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			For Serafina and Domenica, our future.

			“When all else is lost, the future still remains.” 

			—Christian Bovee
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			MARS

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			It happened every night. For a few precious minutes, Thomas found himself on Earth. 

			He stood on a steep mountain with three jagged peaks like the crown of an ancient king. He could see his breath in the oxygen-rich air, which along with the solitary moon, were sure signs he was on the origin planet. Even in the near darkness, the colors were bold, untainted by the reddish dust that covered everything back on Mars. Earth was not a planetary corpse buried in floodwater, as his professors had warned, but a spectacular fantasyland.

			Thomas walked through the glade of towering trees into a field of snow. Directly in front of him, he saw an animal, a creation unknown on Mars. The large four-legged creature disappeared into the trees, passing a shadow. The shadow began to move forward, enough to reveal the outline of a man. Another step revealed a thick beard, wild and untamed. The man held out a hand, searching for a lifeline, reaching for help. 

			But then he began to fall. 

			And in that moment, the man, along with his world, vanished.

			[image: ]

			Thomas jolted up in his small cell on the Mars Station. He’d been under the spell of the same nightly vision he’d had since childhood. The Station doctors had explained that it was a dream, a psychological disorder that had plagued his ancestors back on Earth. They gave him medication to banish it from his sleep. But the dream persisted so that now, at the age of fifteen, it felt like an old friend.

			He glanced out his portal to see the twin moons of Mars watching him like a pair of ghostly eyes, as if they knew what he was about to do. Below him, his counterpart Eno snored loudly on the lower platform. Even in deep sleep, his face was wrinkled into a scowl, as if something didn’t quite meet his approval. He had the same expression when they first met at the age of six, when the hundred children in their birth class (fifty boys, fifty girls) left their small nursery pods to begin serious academic life. 

			When Thomas looked at their two faces in the portal’s reflection, he couldn’t help thinking what an odd pair they made, as if someone had gone out of their way to put together the two most mismatched boys on the entire planet. 

			The taller of the two, Thomas, had the standard buzz cut with a widow’s peak that pointed toward his unusual eyes, which were the color of amber. In the rare instances when they came into contact with natural light, they seemed almost gold. Lean and muscular by nature, Thomas constantly found himself at odds with his own limbs, which longed to run, jump, and climb, all of which were strictly forbidden in the narrow confines of the Station.

			Eno, on the other hand, moved slowly and cautiously, alert to potential danger at every moment. He was always a step behind, partly due to a weak lung that caused acute asthma, which turned his cheeks brown-red, like metal in the first stage of rust. Since all the children on the Station were genetically designed to be a perfect white, it marked him as flawed. His hair resisted the traditional cut and fell against the top of his forehead like an inverted bowl. It reminded Thomas of the religious society called monks he’d read about on Earth. Like all the children, his eyes were the standard gray, though one had malfunctioned at an early age and required a replacement, which made him a regular visitor to the infirmary.

			Thomas checked his wrist pod. It was 3:56 in the morning. He would have to wait another four minutes, until the night guards changed shifts, before he could risk leaving the Boys’ Quarters and trespassing into the Station proper. His heart thumped with restless energy, and he felt the familiar pang of emptiness that always accompanied waking. It was not so much hunger but the sensation that something inside him was missing, as if someone had removed an internal organ in the middle of the night.

			Thomas knew there was only one thing that could alleviate the feeling. Months ago, after breaking into the Information Archives to retrieve a classmate’s radiation pills, he discovered a paper document containing an Earth dictionary. Starting with the first letter of the alphabet, he copied several of the antiquated words, along with their meanings, on his work pad. Back in the safety of his cell, he pared the list down to his favorites, and whenever he couldn’t sleep he’d scroll through it, silently mouthing each mysterious one: accordion, butterfly, chimpanzee, dandelion, elephant, firefly, gondola, jacuzzi, karaoke, miracle, popsicle, razzmatazz. 

			Recently, he’d reached the letter “S,” which was filled with a treasure of exotic words: saint, sandwich, serendipity, skateboard, skyscraper, snow globe, spaghetti, and soulmate. 

			When he had time, he would study the definition of each. But for now, the very act of repeating them helped to relieve his emptiness. The minutes quickly disappeared, and his heartbeat returned to normal. 

			It was time to go. 

			Thomas slid off his sleep platform and changed out of his red pajamas into his day uniform (a darker red). Carrying his rubberized shoes, he crept through the Boys’ Quarters and into the Station, where the only sound was the faint hiss of the oxygen regulators.

			For the first few seconds, he could barely see. In the constant effort to conserve energy, the Station’s corridors were unlit at night. Since no one ever trespassed (the penalty was prison for adults, isolation for juveniles), the night guards quickly tucked themselves into the dark spaces where the walls curved and slept until daybreak. 

			The Station interior was a dizzying maze of overlapping circles linked by seemingly random connectors. One day, Eno explained how it was laid out with a simple algorithm. By translating it into steps, Thomas discovered that he could navigate perfectly.

			Scattered around the Station was a collection of observation towers, the last of which, Tower Twelve, had the best view of Earth. Thomas went there as often as possible. Since the planet was only visible during the day, he timed his arrival to coincide with the rise of the sun. But since he’d need to get back before the morning summons at six, he used his wrist pod to calculate the precise distance and time. It was 1,487 steps away—exactly nine minutes and eight seconds.

			Thomas started to jog. He could feel the blood pumping into his arms and legs, his whole body coming to life. But as he passed the 900-step mark, he heard the sound of voices. Startled, he flattened himself against the wall as five boys came into view. With the exception of a smaller one in the back, Thomas guessed that they were a couple years older, around seventeen. 

			As they came closer, he was surprised to recognize the lead boy. 

			“Josef?”

			“Thomas? How are you? It’s been years. Not since Ten-Cube.”

			Thomas nodded, recalling how generous Josef had been in teaching him the subtleties of the boys’ only sport. 

			As he stepped closer, Thomas was shocked to see two long scars running down his face. Josef must be stationed in the Mirror Factory, Thomas thought, making panels to reflect Mars’ meager sunlight to heat its frozen surface. The fragile glass was known to break often, scarring anyone who worked there. Thomas noticed that one of the boys had even lost an ear.

			“I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me,” Josef said, fingering his scars. 

			“No,” Thomas lied. “I’m just not used to seeing anyone out here.”

			“Actually, we were hoping we’d run into you.”

			The other boys nodded. Except for the smaller one, they were all the standard Station height for their age. Perhaps the smaller boy had growth issues, like Eno. 

			“We heard what you did for Poke,” the one-eared boy added.

			“Poke?” Thomas replied. He trusted Josef but didn’t know the others, and if word of what happened ever got out it could land him in one of the weightless detention chambers, which the boys avoided at all costs. The nausea and back pain suffered in a single one-hour session often lasted for days after it was over.

			“He left his wrist pod in the Planetarium,” Josef reminded him. 

			“You broke in and got it back for him,” the one-eared boy added. 

			Josef nodded toward the one-eared boy. “Zev isn’t wrong, right?”

			Thomas gave a noncomittal shrug. Over the years, he’d scavenged the Station’s repair zones for scraps of magnetic metals, which he used to construct a special pick for unscrambling lock codes. He’d not only gotten into the Information Archives but also the Artifacts Museum, the Planetarium, and even the Birthing Lab. 

			“I get it, the last thing you want to do is admit something like that,” Josef said. “Besides me, you don’t know us, and we all understand what the penalty would be if you were found out.”

			Thomas didn’t respond. The incident had triggered requests from many of the boys in the weeks that followed and earned him a reputation as a break-in specialist. 

			“Word is you can get into any place in the Station,” Josef said.

			“I wander around at night.” Thomas shrugged. “Sometimes I find things.”

			Josef smiled as if he had gotten the answer he was hoping for. “We were wandering around ourselves and got lost. We’re lucky you found us.” 

			“Where are you trying to get to?” Thomas said. 

			Josef glanced at the others as if to get approval, and the smaller boy at the back spoke. “The Propellant Depot.”

			Thomas couldn’t hide his reaction. Everyone knew that the depot was off-limits because it stored the volatile fuel used to run all the Station’s vehicles.

			“Don’t worry,” Josef added. “I’m not asking you to break in, but I lost my labor ID somewhere inside, and I’ll get detention if I can’t find it.”

			Thomas knew there was risk involved in helping Josef, but he wanted to return the generosity he’d show years ago. “Turn left at the next connector and walk toward the Artifacts Museum. Take the third right, and the depot will be forty-three steps away.”

			“Forty-three?” Josef repeated.

			“Exactly.”

			Josef nodded to the others, as if to confirm Thomas’s expertise. “Thanks, Thomas. It was good seeing you.”

			The boys quickly receded into the shadows, and Thomas hurried forward, hoping to make up for lost time. In less than three minutes he reached Tower Twelve, which had recently been closed by order of the High Governor in response to a small group of rebels known as the Returners, who wished to return to the origin planet. Several tried to flee the Station, hoping to join a secret community created to protect the last child born on Earth—a child who would someday lead them back to their rightful home. Most were captured or killed, yet they continued to flee. In an attempt to discourage them, the governor declared Tower Twelve off limits. 

			Thomas vaulted over the protective barrier that now stood in front of it and raced up the eighty-eight steps to the observatory. He slid his pick into the door and worked the lock free. Inside, the silver titanium panels that formed the exterior soared overhead. Designed to make the Station look like a diamond in space, years of dust storms had reduced them to the same reddish brown as the rest of the planet. Four thick legs, housing the Station’s water, food, power, and research facilities, held the Station aloft, reminding Thomas of one of the prehistoric lizards that once roamed the origin planet. On the lizard’s back sat a glass dome housing a fleet of Ramjets. 

			In the center of the fleet was a sleek black aircraft known as the Mastership. With its sharp laser probe and a dozen independently operated legs, it looked like a spider on the lizard’s back. Originally built to patrol the asteroid belt, it was now used to hunt down Returners.

			Directly behind him sat Olympus Mons, a volcano several miles to the west—the biggest mountain in the solar system. A dust devil, one of the massive storms that plagued Mars, gathered at its base. Since they often lasted for weeks and obscured everything, Thomas knew that it could be his last chance to gaze at the origin planet for a long time. 

			He pulled down the observatory telescope and swiveled it toward Earth. Set against the black canvas of space, the small blue sphere glistened like a precious jewel. The sight filled him with joy, though it also produced another emotion, not unlike the one he often felt upon waking. It was as if he had lost something special but couldn’t remember what.

			During one of his nightly expeditions, Thomas had found a small hunk of blue magma known as hematite. By smoothing its edges, he fashioned a crude replica of Earth. He reached for it now, as if to connect him to his ancestors.

			But as he did, a piercing alarm echoed in the Station, most likely from a radiation leak or runaway meteor. Then again, it could be for him. If Josef and his friends had been caught violating curfew, one of them might have given him up for a reward. 

			Thomas knew that the boys would be filing into the Common Circle for a head count at any moment. His only chance was to get back in time to join them. 

			He took one last look at Earth and ran for his life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Thomas took the stairs three at a time, using the last landing to launch himself to the floor, where he broke into a full sprint. 

			When he came around the first circle, Thomas heard footsteps and spotted the shadow of a large man with massive shoulders. He dove into the nearest connector as the footsteps came to a stop. Thomas held his breath and peered out. Surprisingly, the man was no longer there. He seemed to have simply vanished. 

			But there was no time to solve the puzzle. Trusting his good fortune, he bolted out of the darkness toward the Boys’ Quarters.

			After a few minutes, Thomas heard the hum of voices and knew that the four hundred boys were gathering. As he came out of the last connector, he saw them shuffling toward a flickering wall of light like a crowd of sleepwalkers. They wore their matching red pajamas, and Thomas hoped no one would notice he was wearing his day uniform. 

			Arriving at the Common Circle, he could see that the light was coming from the hundred-foot-high Magnum Screen used for Station announcements, mostly meteorological alerts. Thomas spotted Varik, his nemesis, standing at the front of the pack, directly below the screen. The tallest and thinnest boy in their class, Varik had an intestinal disorder that restricted the absorption of food, so his bones were almost visible under his flesh. In the harsh glare of the Magnum Screen, he looked like a skeleton come to life. 

			Flanking Varik were his constant allies, Simon and Bruno, who had the opposite disorder. Everything they ate was immediately converted to fat, making them look inflated, like the columns that marked the Station boundary. In Two-Class, the boys learned that Mars’ two moons were named after the Greek gods Phebos and Deimos, signifying fear and terror. From then on, Simon and Bruno, the school bullies, became known as the Moons. 

			Thomas maneuvered through the crowd until he could see the screen. It displayed a shot of the barren red landscape outside the Station perimeter. At the top of the frame, he caught a glimpse of the dust devil he’d seen from Tower Twelve and was reminded of one that struck two years earlier, causing a weeklong power outage. Perhaps the alarm was for the storm. 

			He saw Poke, the boy Josef had talked about, standing by himself, and Thomas slid in next to him. “What’s going on?”

			Poke kept his eyes on the Magnum Screen. “Returners.”

			Thomas breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t the cause. 

			“Two of them hijacked a water tanker from some perma-dig,” he said, referring to one of the frozen permafrost mines that supplied the Station with water. “But they’re not in camera range yet.”

			Thomas understood that it would be up to the Ramjets, with their sophisticated tracking equipment, to provide the video feed. 

			“It shouldn’t be long now,” Varik shouted, unable to hide his exhilaration.

			Escape attempts had occurred before, but only recently were the boys permitted to watch live coverage. A forty-wheel water tanker appeared on the screen along with a digital time code. It was headed toward the Valles, the subterranean canyons that stretched for miles between the Station and the towering Olympus Mons. 

			A pair of Ramjets shot into view at the six-second mark. Varik led the boys in a cheer.

			“Oh, dear,” came a voice from behind Thomas. “Another one?”

			Thomas turned to see Eno, still in his eye patch, which he wore whenever his replacement eye was in docking mode. He slid in between Poke and Thomas.

			“You got here fast,” Eno said. “I’d barely opened my eye and you were gone.”

			Thomas shrugged, not wanting to discuss his absence. 

			“I can’t quite believe we’re being required to watch one of these dreadful things at this hour of the morning.”

			“Your presence isn’t required,” Poke said, without turning back. 

			“I beg to differ,” Eno said. “Only last week Professor affirmed the necessity of bearing witness. He said the escapes had civic import.”

			Thomas glanced at his counterpart. “What’s so important about seeing outnumbered men hunted down by superior forces?” 

			Before Eno could respond, the Ramjets began to descend, and the boys got their first glimpse of the two men in the tanker. They wore the protective gloves of drillers, and both appeared to be in their forties, though Thomas guessed they were probably younger. The radiation exposure caused by working outdoors, even in protective gear, inevitably took its toll. 

			“They’re heading toward the Valles,” Poke said. “I wonder why?”

			“If they could climb far enough into the canyons,” Thomas said, “they’d be beyond the reach of the Ramjets.”

			“Sounds like you’ve given it some thought,” a voice called out. 

			Thomas looked over to see Varik staring at him. 

			“It doesn’t take much to see the obvious,” Thomas said. 

			“Even if they could get there in time,” Varik said, “the Mastership can see everything.”

			“It can’t see through rock,” Thomas said. 

			A few boys laughed, but when the Moons glared at them, they fell silent and went back to waiting for the arrival of the Mastership, which was an event in itself. Coated with a rare composite that produced a perfect reflection of its surroundings, it was constantly camouflaged. At night, it seemed to be wrapped in the darkness itself. The boys let out a gasp of awe whenever they saw it. 

			“There it is!” shouted Varik, thrusting a fist in the air.

			The Mastership leveled off and took on the reflection of the Martian landscape. The color reminded Thomas of dry blood. It held its altitude while the Ramjets began descending over the tanker, which wove back and forth in an attempt to evade the jets. 

			“Shoot,” shouted Varik. “Now!”

			As if obeying his command, each Ramjet fired a mini-missile, blowing out a bank of tires and forcing the tanker into a violent roll. 

			It came to a rest roof-side down with its wheels still spinning wildly. One of the doors burst open, and the two Returners rolled out of the cabin. The moment they hit the ground, a digital time code appeared beneath them.

			“Eight seconds and counting,” Poke said. 

			“Why do they put that up, I wonder?” Eno asked.

			“For our benefit,” Thomas said. “To show us it’s useless to run.” 

			“The record’s forty-one seconds,” Varik said.

			A pair of vertical aircraft dropped into the frame, stopping just a few feet from the ground. Their hatches opened to reveal a team of Commandos in hazard suits and combat gear. Riding single-wheel motorized terrain bikes, they shot out of the verticals and sped off in pursuit. 

			“Twenty-eight seconds,” Varik called out. 

			A pair of bikes zeroed in on the first Returner. One of the Commandos swerved behind and struck him on the back of the head with a baton. As the Returner skidded across the frozen ground, another cheer echoed from the boys.

			“That’s your survivor,” Varik said. “They always take one alive, so they can get information on the others.” The Moons bobbed their heads with relish.

			The Commandos turned toward the driver, firing their laser guns. Two shots tore into the driller’s hazard suit, one at the ankle and the other near the shoulder.

			“His suit’s torn!” Varik said. “He might as well give up now.”

			Everyone understood that the driver was now vulnerable to Mars’ sub-zero temperature. He wouldn’t survive more than a few minutes in the freezing cold. 

			But, for some reason, the Returner kept running toward the rim of the Valles.

			“He’d better slow down,” Varik said, “or he’ll go over the edge.”

			The canyons were thousands of feet deep, and it was unlikely anyone could survive the fall. As the driller came within fifty yards of the rim, he glanced back at the Commandos, revealing a thin layer of permafrost on his face. He was turning blue. As the camera came closer, Thomas recognized him as one of the Nursery Prefects from many years ago.

			“It’s Benjamin.”

			Eno squinted with his good eye. “It can’t be.”

			“No,” Poke said. “Thomas is right. It’s him.”

			Benjamin had been removed from the nursery pods the year after the boys started school and sent to work in the drilling fields. It was a cause of great confusion to the boys at the time, as no one could understand what he could have done to warrant such a demotion. They watched with renewed interest as Benjamin began to slow.

			“He knows he has no chance,” Varik said. “He’ll surrender soon.”

			But suddenly Benjamin summoned a final burst of speed. 

			“What’s the fool doing?” Varik asked. 

			Benjamin reached the edge of the rim and leapt into the air, flying over the dark abyss of the canyon. For a few terrible moments, his arms and legs flailed against the thin Martian atmosphere, and then he disappeared inside as if swallowed by a black hole. 

			The Magnum Screen went blank.

			A hush fell over the boys. No one could quite comprehend what they’d just witnessed. Finally, the silence was broken by the voice of a One-Classer so small he was barely visible in the crowd of older, taller boys. 

			“What happened to him?” the boy asked.

			“He killed himself,” Thomas said.

			“But why?” asked a Two-Classer, even more confused.

			Everyone turned toward Thomas as if he alone could explain the mystery.

			“Because he’d rather die than be taken alive,” Thomas said.

			“How do you know that?” Varik asked in a demanding tone. He headed toward Thomas and Eno, as the Moons cleared a path with their beefy arms. Eno’s breathing quickened. 

			“Well, Thomas, we’re waiting for your explanation.”

			“It’s pretty clear,” Thomas said. “Not everyone thinks life on the Station is so wonderful.”

			“Does that include you?”

			Eno began to wheeze. “I think what Thomas is trying to say…” 

			“Shut up,” Varik said. “No one asked you.”

			Eno lowered his head, as if hoping to hide. As the smallest boy in their class, he’d always been a favorite target. Once, after he’d made a class presentation about the uselessness of certain bodily appendages, Varik cornered him in the Boys’ Quarters and ordered the Moons to cut off his little toe. Thomas had arrived just in time to prevent the surgery, but since then, Eno couldn’t look at Varik without a shiver of panic.

			“Benjamin is a traitor,” Varik continued. “And if you have any sympathy for him, you’re no better. Perhaps you’re a Returner in the making.”

			Varik took a final step forward, nose to nose with Thomas, who stood his ground. Eno put his hand to his chest, wheezing loudly now.

			“For all we know your little counterpart’s one as well!”

			Eno gave out a final wheeze, accompanied by a groan, and fell to the floor.

			A pair of Prefects appeared at the edge of the crowd and ordered the boys to return to their quarters. Thomas dropped to his knees and reached into his pocket for the chemical patch he carried for emergencies. He pulled Eno’s pajama top up and placed it over his bad lung, a procedure he’d performed so many times he could do it with his eyes closed. 

			Varik, no longer able to command Thomas’s attention, turned and walked away. The rest of the boys in his immediate circle took his cue and did the same. 

			After several seconds, Eno finally opened his eyes and took a few deep breaths.

			“Are you all right?” Thomas said.

			Eno nodded, and Thomas helped him to his feet. 

			Alone, they walked slowly and silently back to their cell.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			In the aftermath of one of his attacks, Eno always fell into a deep sleep. Thomas, haunted by the image of Benjamin going over the cliff, remained wide-awake. He couldn’t help thinking about what Varik said. Indeed, he’d always felt sympathetic to the Returners and couldn’t understand why the Station reacted to their escape attempts by hunting them down. But sympathy for their cause was one thing and being a Returner was another. While he couldn’t deny his fascination with the origin planet, it had never occurred to him that he might want to leave the Station, even if that was possible.

			Thomas turned on the monitor above his sleep platform, hoping for news. High Governor Balthazar, flanked by the ten members of the Governor’s Council, was making an address. After every remark, the council nodded its approval. The only exception was a man at the very end, with close-cropped, gray-black hair and beard. Thomas guessed he was approaching fifty, old enough to have been born on the origin planet, and recalled that he was the sole council member from the original settlers. His shuttle, the last to arrive from Earth, had crashed upon landing, and he managed to survive several weeks on the harsh Martian landscape before reaching the Station. He leaned on a cane, his eyes cast downward, as if he found the governor’s speech difficult to tolerate. And when it ended, he didn’t join the council members in their enthusiastic applause. 

			Thomas turned off the monitor and tried to sleep.

			At 2:00 a.m., he gave up and got out of bed. The Eight-Class Annuals, a yearlong report that counted for half of their final grade, were due the next day. Each student was required to compare an aspect of Station life—such as waste removal, food production, or incarceration—with its counterpart on Earth. The objective was always the same: to demonstrate the Station’s superiority. 

			Thomas’s chosen topic was transportation, and he’d devoted much of his report to the train system on Earth. He’d been enchanted by the powerful-looking locomotives ever since he saw an image of one in the Artifacts Museum. On one of his nightly forays, he located some maps that revealed a vast network of railway routes. Some included photographs of trains crossing rivers or climbing mountains. Despite their primitive engineering, they gave off a dazzling appearance and made the Station’s fleet of vehicles seem dull by comparison.

			At 6:00 a.m., the first summons—a pulsing orange light—invaded their cell. 

			Eno rolled over and opened his good eye. “Thomas, what are you doing up so early?”

			“Working on my Annual.”

			“The one about supply carriers on Earth?”

			“They’re called trains. And they carried passengers, too.”

			Thomas knew that Eno didn’t share his affection for the origin planet and expected some snide comment. But Eno was silent as he removed his prosthetic eye from its docking chamber and slid it into his empty eye socket. “I assume these trains were restricted to adults?” 

			“No, somebody our age could ride one, too, as long as he had a ticket.”

			“And if he didn’t?”

			“Then he’d have to ride in the freight compartment with the hobos.”

			“Hobos?”

			“A secret society of train travelers, who built fires in the woods for cooking.”

			“Fires, of course. They were quite fond of those on Earth.”

			Thomas knew that Eno was parroting the official Station view. Their professors never tired of telling them how their ancestors, unable to curb their use of fossil fuels, warmed the origin planet, eventually causing the great floods. 

			Thomas preferred to let the conversation die, but Eno continued to give it life. “Was there no penalty then, for not having a ticket?” 

			“Of course. If you were caught without one you were tied to the tracks. And then the train drove over you until you were pulverized.”

			Eno raised his eyebrows so high that his replacement almost popped out. 

			Thomas couldn’t hold back a laugh. 

			“Very humorous,” Eno said. “Let’s hope Professor finds it more amusing than I do.”

			[image: ]

			The boys walked to the Nutrition Court in silence. Like the Station itself, the tables were arranged in a series of concentric circles. Varik and the Moons always commandeered the innermost circle, which only seated ten boys, forming their own little ruling council. 

			Thomas and Eno took their trays and passed through the automated line. There was no choice in the daily menu; each meal contained a blob of spirulina, the blue-green algae that provided the boys with protein. The remainder consisted of freeze-dried segments of the six items grown in the Martian terrafarms: squares (soya, spinach), circles (rice, onions), and triangles (tomato, potato). The food was sprayed with a light mist to add water, resulting in what Thomas thought was a soggy, tasteless pulp. 

			Thomas and Eno took their seats at the outermost circle. Continuing an arrangement established in One-Class, they silently traded soya squares for tomato triangles. But before they could take a bite, a commotion erupted across the room, and several boys rushed to the portal as a red light flashed outside. Varik and the Moons pushed their way to the front. 

			Thomas stood up, though Eno stayed seated. 

			“What’s going on?” Eno said.

			“Not sure,” Thomas said. “But I can see an ambulance outside.”

			“What on Mars for?”

			Eno stood up to see two attendants slide a gurney containing a frozen corpse out of the ambulance. The man’s hands were enormous, and Thomas realized that it was Benjamin, still wearing his drilling gloves. The ambulance pulled away.

			“It’s the Returner,” Varik said, “the one who was driving.”

			“Why did they leave him here?” asked one of the Seven-Classers.

			“There’s a problem at the morgue,” Varik said. “Can’t any of you read?”

			In unison, several hundred heads checked their wrist pods for news. 

			Eno whispered. “Apparently they ran out of the chemical used to dissolve corpses.”

			“So, they had to leave his body where everyone can see it?”

			Varik swiveled toward Thomas and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “It’s a demonstration of what happens to traitors.”

			Thomas shouted back. “We had a pretty good demonstration last night. That seems like more than enough to me.” 

			“Perhaps you should confide your dissatisfaction to the authorities.”

			“And save you the trouble?” Thomas said.

			Varik and the Moons started toward Thomas, and Thomas pushed his tray to the side, ready to defend himself. But the third and final summons, announcing the beginning of class, flashed in the background. 

			Varik stopped, then turned, along with the Moons, and made his way out. Thomas started after him, but Eno grabbed him by the arm.

			“Let him go, Thomas. He’s not worth it.”
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			The boys were barely seated in class when Professor entered, looking more serious than usual. “I’ve just received an urgent communication from the governor’s office concerning suspicious activity in the corridors last night. A boy was seen leaving Observation Tower Twelve after curfew.”

			Professor gave the announcement time to register the predictable shock from the boys, scanning them for some sign of complicity. “Does anyone have information regarding the identity of this person?”

			Varik’s bony hand leapt into the air. “I was watching the defection last night when Thomas appeared. Everyone was in their sleep uniform except him, and he was wearing his daily.”

			“Is that true, Thomas?”

			“Yes,” Thomas said. “I woke early to do some extra work on my Annual and got dressed. As far as I know, there isn’t a rule against that.”

			Professor nodded thoughtfully. “Very well, I’ll submit your excuse officially.”

			Thomas gave Varik a victorious smile and slid back into his seat.

			“And now,” Professor said, “if you would all direct yourselves to unit seventy-eight for a review of the Third Unified Field Theory.”
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			The rest of the day passed uneventfully, though Eno was unusually quiet. Thomas wondered if he was beginning to think Varik’s suspicions about him might be true, that Thomas was the boy at Tower Twelve. His counterpart had always been a loyal cellmate, but he was equally loyal to the Station. Thomas had no real idea what Eno would do if the two things came into conflict. He hoped Eno would at least confide his suspicion and give him the chance to explain. But there was no way to know for sure. And Eno never said a word about the matter as they climbed into their sleep platforms that night. Within minutes, he was snoring. 

			Thomas reached for his hematite sphere, which always had a calming effect, but when he slid a hand under his sleep pad to retrieve it, he discovered that it was gone. It must have fallen out of his pocket when he bounded down the tower stairs the previous night. If it was found by the guards, it could be tested for DNA and traced back to him from the Station medical records. 

			Under the circumstances, he had no choice but to act. Thomas quickly slipped off his platform, out the door, and into the darkened corridors. He ran as fast as he could, but as he approached the connector near Tower Twelve, a shadowy figure stepped out in front of him, cutting him off. 

			Thomas froze as the boy revealed himself.

			“It’s me again,” Josef whispered. “I need to talk to you in private.”

			“What about?” 

			Josef hesitated for a moment, as if he were about to share a terrible secret. “My friends and I…we’re planning an escape.”

			Thomas was stunned. No one under the age of thirty had ever tried to flee the Station. 

			“When?”

			“Tomorrow night, so we can use the big dust devil for cover. We’ve been waiting for one like that for weeks, so now that it’s here we can’t waste our chance.”

			Thomas nodded. “How will you do it?”

			“We’ll take one of the small vehicles that service the mirror fields. They’re equipped with cables and weighted boots, which we can use to climb into the Valles. Before the Ramjets arrive, we’ll be in the canyons, moving in four different directions. They won’t be able to cover us all.”

			Thomas didn’t understand. “Four different directions, for five people?”

			“Lina will be with me,” Josef said, turning back to the dark recess where the circle joined the connector. “The two of us will make it together or not at all.” 

			The smaller boy from the previous night emerged and pulled off his cap. A spiral of hair tumbled free, and Thomas could see that the boy was in fact a girl.

			“She’s a Cerebral,” Josef said with pride, referring to one of the rare students chosen for special careers at the Station. “We met when she was sent in to oversee work on the new mirror satellites.”

			The girl reached over and linked hands with Josef. Thomas couldn’t help staring. He had never seen a girl touch a boy like that. “I hope it doesn’t shock you,” Lina said. “But on Earth, boys and girls often pair up for life, even at our age.” 

			Thomas knew little about mating rituals on the origin planet. Professor had covered the topic in Six-Class biology, but only barely, dismissing the behavior as barbaric. 

			“We need your help,” Lina said, “to get into the Propellant Depot.” 

			“What is it you want me to do?” Thomas said. 

			“The vehicle we need is parked in the bay outside the Mirror Factory,” Josef said. “But the drivers remove the fuel canisters after their shifts. They pick up a new supply every morning at the Propellant Depot. We want you to get us inside.”

			It was one thing to be sympathetic, but another to aid a criminal act. Thomas hesitated.

			“Think of it as an act of patriotism,” Lina said. “For everyone who wants a chance to return to Earth. We know in your heart that you’re one of us.” 

			Lina’s words ricocheted around Thomas’s brain, as if they couldn’t find a place to settle. If that was true, it meant that Varik was right after all. But there was no more time to wonder. Thomas had to make a decision, relying on nothing more than instinct.

			“How much fuel do you need?”

			“Only ten gallons.” Josef smiled. “It’s a one-way trip.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Thomas snuck back into his cell but couldn’t sleep. His mind was still vibrating with the decision to help Josef escape. He scrolled through his wrist pod for his “S” words and came across a new one. Sandcastle. It referred to a structure made from soft silicate that was part of the terrain adjacent to an ocean. As he mouthed the word, he tried to picture himself on a beach, making his own castle, until the light of the filtered red sun crept into his cell. 

			A low hum echoed outside his portal, and he turned to see the dust devil forming on the horizon. Josef was right. It would make a perfect cover for an escape. Directly above it, the Martian moons glared at him, as if watching his every move. A voice startled him.

			“They say it’s going to be a monster,” Eno said. 

			Thomas looped his head over his sleep platform to see Eno sitting cross-legged, staring out the portal. “You mean the devil?”

			“It could reach a height of five miles.”

			“I guess we won’t be seeing the Mons for a few days, huh?”

			“We won’t be seeing anything,” Eno said. 

			Thomas flopped back onto his pad with a thud.

			“Are you all right?” Eno said.

			“All right?” Thomas repeated, surprised by the question. He couldn’t remember the last time Eno inquired about his personal well-being. “What do you mean?”

			“The incident with Varik in class yesterday. You must be at least concerned.”

			“Not particularly,” Thomas said. “Why should I?”

			“That sort of accusation isn’t taken lightly by Professor. And these sorts of things have a way of working their way up to the authorities. They already know about your feelings regarding Earth. I’d hate to see you get a bad reputation.”

			“I’m not worried about my reputation.”

			“It’s not only that,” Eno said. “I’m starting to worry that it’s corrupting your mind.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“We’ve been living together for ten years, Thomas. Do you think I don’t know about your night spasms?”

			“You mean my dreams?”

			“Whatever they’re called. I hear you mumbling in your sleep. I assume your ‘dreams’ are about Earth?”

			“Well, yes, if you must know.”

			“What happens?”

			“Nothing much. I’m just walking on a mountain, that’s all.”

			“How do you even know it’s Earth?”

			“I look at the sky.”

			“Ah, the solitary moon. Of course. And then what?”

			Thomas thought about telling Eno the truth but quickly realized it would be a mistake. “Nothing. I wake up.”

			“With the recent spate of escape attempts, I just hope you’re careful.”

			“I’ll do my best. Promise.”

			Eager to avoid another encounter with Varik, Eno suggested skipping breakfast, and Thomas readily agreed. Today of all days, he couldn’t risk a confrontation that might land him in detention. They went directly to class where Thomas spent the entire time going over Josef’s escape plan in his head. 

			He would leave the Boys’ Quarters at three o’clock that night to meet Josef at the Propellant Depot by 3:13 p.m. After retrieving the fuel canisters, they’d rendezvous at the Mirror Factory at 3:23 p.m. This would give Josef and his friends seven minutes and forty-two seconds to reach their escape vehicle. Thomas would have the same amount of time to get back to his quarters. 

			As class ended and the boys were filing out, he rose to follow, but Professor held up his index finger. “Thomas, I need to speak with you.” 

			“Yes?”

			Professor waited until all the boys had filed out and closed the door. “I’ve been reviewing your Annual reports from past years, and I regret to say that there appears to be a problem.”

			From the look on Professor’s face, Thomas found it hard to believe he had any regret whatsoever. 

			“I’m referring, of course, to your interest in the origin planet, which seems to border on obsession. Your reports seem to exhibit a sense of ‘nostalgia.’ Are you familiar with that term?”

			“No,” Thomas said.

			“It’s a yearning for something in the past—or in the case of Earth, a place.”

			Thomas averted his eyes for a moment, so as not to betray the truth of the accusation. 

			“Trust me, no one ever mistook you for a Cerebral. But your skill in games is well known, as is the fact that for some reason the younger boys look up to you. These qualities earmark you as a potential candidate for a position in the Defense Dome, perhaps even on the Mastership itself. Another Earth-centric report could destroy all that. I encourage you to make certain it reflects a commitment to the Station and its values. Your future depends on it.”
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			Thomas left the classroom in a daze, wondering if the authorities already suspected that he was the boy at the tower and were watching him. When he reached the Common Circle, he saw Varik and the Moons standing off to the side, whispering to each other. Avoiding them, he turned in the opposite direction, leading to the Planetarium, passing a group of Eight-Class girls. With their regulation hair, they looked indistinguishable. He couldn’t help thinking of Lina and what courage it must’ve taken for her to pair off with Josef. It seemed almost as daring as the escape attempt itself.

			As he approached the Planetarium, he spotted a large man standing just inside the connector. Thomas couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the same man he’d seen two nights ago. He seemed to be waiting for something or someone.

			Thomas turned and pressed himself against the wall, hoping to let some time pass before he went back to the Boys’ Quarters. Hopefully Varik and the Moons would be gone by then. But a few moments later, a beeping sound echoed from his wrist pod. It was the code he’d set up with Eno in case of an emergency. Coming from the cell they shared, it meant that Eno was in distress. Thomas turned back toward the Boys’ Quarters, but in doing so, glanced over to see that the man had vanished, just as before. 

			He jogged down the hallway and as he neared the Boys’ Quarters, he heard muffled cries. They grew louder as he sprinted toward his cell. When Thomas reached the door, he threw it open to see Eno face down on the floor. Varik was kneeling over his neck and the Moons holding down his arms and legs. 

			“What are you doing!” Thomas demanded.

			Varik ripped his hand from Eno’s face, causing him to scream in pain. Thomas pushed the Moons off Eno as Varik jumped to his feet. The three of them stood back, circling Thomas, who knelt next to Eno and tried to see what was wrong. But Eno hid his face.

			“What did you do to him?” Thomas said.

			Varik grinned with mock innocence. “We merely came down to play a little game and found ourselves without a ball, so your counterpart was nice enough to volunteer his.” 

			Varik held Eno’s eye aloft in his bony fingers. “Care to play?”

			Thomas held out his hand. “Give it to me!” 

			“I’ll take that as a no?” 

			Varik tossed the eye over Thomas’s head to Simon, who threw it to Bruno, who tossed it back to Varik, who made an awkward attempt to catch it, but in his clumsiness, missed. Thomas could only watch, helpless, as the fragile acrylic eye hit the floor. 

			For a moment nobody moved as the gel-like interior slowly spread across the floor in a small puddle. The Moons hurried past Varik and ran out, leaving their leader behind.

			Thomas stood up, furious. “You won’t get away with this.”

			“I beg to differ,” Varik said. “If you dare mention this to anyone, I’ll tell the authorities about your traitorous comments last night.” 

			“Get out of here,” Thomas said. “Now!” 

			Varik backed out of the room and closed the door. Thomas turned back to Eno, who continued to lie face down on the floor. 

			“It’s all right Eno. We’ll get you another eye right away.”

			But Eno still didn’t lift his head. Thomas put a hand on his back as he began to sob.
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			Moments after they checked into the Infirmary, a male nurse arrived to lead Eno and Thomas to the Eye Clinic. In the waiting room were several other boys, most no older than ten, all wearing eye patches like Eno’s. 

			They had barely taken their seats when the door opened and an older man in a white smock appeared. His skin was dark brown, one of only a few with a non-white complexion on the entire Station, all from the original group of settlers.

			The doctor stopped. “Eno? I didn’t have you down for an appointment.”

			“It’s an emergency, Dr. Jax.” Eno said. “I’m afraid I need a replacement.”

			Dr. Jax glanced at Thomas. “And this would be?” 

			“My counterpart. He brought me in and I was hoping he could stay for the procedure.”

			“Of course,” Dr. Jax said. “Follow me.”

			He led them into an exam room where Eno laid on the table and pulled a metal brace from the wall to hold his head in place. 

			“What happened to the G-22?” Dr. Jax asked, removing Eno’s eye patch.

			“I dropped it on the floor and it shattered. You know how clumsy I am.”

			Dr. Jax nodded, though the look on his face made it clear he knew Eno was lying. “Well, your timing is good. There’s an upgrade available. The G-23 has better peripherals and not nearly the same reflection issues.”

			Dr. Jax pulled a cord from underneath the table and attached it to Eno’s neck. Within seconds, Eno was unconscious. 

			“Is he going to be all right?” Thomas asked.

			“More or less. The replacements keep getting better, though there’s still no substitute for the real thing. It’s the price of genetic engineering and our great cosmic joke. On a planet with nothing to see, the eyes are the first to go.”

			“I guess I’m lucky to have my originals,” Thomas said.

			Dr. Jax looked him in the eyes. “Yes, they’re remarkably clear. They remind me of my son’s, back on Earth.”

			“Oh, is he…?”

			“No longer among the living?”

			“I’m sorry,” Thomas said. “I didn’t mean…”

			“No, of course not. Like many of us, I was forced to leave him behind—in Colorado, along with my wife. I was unfortunate enough to be a doctor and required here, while they were not.”
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