the sky from the Martian surface. Instead of the beach with her friends, Lori went to summer space camp. And red had always been her favorite color.

      She didn’t have the military experience for the United Nations Space Corps, but she still applied anyway, four times, and was rejected. But then they announced the Mars Colony Program, and Lori made it in.

      Mars was boiling in her blood, but she didn’t have a strategy for winning.

      “Sure it’s a game.” April got up from Lori’s bed. “Just don’t let yourself be anybody else’s pawn.”
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      After breakfast—an unappetizing meal of powdered eggs, toast, and coffee—Lori sat down at the desk inside the dark confessional booth. With a large screen and keyboard laid out before her, the space was snug and intimate, the chair firm and supportive beneath her. Once the door closed, she was in a cocoon of black walls and pink noise, sheltered from the chaos and anxiety of the dome.

      But she didn’t relax. That’s precisely what the producers wanted her to do. She was supposed to let her guard down in here, make herself vulnerable. But there were cameras in here, too.

      She typed in her username and password and the screen came alive with her Mars Ho contestant portal. There were filtered news headlines and recent sports scores—she assumed everything was carefully censored. She was surprised to see that the Mars Ho airlock episode had already aired. Lori couldn’t access the edited video that was shown to the world, but she could see some of the public reaction.

      She was hailed as a hero and derided as a show-off, and everything in between. She didn’t want to get caught up in public perception, though at some point the audience would have a say in her fate. She navigated to her personal messages and smiled at the notes from her family and friends.

      From her mother: Great job, honey! You look very professional and friendly! From her sister: You look really good! Try smiling a little more, so you look like you’re enjoying yourself?

      Lori wanted to respond, but she couldn’t remember what her contract said about private messages. Most likely, all her communications were eligible fodder for public consumption.

      There were some video messages, too. There wouldn’t be any real-time calls—not anymore. She’d had one last live chat with her mother and sister while she was in isolation at The Ranch, but there was an enforced time delay inside the MHCH to simulate conditions on Mars—except when the producers wanted live interaction.

      Lori’s nephews had staged a thirty-second puppet show for her, and her neighbors sent video highlights of a barbecue-and-beer-fest they’d thrown in her honor. She started getting misty-eyed as she watched one clip after another of friends and family and well-wishing strangers, too, though she knew the footage had been carefully culled by the Mars Ho producers and presented in the most heart-stirring way possible.

      Then she came across a video from Charlie. It was longer, just over a full minute. Charlie telling her how proud he was of her, that he hoped she was making new friends, that he believed in her. It was heartfelt and expressive, and surprising from Charlie. She watched it several times through.

      Lori had already applied to Mars Ho when she and Charlie met, and she received her acceptance just a few months later. The timing alone meant the romance was over almost as soon as it started.

      Charlie wasn’t her type. He was artistic and unfocused, floating through life without ambition. But it was easy with him. She could relax and not obsess over the upcoming competition or what it would mean to leave her family and her entire world behind. She didn’t have to worry about a future with Charlie, because there couldn’t be one.

      She’d called things off the week before her Mars Ho survival training, and he’d let her go with grace.

      His message played again on the screen, his face earnest and his voice clear as he professed his support and encouragement for the pursuit of her dream.

      Had she made a mistake?

      Lori leaned back in the chair, aware of the cameras hidden somewhere in the shadows. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Should she respond? What could she say? Thanks for your kind words, Charlie. Too bad we’ll never see each other again, but have a nice life? She wasn’t even sure what his message meant to her. Mars Ho had turned her life upside down from the moment she submitted her application. Was any part of this experience authentic?

      The screen flickered and switched to a live picture of Hannah. “Lori? Lori, are you okay?”

      Startled, Lori squirmed in her chair. She hoped no one would air that reaction.

      “Just thinking. What can I do for you?” She kept her tone casual and polite. She hadn’t decided how friendly she wanted to be with the production team. Wasn’t it Hannah’s job to lull her into a comfortable security and then trick her into baring her soul for the cameras? That’s what they always did on Green Screen.

      Hannah’s smile was bright and warm. The young producer was pretty, and she had an affability that invited Lori to get cozy and maybe reveal a secret or two—probably why Mars Ho had hired her.

      “Nothing you need to do for me.” Hannah chuckled as if they were old friends catching up over tea and cookies. “I just thought you might want to talk? Or something? There’ve been some big changes inside the dome, after what happened . . .”

      Hannah’s voice trailed off as her eyebrows lifted, a visual cue for Lori to fill in the details. Lori wasn’t biting.

      “No, I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be?” Lori’s tone was more clipped than she’d intended, and she felt a genuine pang when she saw Hannah’s smile dim.

      “Okay, I was just . . .” Hannah checked over her shoulder and then leaned closer to the camera. “I just wanted to check in, because that all seemed so traumatic.” Hannah waited a beat, then lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “They didn’t expect so many people to scrub out. They’re trying to convince some of them to stay at The Ranch, you know, to try again with the next round of colony candidates.”

      Lori frowned. Mars Ho candidates who quit were supposed to be let go immediately, and the second colony mission wasn’t supposed to launch for another two years. Who would want to hang around that long in medical isolation at The Ranch—away from family, friends, and just life—even for another shot at Mars?

      “Some of them are really freaking out,” Hannah continued. “The candidates, I mean. They didn’t think . . . I don’t know, that it would be so real or dangerous, or something? We’re having to bring in counselors and everything.” She dropped her gaze. “So I wanted to check in with you, while you were in the booth, in private, in case you needed to talk things out.”

      “So I can spill my guts for your audience.” Lori knew she shouldn’t be hostile toward someone with influence over her standing in the competition. But after the rigged airlock and the personnel upheaval, and that weird conversation with Cecilia Block, Lori wasn’t feeling especially generous.

      On the screen, Hannah rubbed her neck and blew out a sigh. “I get where you’re coming from. I do.” She paused. Lori couldn’t tell if Hannah was gearing up for another push at gaining her trust, or if she was about to share a very real secret. Instead, Hannah offered an exasperated chuckle.

      “You know what?” Hannah said. “If I were you, I don’t think I’d have much faith in the show, either.”

      Lori pressed back into the cushion of the chair. “That’s not what I expected you to say.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re supposed to be grooming you guys. Get you to say or do this or that. Not put anyone in any truly bad situations, but just amp things up, make it more interesting to watch. Attract more sponsors. So, I don’t blame you. But I hope somewhere down the line you’ll come to see that I really am on your side.” Hannah glanced over her shoulder again. “Not like most of the people around here.”

      Lori lifted her chin, determined not to let Hannah’s words affect her. She was being pulled in so many directions, and wasn’t this simply one more tug? “I appreciate your candor.”

      “I’m turning the cameras back on now,” Hannah said. “Before they start to think I’m up to something.”

      Lori frowned. When had Hannah turned the cameras off?

      Hannah adopted the eager, superficial smile Lori had grown used to seeing from the production team. “So, Lori Ridgway, how are you feeling now that a full third of the candidates have decided to leave the program following the geology exercise and airlock challenge?”

      “I’m . . .” Lori paused, stunned by Hannah’s transformation. Either the producer really was leveling with her, or she was an amazing actress. Still, Lori was uncertain what was safe to confess on camera. “I’m still getting my bearings. It’s quite a shock, obviously. We’re still only getting introduced to each other, really.”

      Hannah nodded along with Lori’s words, an obvious visual prompt. When Lori didn’t elaborate, Hannah dove in with her next question. “Audiences across the globe were riveted by your performance in the challenge, Lori, the way you sacrificed yourself to save members of your team. What are your thoughts on your partner, Mark Lauren?”

      Lori felt a bolt of electricity shoot through her body. Was everyone pushing her to pair up? Or was she just being paranoid? “You want me to tell you about Mark Lauren?”

      “Yes, Dr. Mark Lauren.” Hannah’s smile was steady and expectant. “You worked impressively well together to save your teammates. You’re heroes!”

      Hannah was pushing hard for a juicy soundbite that could be transmitted planet-wide. But what could Lori say about Mark? That the man had the musculature of some kind of god but an icy-hot temperament that turned Lori alternately eager and prickly?

      Lori took a breath and forced her body to relax. “Well, I think the important thing to remember is that everyone inside the dome has worked especially hard to get to this level, and that includes Dr. Lauren.” She paused. “I feel very honored to have been selected to participate, and to be considered as one of Earth’s first interplanetary colonists. It’s refreshing and invigorating to be in the company of these generous and brilliant minds who share the same passion and ambition. It is my hope, truly, no matter what happens in the coming challenges, that my participation will help to further the dream of colonizing Mars, for everyone here in the Mars Ho Candidate Habitat and everyone across the planet. And if I’m particularly lucky, I might even make a few lifelong friends.”

      Lori allowed her words to sink in. Hannah’s cheerful expression didn’t waver, but Lori could see a shift in her eyes. Hannah offered a subtle nod, and Lori responded with a small smile. Then she rose from her chair and left the confessional booth.

      As soon as she opened the door, she was treated to the unmistakable sounds of vigorous copulation filtering down from the ceiling air vents. Who could even think of being randy at a time like this? Maybe the rowdy lovebirds were trying anything and everything to get ahead in the candidate rankings.

      Amidst the muffled moaning and barely intelligible whispers of encouragement, Lori headed toward the kitchen, determined to grab some coffee and then catch up on more technical manuals.
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      Mark filed into General Use Room 1 at the back of his new group of bunkmates. Ric Vargas was gone—no great loss—but so, too, were five other men Mark had only barely begun to know.

      On the women’s side, Marisol and Oona from his geology team had also scrubbed out—according to Trent and Oskar and the Mars Ho grapevine. How many others were gone, too?

      The first challenge had been a doozy, and Mark couldn’t really fault the candidates who decided that breathable air at home was more important than building a community from scratch on a new world. He just hoped Lori Ridgway wasn’t one of them. There was a tight knot in his chest when he thought about not seeing her again.

      He found an empty seat on the far side of the room. The recently departed would want to return to their old lives, but even a few days of broadcast fame might make that difficult. Maybe one or two would hire on with the corporate sponsors—or worse, might become hosts of their own shows.

      The contrived environment wasn’t an ideal means of selecting a capable team of colonists, though the Mars Ho money shored up huge gaps in international funding and ultimately made the Mars Colony Program possible.

      As a result, Mark was swimming in sponsorships and logos on everything from his toothbrush and tablet computers to his shoelaces and underwear.

      And that brought to mind Lori Ridgway in her lacy undergarments—an image that hadn’t been far from his thoughts, as much as he tried to focus on the biodome and the competition. Even the obnoxiously orange jumpsuit and the androgynous bulk of the pressure suit hadn’t been enough to make Mark forget what Lori looked like underneath.

      Mark looked up at the sound of each new entry into the classroom, hoping to see Lori.

      Trent shuffled past on his way to the lockers. Mark heard some rattling behind him, followed by a frustrated groan.

      “They’re locked,” April called out as she took an open seat near Mark. “Automatically. When we’re not in an active challenge, we can’t get into them.”

      Trent wandered back toward the tables. “How would you know something like that?”

      “You don’t want to know,” Lori muttered as she sat down beside April.

      Mark nearly laughed with relief. He tried to catch Lori’s eye, to offer her a smile and some friendly words, to let her know he was glad to see her. To encourage her to stay in case she was thinking about scrubbing out, too. But April monopolized Lori’s attention, engaging in conspiratorial conversation she apparently had no problem with Mark overhearing.

      “We definitely lost a lot of the hot ones.” April tapped on her tablet, and Mark was astonished to spy on her screen a spreadsheet of candidate names with physical descriptions, personality ratings, and something called a “matability quotient.”

      “Some of the hunky ones are still here.” April glanced Mark’s way and flashed him a quick smile before she leaned back toward Lori.

      A sudden heat crept across his face and down his neck. April Chennells was openly—and likely illegally—grading the men according to their suitability as romantic partners. As life partners.

      Mark leaned back in his chair and pretended to be busy with his own tablet. He had to give April some credit: She was gathering information about her environment, tracking key data points, and organizing her findings into a format by which she could make critical decisions—and she was sharing her work with at least one of her peers. It was an ingenious application of the scientific method to their game show reality.

      As the other candidates filed in and took their seats, Mark lied to himself that he wasn’t curious about how he stacked up.

      April’s shoulders sank. “Trent’s still here.”

      “Trent?” Lori seemed distracted.

      “The skinny, nerdy one,” April replied. “Well-qualified, I think, but . . .” She rested her tablet flat on the table. “It’s just kind of hard to get worked over a guy named Trent, you know?”

      Mark stifled a chuckle as Trent took the empty chair on Mark’s other side.

      Trent smiled and gave April and Lori a polite wave before he turned on his own tablet and pulled a stylus from his breast pocket. “Everyone ready for Round 2 of the Biodome Death Match?”

      The screen at the front of the room flickered to life and three new experts looked out at the Mars Ho contestants from the comfort of the production studio inside The Ranch. Physically, the panel of white-coated scientists—plus Mars Ho’s Ken-doll host, Gary Nelson—were barely a kilometer away from where Mark and the rest of the candidates sat inside the biodome habitat. But apart from the real-time communications, they might as well have been an entire world away.

      Looking more polished and expertly chiseled than any human had a right to, Gary hit his mark in front of the camera and delivered a few vague, over-the-top remarks about the results of the airlock challenge, the valiance and composure of the candidates under pressure, how the experience underscored the dangerous realities of a Mars colonial mission, and similar pablum.

      Mark wasn’t really listening. Instead, he was keenly aware of Lori Ridgway just two seats away. He kept trying, and failing, not to glance her way every few seconds.

      “Terraforming Mars—if the United Nations and the Mars Colony Program decide to go that route—would take hundreds of years.” On the screen, a dark-skinned woman with glasses read from a script, her eyes subtly tracking an off-camera teleprompter.

      But Mark was mentally rehearsing the sincere, non-creepy ways he might express his admiration for how Lori handled herself in the airlock challenge, through her teamwork and sacrifice without hesitation. He wondered how best to tell her that he was impressed by how she was hanging tough in the aftermath. He wanted to ask if she was doing all right and reassure her if she might be having second thoughts.

      A blond man picked up where the woman with the glasses left off. “Mars’s thin atmosphere would need time and attention to be transformed into an oxygen-rich atmosphere capable of sustaining life outside a habitation or greenhouse structure.” His voice was slightly more animated and he at least tried to smile while he was talking, but Mark thought it made him look like a car salesman.

      “That process would involve essentially ‘seeding’ Martian soil with lichens, microbes, and other oxygen-producing organisms,” the expert continued. “Which would then require several centuries to produce enough nitrogen and oxygen to create an atmosphere suitable for living, breathing, and growing.”

      Mark also wanted to tell Lori that he really liked the way a stray strand of her dark hair curled around her face to frame her soft mouth.

      The lecture proceeded, and April kept her eyes on her tablet, holding the device close. Mark wasn’t sure if she was updating her candidate matability spreadsheet or perusing one of the technical manuals that were constantly being pushed to their devices.

      Mark tried again to catch Lori’s eye, but her attention was on the big screen. She rested slender fingers on her full lips, her eyes bright and keen with determination. No nonsense. Mark felt his face break into a goofy smile, so he forced himself to frown and look away.

      Still, something in him made him crack a stupid joke. “You think they’ll cut out the info dump before airing this episode, or will the audience be just as bored as we are?”

      April responded with a shrug and a vague grunt. But Lori gave Mark a sharp look of disapproval. Then her eyes were back on the screen.

      Mark leaned back in his chair, irritated with himself for his lame behavior. Distracting his fellow contestants while they learned about the next challenge and the life-changing mission they all aspired to? Not his smoothest move. And he was missing the lecture, too.

      A third expert was speaking now, a short bearded man delivering a bland monotone that had Trent fake-snoring under his breath.

      “Plus, you’ve got solar winds to contend with, leaving the developing Martian atmosphere vulnerable because of the lack of a magnetosphere,” the man droned on. “Even with that problem solved, there’s the fact that the winters get pretty darn cold—minus-207 degrees Fahrenheit—and there’s only so much that introducing greenhouse gases can fix.”

      Then it was the woman’s turn to jump back in. Someone behind the scenes had decided the bearded guy was too boring.

      “To gauge your squeamishness, we’re using the same fertilizer in this exercise as we’d be using for your crops on Mars: your own excrement.” The woman sounded positively delighted about the candidates gardening in their own poop. The groans of disgust from the classroom indicated that the candidates felt otherwise.

      “You won’t be working with regolith from Mars, obviously—not here, and probably not on Mars, either, though those of you chosen for a colony mission will conduct a series of experiments on amending Martian surface material for use in agriculture. Mars mission teams will receive additional instruction in hydroponics.”

      Mark looked around the room and did a mental headcount. Nineteen of thirty-two left. He tried to guess at how they’d divide up for the next exercise—four teams again, or maybe pairs and triplets? At some point the experts would want feedback from the candidates about their fellows, to gauge compatibility, leadership strengths, and the like.

      If they got to choose their own partners, he’d have to act fast to get to Lori first before April or someone else did. He rationalized that he was motivated solely by the desire to demonstrate how well he and Lori work together.

      The woman on the screen was still speaking, having taken over the presentation while her colleagues stood mutely on either side and stared blankly into the camera.

      “The dome greenhouse is at a lower pressure than the rest of the Mars Ho Candidate Habitat—as will be the growing unit on Mars,” she said. “Higher air pressure isn’t necessary for agriculture, and the diverted air supply has a better use—namely, keeping you all alive and breathing.”

      Lori was scrolling through something on her tablet screen and looked to be making notes. Mark wondered if he ought to be doing the same. It wasn’t like him to be preoccupied. And over a girl? What was this, high school?

      “Supplemental oxygen is available to those who need it,” the lady in the lab coat continued. “If you do need it, please use it. The use of supplemental oxygen will not be counted against you.”

      The reminder that they were being graded snapped Mark back to attention. Yes, it was like high school—with lectures and labs and special activities and tests, and the girls sitting beside him providing a maddening distraction.

      But this was a means to an end. His wilderness experience and his love for the outdoors made him an odd candidate for a lifetime inside a pressurized can. He had deep respect for the realities of the wild, and how ignorance can and will kill you. On Mars, it would be no different.

      Mark was a walking contradiction—longing for something wild while operating within the rules. He needed adventure. He craved exploration and intellectual challenge and even danger—but danger that could, conceivably, be controlled and outwitted. What was a bigger conquest than Mars?

      “Whether you like it or not, I’m afraid those of you going to Mars will be functional vegetarians for a good while.” The woman laughed. “Supply shipments from Earth might contain limited meat products, but you should get used to vegetable protein.” She shifted forward and lowered her voice. “Though I hear the food printers they’re sending along can so some amazing things.”

      Mark’s stomach churned. The powdered eggs at breakfast had been bad enough. He had a feeling there was much worse to come.
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      A gardening challenge!

      Lori couldn’t help the smile on her face as the experts rattled off details about the Marian atmosphere and the need for colonists to grow their own food. The tension and fatigue drained out of her body, and she leaned back in her chair feeling more confident than she had since entering the dome.

      Did she have an unfair advantage? Her history had been laid out in her application. She didn’t have professional botanical experience, but Lori’s family had maintained a large, organic garden all during her childhood and up until a couple of years after her father died.

      The family grew vegetables in their own soil and had enough left over for the neighborhood co-op. Lori had spent summers and autumns delivering tomatoes, zucchini, and corn to neighbors and collecting fresh eggs, honey, and goat cheese in return.

      The on-screen presentation concluded with instructions for the coming challenge. The candidates would prove themselves by growing plants indoors without the benefit of natural sunlight. They’d work as individuals, not in teams.

      The Mars Ho producers would have found out about Uncle Barney and Aunt Jo’s pot farm, too. It wasn’t any big secret. Their farm was one of only six international sources for Serpent Tamer, the cannabis strain they’d developed for migraine patients. Lori didn’t have as much experience with marijuana as she did carrots and broccoli, but she knew about grow lights and closed irrigation systems.

      And she’d read ahead about how colonists might adapt terrestrial farming methods for the lower gravity on Mars. The plants would hold water longer, which meant less irrigation—a blessing in an environment where every vital resource would have to be manufactured and recycled.

      Lori smiled, her mind busy with showing the experts just how prepared she was not just for this exercise, but for Mars. But a nagging voice at the back of her head warned her not to get too cocky. The geology exercise had seemed simple enough until the airlock broke. For all she knew, the producers would suck all the air out of the room while the candidates tried to train bean plants up a plastic lattice.

      The MHCH grow unit was a large, windowless storage room one level down from the living quarters and airlocks. Thirty three-meter-square plots had been laid out, but only nineteen would be used—giving Lori an idea of just how unprepared the producers had been for the mass exodus of candidates. Maybe Hannah had been telling the truth about that.

      The task was deceptively simple: transplant an assortment of seedlings—tomatoes, beans, and kale—from compostable grow pots into sturdier garden pots, and transplant bamboo directly into the dirt. Then set up a controlled station of grow lights and an irrigation system.

      Lori knelt and let the wet dirt soak into the knees of her orange jumpsuit. She massaged the amended soil with her gloved fingers and laughed at the “fresh manure smell” that had Cecilia, Leah, and even the quietly manly Trevor Azam making faces and openly gagging.

      “Yum, poop salad,” Trent wheezed as he turned his head and breathed through his mouth.

      But Lori wasn’t sure how to share her wisdom with the others—especially April, Mark, and Leah, working adjacent plots. She wasn’t worried about slowing her pace; rather, she didn’t want to come across as a know-it-all. Seema hadn’t set a particularly graceful example during the geology challenge, and now she was keeping her head down.

      The air pressure was noticeably lower inside the grow unit, and Lori felt a little lightheaded as she went about her work transplanting the tiny kale and bean plants. She glanced at the small tanks of supplemental air that lined one wall, but she was determined to grit it out.

      “Shouldn’t these pots be square?” April complained to Lori’s left.

      Lori blinked. “What?”

      “The pots would fit together more efficiently in these little plot grids, or whatever, if they were square and not round.” April sat back on her haunches. “Waste of space, this way.”

      “Square pots would pack better for the trip to Mars, too.” Leah wedged one of her own round pots against the low boundary wall dividing her work area from Trent’s.

      “Exactly!” April gestured a bit too enthusiastically with her steel-and-plastic gardening trowel and nearly hit Leah in the face with a glob of fertilized soil.

      “Watch it, will you?” Leah grumbled, but then she quirked a smile at some mumbled comment from Trent.

      Lori cursed when some soil slipped off her trowel and fell between a couple of pots she’d already wedged into place. She pulled out the pots and reclaimed the dirt with her hands, then sighed loudly when she worked the round pots back into her squared-off space. It was stupid to start with seedlings like this. The colonists would grow everything from seed—seeds shielded from the radiation on the 98-day journey from Earth to Mars. Baby tomato plants wouldn’t survive that trip. But watching people press tiny seeds into piles of human excrement was less fun for viewers at home.

      She was irritated with the exercise and with the lack of happy conversation. She and her sister told each other stories when they worked in the garden. Here, there was a lot of silence punctuated by cursing and bitching. She glanced at the supplemental air canisters again. But when she rose to her feet, she walked passed them and went to the supply lockers instead. No one had expressly forbidden the candidates from availing themselves of what might be inside.
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TERMINATION
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