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      This story also features a number of Canadianisms. Sadly, I cannot promise these are safe. You may find yourself involuntarily wearing a touque and craving Timbits and a double-double. It can’t be helped. Seek treatment immediately.

      Lastly, there are a lot of characters in this book. There’s a who’s who at the back for you to refer to if you want.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content warnings

          

        

      

    

    
      This work contains the following:

      
        	Ableism

        	Islamophobia

        	Conversations and arguments about contentious topics, including: religion, politics, eugenics, capital punishment

        	Pandemics

      

      

      Also, please note that trans women are women. Trans men are men. Non-binary people are who they tell you they are. This book is not for TERFs.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        
        Snakes and snails and puppy dogs’ tails

        And sugar and spice and everything nice,
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          1 Gurdeep

          Launch minus 1,114 days

        

      

    

    
      Earth, England, London

      ‘Good morning. Thank you for joining us today.’

      I didn’t like him. Him with his blatantly insincere smile. He looked as if he were posing for a camera rather than conducting a job interview.

      Shifting my weight, I touched the faux leather of the designer chair I was sitting on. I cast my eyes around the room, taking in the exposed brick wall and trendy artwork. Above me, the ceiling was open and industrial with expensive, carefully aimed light fixtures. I glanced downwards at my foot tapping out a silent rhythm on the rich woollen rug atop sanded floorboards. Looking out the window, I admired the view of the Tower of London.

      ‘What I’d like is for the two of you to tell us about yourselves – your careers, your motivations, and your relationship. Think of this as more than a job interview. A life interview, if you will. Don’t leave anything out. Then I’ll tell you what we’re working on and why we thought you might be interested in joining us. Does that sound all right?’

      His accent was that broad transatlantic or mid-European or whatever, suggesting he was well educated and had lived in a lot of places. Of course, I already knew all that. Nigel Hartley-Richards had long been a staple in business news and on current-affairs shows and even an occasional topic of conversation for the celebrity gossip sites. He was shorter than I’d expected, but still… I supposed he was handsome enough – if you were into old, rich white guys. Or, you know, men in general.

      I forced myself to smile. ‘Thanks for having us, Sir Nigel. We were both intrigued by your message.’ Well, I certainly was. And Georgie said she was too. But it didn’t mean I had to like him.

      ‘Please, just “Nigel” is fine.’ There was that smile again. ‘But do continue.’ My gosh, he was full of himself. I looked at the woman sitting next to him. She was neat and well put-together. Tight curls of black hair tied back at the nape of her neck. Unblemished umber skin several shades richer than my own. I couldn’t even hazard a guess at her age. She had introduced herself as Laura, but hadn’t given her surname or role. Presumably Nigel’s assistant.

      I launched into a canned speech about myself. Gurdeep Singh. Born and raised in Nantwich in Cheshire. Third-generation British-Indian. Considered myself both British and Indian. Master’s in mechanical engineering. Almost ten years as a sapper in the Royal Engineers. Deployed overseas three times to date. Oh, and hey… A few years ago I was a quarter-finalist on Bake Off.

      Turning to my right, I looked at my wife. Georgiana Ionescu, my gorgeous and startlingly intelligent wife. My mind flashed back to the night I’d met her.

      Home from uni for the Easter break, I’d been bored and lonely. I signed up to attend a public talk on sustainable futures, out of both interest and a desire to make friends. The event was at the local civic hall in Nantwich, so I walked over from my parents’ place.

      Having arrived early, I positioned myself in the back row and watched the volunteers setting everything up. I spotted her from across the room, this curvy beauty brimming with contagious energy. Georgie smiled and waved when she caught my eye. She was a study in contradictions. Curly blond hair with rainbow streaks swirling through it. Fishnet stockings with trainers. Frilled blouse with torn denim skirt.

      Watching her flit in and out of the room, running to and fro, carrying supplies and equipment, chasing panellists – I was instantly smitten.

      I don’t remember a word of the speeches. I invented some excuse to speak with her at the drinks afterwards. She was particularly enjoying these dainty little Bakewell tartlets – not just eating them, but savouring them with a look of almost orgasmic joy on her face.

      Not that I’d have had the first clue what an orgasm looked like back then.

      ‘I can make those, you know,’ I blurted. Still no idea where that came from. Please – I’d never baked anything in my life, but I knew I needed to impress this amazing woman.

      She raised an eyebrow and flashed a smile that melted me. ‘Oh? You’ll have to give me a taste sometime.’ Honestly, I would’ve said anything to extend the conversation by even a few minutes. How could I get this stunning, smart, buxom, charming woman to pay attention to boring, serious me?

      Somehow I left that night with her number, a date, and a desperate need to learn how to bake. I spent the next forty-eight hours locked in my parents’ kitchen making endless batches of tarts. The first few sets were inedible, but eventually I created something to be proud of.

      The rest, as they say, was history.

      ‘And that leaves me,’ Georgie began. As she spoke, I touched my wedding band, turning it around on my finger. They were Georgie’s idea. Two materials entwined together: pale oak and dark sand-blasted titanium. Wood and metal. Dark and light. Technology and nature. Bound together forever.

      ‘I was born in Timișoara, in western Romania. My family moved to Cluj-Napoca when I was small. When I finished school, I moved to England for university. I completed my BSc in applied plant science in Cheshire before pursuing a PhD focusing on novel and more efficient food production methods, comparing both resource efficacy and nutritional content of mycoproteins and spirulina.’

      Frankly, when she gets going, it might as well be magic she’s talking about for all I can follow. I’m no dummy, but my smarts are orientated towards logic and hard facts; Georgie’s an ideas queen. Her mind has always amazed me.

      ‘After finishing my PhD I moved into industry, working with a food manufacturer, helping to launch sustainably grown meat alternatives.’ Georgie was on a mission to solve world hunger and making impressive strides towards achieving that goal. ‘But then, two years back, I chucked it all in to join MELiSSA, the European Space Agency’s self-sustainable ecosystem.’

      Nigel plucked a piece of lint from his sleeve. ‘What can you tell us about that?’

      ‘The average human consumes at least five kilograms per day of air, food, and water as well as around twenty kilograms for hygiene – water and soaps and what not. To make permanent or even long-term space missions viable, we need to create a closed ecosystem wherein everything gets recycled, which means the only input is the energy that drives the processes.’ Georgie smoothed her skirt and pulled her hands in towards her chest. ‘All of which is pretty incredible when you think of it. We’re looking to make finite resources serve a small community of people indefinitely.’

      She closed with a few words on the work she undertook in her spare time, although I still didn’t understand how she had any. ‘I also volunteer as a chaplain with an inter-faith group, working in hospitals, hospices, and prisons.’ As she finished, she turned and gave me a quick nod.

      ‘I first met Georgie during my final – her second – year of undergrad,’ I said. We’d dated for four years, then got engaged. We’d been married now for almost five years. Nigel and his assistant didn’t need to know how difficult it was for us being separated for months at a time thanks to our careers. Still, we managed. ‘We’ve both made sacrifices and compromises, but our relationship has always come first.’

      ‘It always will,’ Georgie added, taking my hand.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Laura. ‘We appreciate your time today. I asked Nigel to arrange this meeting’ – Whoa! Okay, I guess she didn’t work for him – ‘to discuss a project I’ve been commissioned to undertake. My employers have contracted Nigel and his firm to bring this project to fruition.’ She paused briefly. ‘It’s something I hope you’re both interested in being part of too.’

      ‘Well, I’ll admit I’m curious,’ said Georgie. I nodded my agreement – not least because who in the bloody hell orders a billionaire egotist to set up a meeting? Laura, apparently. That’s who.

      A few weeks back, Georgie had received a vague message from one of ESA’s big wigs saying they had put her name forward for a prestigious external placement and to keep an eye out for a message from Double Star, a company famous for – amongst other things – being one of the few private enterprises making viable headway towards entering the space race.

      Sure enough, someone from Double Star had been in touch a couple of days later. To our surprise, it wasn’t just her they were after. They said they were undertaking a new long-term project, and they thought the two of us together might be a great fit for it. Next thing we knew, we were on the Eurostar to London for the interview.

      Laura nodded. ‘Good, good. I’ve been retained by a consortium of governments and private groups to arrange for a permanent, self-sustaining, fully independent human colony on Mars.’ She paused.

      I clenched my jaw to keep my mouth from falling open. I don’t know what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. Nigel Hartley-Richards was widely known for having an array of business interests. He was one of those ‘self-made’ men who’d started with nothing but his family’s billions. We had wondered if his reason for wanting to talk to us had something to do with an off-world base they were hoping to build. The Moon or Mars or maybe a new space station. But a permanent colony? An independent one? I sat up straight, running my fingers over the gooseflesh that had appeared on my forearm.

      ‘I’m sure you’re aware of the incident last year?’ Laura’s eyes widened as she looked down the bridge of her nose at us.

      Her emphasis made it sound like there was only one incident worth mentioning, though to be honest, I wasn’t sure which one she meant – there’d been a lot in recent months. Still, I nodded. North Korea, Russia, Syria, the US… Terrorism, wars, coups, and near misses. We couldn’t stop trying to kill one another. The planet was locked in a never-ending cycle of one-upmanship.

      Beneath the glass table, Laura uncrossed and recrossed her legs. ‘Of course. Well, I’m authorised to tell you this incident came closer to destroying life on Earth than we would care to admit.’ There’d been rumours of a nuclear almost-strike between Iran and the US. Maybe that’s what she was referring to. She touched a locket at her throat like it was a source of strength. ‘The event served as the impetus for my employers coming together to formulate a plan.’

      She swallowed. ‘Our best people have been working on this for quite some time. They are in agreement, which I assure you is rare in itself. They tell us there is a greater than fifty-fifty chance of either complete or near-complete societal collapse within the next decade.’

      She looked both of us in the eye in turn. ‘We want to be sure we have a group of humans who not only survive, but who can also ensure that the history, biology, technology, and aspirations of planet Earth won’t be lost. I’ve been tasked with organising a fully self-contained, self-governing off-world base. It will maintain contact with Earth but be completely separate from it. My employers want to ensure this happens, but they have recused themselves from the running thereof.’

      Laura said her employers had hired Double Star to manage the logistics of getting us there.

      ‘And who are your employers, if I may ask?’

      ‘You may ask, Captain Singh,’ she replied with what could’ve – I wasn’t sure – been a smile. Might’ve been more of a smirk. ‘However, it’s not a question I’m at liberty to answer. What I can tell you is that we are establishing a command team to form the core of the new colony. We want you, Captain Singh, to lead it.’

      She faced Georgie. ‘And we want you, Dr Ionescu, to be part of the leadership too. We have a few other key people in mind, as well, but the colony and its leadership team will be answerable to you alone, Captain. If both of you agree to join us, that is. However, you will need to respect my employers’ desire to remain unknown. They will be silent partners in this venture. Your communication with them will be through me.’

      Laura set her elbows on the table and brought her palms together such that her fingers pointed at the space between Georgie and me. ‘I will work with the mission backers and relevant governments to secure funding and regulatory approvals. Nigel’s firm will provide the means to get you and your team to Mars. Who you take with you will be solely at your discretion. You will decide all the details.’ Pulling her elbows closer to herself, she added, ‘If you both agree.’

      She looked me in the eye, then Georgie, then back to me. ‘I take it you both now understand why the non-disclosures you signed this morning were as thorough as they were.’

      She wasn’t kidding; we did, and they were.

      ‘Any questions? Again, bearing in mind that I cannot address ones pertaining to who my employers are or how they function.’

      I struggled to mask how light-headed I felt. ‘I take it from what you’ve said that this will be a one-way mission,’ I said. Laura nodded. ‘Would we still have contact with people back ho— people on Earth?’

      Laura smiled an odd smile. ‘I’m glad you corrected yourself. Mars will be your home, so it’s important you think of it that way. But to answer your question, you must not explain the nature of your mission to anyone outside our circle. You may tell them you’re leaving, of course, and we’ll help draft a cover story. Once the last colonist has landed on Mars, only then can you tell people where you really are. You’ll be able to exchange messages with those of us on Earth, though there will be a time delay – between seven and twenty minutes.’

      ‘We don’t want to rush you into any hasty decisions.’ Something about the way Nigel straightened his posture and expanded his chest made me suspect he was feeling left out of the conversation and wanted to reassert himself. ‘Thank you for meeting with us.’

      Laura nodded as she shook our hands. ‘We appreciate you coming all this way to meet with us. We’ll have someone arrange for anything you need. Please take as much advantage of our hospitality as you wish. We look forward to hearing from you within the next seven days.’
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      I shivered as we stepped out into the London drizzle. Georgie held my hand tightly, but we didn’t say a word. My heart was still racing and I wasn’t sure I could form words.

      Nigel’s people wanted to book us in for dinner at a stuffy, formal restaurant, but we said we’d prefer our favourite. We spent what was left of the afternoon in companionable silence. We made our way from the stunning Victorian masterpiece of engineering that was Tower Bridge to the modern wonder that was the Shard and then on to Southwark Cathedral, which had been built, extended, modified, and repaired again and again over almost a thousand years.

      From there, we continued on to the Millennium Bridge, where I marvelled at the engineering that went into it and how it’d had to be closed within days of its original opening because people couldn’t cope with the swaying. Engineers had corrected the wobble. Mostly.

      Crossing the bridge, we admired St Paul’s Cathedral before returning to our ridiculously lavish hotel and dressing for dinner in a daze. The driver collected us at the appointed time and drove us to the restaurant in silence.

      Mosob was a small family-run Eritrean restaurant in Maida Hill, which served up traditional food. The owner greeted us as we walked in, letting us know the entire back room had been reserved. While it seemed a bit of a waste, at least it meant we could speak freely. As we took our seats, I noticed there was a bottle of wine waiting. A red Portuguese Douro: Georgie’s favourite, Papa Figos. Someone had done their research.

      A server opened the bottle and poured a small taste, which she handed to me. I deferred to my wife instead. Once Georgie was satisfied, the waiter served us each a glass, handed us menus, and disappeared without a word.

      ‘So,’ I began.

      Georgie grinned broadly at me. ‘I know,’ she squeaked.

      My wife had had a fascination with space since childhood, but once she joined ESA, it had become almost an obsession. She had a real drive to work on a mission – though she never thought she’d be leaving the planet herself. Potential end of the world aside, this was a dream come true for her.

      I laid my hand on my wife’s. ‘We’re going to Mars,’ we whispered together.
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      Earth, England, London

      Stepping onto the Tube at King’s Cross St Pancras, I was relieved to find most of the seats empty. I picked one up against a glass partition to reduce the chances of anyone sitting next to me and opened my book.

      As always seems to happen, at the next station someone got on and sat right next to me. He attempted to make eye contact, but I looked away. After about a minute, he began looking over my shoulder. I tapped my lip to help calm my thoughts. Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap. He was still there, trying to read my book.

      With an eyebrow raised, I turned towards him. ‘Yes?’

      Not for the first time, I wished I could tolerate the sensation of anything touching my ears. The idea of using headphones as a signal for others to leave me alone had its appeal. Plus, they could at least partially block out the world. But no, I couldn’t cope with the way they felt.

      ‘Whatcha reading? Robert Heenan?’

      I frowned. ‘Heinlein. Robert Heinlein. It’s called The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress. It’s a—’

      He cut me off with a big toothy grin before I could finish my sentence. ‘BDSM erotica, eh? Bold choice. I like bold.’

      ‘No, it’s political science fiction about people who work with a sentient computer to overthrow an unjust gov—’

      ‘Cool, cool. I like a good romance novel too.’ He tossed an artfully messy lock behind his ear as he spoke. ‘I know it’s not meant to be the manly thing, but I love a feel-good story, you know?’

      ‘What? No, I don’t see the point.’

      ‘I’m such a sucker for a soppy story. They meet. There’s some wooing and some half-hearted resistance.’ He bobbed his head slightly with each phrase. ‘There’s a misunderstanding and a falling out. Then more wooing before our star-crossed lovers finally reunite and live happily ever after.’

      ‘Sounds boring,’ I replied. ‘Also, I’m not sure that’s what “star-cro—”’

      ‘Come on. You can’t say you don’t like a happy ending. Everyone loves a good romance. When they finally make up, it makes everything—’

      It was my turn to cut him off. ‘This is my stop. Bye.’ The train pulled into London Bridge station and I stepped out onto the Northern Line platform. Weaving between people, I made my way up to street level and exited the Underground before continuing to the mainline train area of the station.

      I wasn’t used to seeing armed guards patrolling the station entrances with their massive guns. They made me nervous. I knew their intention was the opposite: they were there to make people feel safer. But I didn’t like that it was necessary. I touched my card at the ticket barrier and walked through the body scanner onto the concourse. Checking the board for the next train to Sevenoaks, I ran up the steps to platform seven. I’d timed it well – only six minutes to the next fast train. I was pleased with that. Six was a good number.

      Forty minutes later, I was walking up my parents’ street. I spotted an unexpected car in the drive and heaved an internal sigh. At least, I didn’t think I’d let it manifest outwardly. I hoped not. Oh well.

      After opening the door, I stepped in, kicked off my shoes, and shoved them in the rack. I popped into the downstairs loo to wash my hands before making an appearance in the lounge, counting the seconds as I did so. When I got to seventeen, my mum called out.

      ‘Devon, is that you, hun?’

      Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five.

      ‘Devon?’

      Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.

      ‘Dev—’

      ‘Yes, Mum. It’s me,’ I replied as I turned off the taps and grabbed the hand towel.

      ‘You’ll never guess who’s here!’

      ‘It’s Chloe,’ I said as I rounded the corner into the sitting room.

      ‘It’s Chloe and Auntie Margaret with the baby! Oh, how did you know?’

      ‘Her car is in the drive.’ My mum and her twin sister were sitting on the good sofa. My cousin sat across from them on the big chair that looked like it ought to be a lot more comfortable than it was. The baby sat on my mother’s lap, pulling at her earrings.

      I reminded myself to smile. ‘Hi, Chloe. Auntie Margaret. How are you?’

      Without warning, my aunt leapt up and enveloped me in a non-consensual hug, kissing both sides of my face. My muscles clenched involuntarily at the invasion. She gripped my chin tightly as she leaned back and tried to look me in the eye.

      ‘Well, don’t you look nice today, Devon.’ She enunciated every syllable as she always did when speaking to me. She reached up – though she wasn’t exactly short, I had a good ten centimetres on her – and touched my hair, continuing the space invasion. ‘Though I still don’t see why you refuse to do anything with your lovely red hair. You could be nice-looking if you only put some effort into yourself.’ She paused briefly, wrinkling her nose as she did so. ‘But then, I suppose that’s for the best.’

      I touched my hair instinctively. There was nothing wrong with it. Before I could think of a response though, my mother had thrust Chloe’s baby into my arms.

      ‘You haven’t even asked about your nephew. Isn’t he getting big now?’

      ‘Hello, Daniel,’ I said as I held the baby out in front of me. Crap, what the hell were you supposed to say to babies? ‘You, er, you have my grandfather’s name. Did you know that?’ He giggled in reply. ‘You never knew him, but he was a good man. I hope you grow up to be like him. He left mighty big shoes for you to fill. Not literally, of course. You don’t even wear shoes.’ He replied to this with a surprisingly loud belch.

      My cousin stepped forward and plucked him from my arms. ‘Sorry about that. He’s got his father’s manners.’ She laughed at her own little ‘joke’ for a second before hugging me with her free arm. What was it with this family and non-consensual touching?

      ‘How are you, sweetie?’

      ‘Hungry. You?’

      ‘Devon! Don’t be rude,’ my mother admonished. ‘Chloe’s taking an interest in your life. You could at least be polite.’

      What? Why did people ask that question if they didn’t want the answer?

      Auntie Margaret cut in before I could reply. ‘So, Devon, how’s your course going? You’re still doing print-making, right? You’ll never guess! One of Chloe’s girlfriends started a new job in a print shop last month. Isn’t that a coincidence?’

      ‘That’s not the same thing. My course is in additive manufacturing, more commonly called 3D printing, specifically in adapting both the media and the equi—’

      ‘It feels like you’ve been in university for ages. Our Chloe started the same time you did and it’s already forever ago since she graduated. How long has it been for you, Devon?’

      ‘This is my eighth year in total.’

      She nodded as if she understood. ‘Mm-hmm… Of course, Chloe was able to finish in just four years, which is lucky. It meant she was still young enough to get married and start a family.’ She looked at me for a moment. ‘But I suppose the conventional life isn’t for everyone.’

      Chloe had done some kind of arts degree before marrying some generic, over-privileged City-boy type. She was all tits, teeth, and hair. Generic.

      Auntie Margaret smiled tightly, as if she felt sorry for me for not having Chloe’s life. But the one she really pitied was my mother. My refusal to live a conventional life was a constant source of embarrassment to my mum.

      Chloe flashed a way-too-white smile at me as she shoved one of her boobs into the baby’s face. ‘I told Mel you were doing a PhD in printing and she didn’t even believe me. She said it’s not really that hard.’ Her eyes widened and she glanced quickly from side to side. ‘I mean, for her… Mel doesn’t find the concepts difficult, but I suppose everyone’s different, right?’ I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but part of me enjoyed watching Chloe squirm.

      I shouldn’t be cruel; it’s not that Chloe was a bad person. She was just entirely focused on the superficial. I had no patience for appearances and couldn’t relate to people who prioritised the look of a thing over its purpose. She was all right, as long as you didn’t ask her any taxing questions. Laughing to myself, I enjoyed a mental image of using the word taxing in front of her. She’d probably call her accountant in a panic.

      ‘Printing does seem an odd choice of career,’ my mother added. ‘It will be obsolete soon, you mark my words. Everywhere’s going paperless. There just won’t be any call for printers.’

      I allowed myself a small grimace as I tried to explain for the— Well, I’d long since given up counting the number of times I’d had to explain my specialism to my family.

      ‘My research looks at the forces affecting both the melting and solidification of weld bead in 3D printing and how the feedstock can be adjusted to counter those forces. I’m looking to understand the effect of pressure, gravity, and extreme temperatures on laser–material interaction and formation of the melt pool.’

      I let my words hang in the air for a few moments, finding my family’s brief speechlessness gratifying. But my aunt couldn’t let it continue.

      ‘I don’t see why you won’t go to university here.’

      ‘It’s a pretty niche specialism, Auntie Margaret. Kent University is more known for arts and social sciences.’ It bothered me how many people seemed to think universities were interchangeable.

      ‘But your parents worry about you. It would be better if you stayed here, where they could look after you.’

      ‘I’m twenty-six years old. I don’t need looking after! And besides, Nottingham’s only a few hours away. It’s not like I’m living on another planet.’

      It was my mother’s turn to make ridiculous statements.

      ‘You were always so good at physics. I don’t understand why you abandoned it.’ She wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

      ‘I just said my research is focused on both the mechanics and thermodynamics of additive manufacturing.’

      Suddenly Auntie Margaret leapt up from the sofa and declared they had to get going. Chloe took her mother’s lead and set the baby in its carrier thingy, which triggered another round of hugging and air kissing.

      The moment the door was closed, my mother rounded on me. ‘Devon Alexis Thornback! Your behaviour this afternoon has been disgraceful. And just look at you. All those different colours and patterns. Nothing matches, not even your socks.’

      ‘I like bright colours. Why shouldn’t I wear them?’

      ‘You look like a parrot.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      My mother put her hands on her hips and smacked her lips. ‘That wasn’t a compliment, young lady. I don’t see why you can’t even pretend to be polite. For my sake. It’s all I ask.’

      ‘What? What did I do?’

      ‘Don’t give me that. They’re your family. They love you and they want what’s best for you, like your father and I do. Why can’t you try harder? They’re nice, normal people.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘Why can’t you even pretend to be normal?’ Being normal was my mother’s highest aspiration.

      ‘They’re definitely normal,’ I sneered. I heard her sob as I turned and walked down the hall.

      ‘Yes, they are. Sadly, I’m not so lucky,’ my mother replied.

      I walked into the kitchen, where I found my dad chopping tomatoes. He removed his headphones when I waved to him.

      ‘Hey, kiddo. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.’ He gestured at the headphones now hanging around his neck as he pulled out his phone and searched for the pause button.

      ‘Is the menace still here? I’ve been hiding out all afternoon listening to an old podcast about a group of people who spent a year living in a Mars analogue facility in Hawaii. Have you listened to it? It’s superb.’

      I smiled at him. ‘No, I haven’t, but it sounds interesting. And no, Auntie Margaret is gone. It’s safe to come out. They just left.’ I was overwhelmed by the scent of roasted garlic. ‘Hey, what are you making? It smells great.’

      ‘Ratatouille – and don’t worry, I’ll run yours through the blender. You can eat it as soup. If we’re lucky, your mum won’t even notice.’

      My dad was always more accommodating than my mother. He didn’t exactly understand me, but at least he made efforts to make me feel like less of a burden.
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      Earth, Japan, Tokyo

      I answered without thinking, stubbing my smoke out and taking a swig of whatever was in the dainty little teacup next to the bed. ‘I told you to take my key with you so you didn’t have to wake me up when you got back,’ I growled into the phone.

      ‘Hello, is this Dr Nielsen?’

      ‘Sor—’ I began, but my response was lost in a spontaneous coughing fit. I couldn’t stop, so I took another gulp of what had turned out to be whisky.

      ‘Sorry, what? Who is this?’ I demanded.

      ‘Good morning, Dr Nielsen. My name is Santosh Verma. I’m calling from the Double Star Group of Companies in Scotland.’

      ‘Um, yeah.’ I scratched myself as I responded. ‘I’ve been ignoring your calls.’

      ‘Yes, I am aware of that.’

      Smug bastard…

      ‘Well, you got me now. May as well tell me what the hell you want.’

      ‘My employers are keen to meet with you to discuss your work regarding group dynamics. They believe you’d be an excellent fit for a well-funded project they’re embarking upon.’

      ‘I don’t do that anymore. I teach English to spoiled bratsh now,’ I slurred. ‘And I’m an English-speaking nanny. Got any li’l kidzh you want me ’a look after?’ Teaching English as a foreign language wasn’t the most challenging of jobs, but it paid well and the short contracts allowed me the freedom to focus on my skills as a dedicated nomad.

      He ignored that and continued. ‘Your thesis and post-doctoral research into group dynamics in isolated settings attracted their attention. This project would give you the opportunity to take your work beyond the purely theoretical by helping design and construct a team that could collectively withstand the challenges of remote life.’

      Begrudgingly, I admitted to myself it was an impressive pitch. Just then, one of my companions returned from her voyage to the shops. She joined me on the bed and made a half-hearted attempt to distract me, but I shooed her away. Aw, man… What was her name?

      ‘If you’re sure you’re not interested,’ he said, ‘why not think of this as an all-expenses-paid trip to London? First-class flights, five-star accommodation, food and drinks on us?’ Was it my imagination or did he put a slight emphasis on the word drinks?

      ‘All we ask in return is an hour or two of your time.’

      I sighed.

      ‘Sure, fine, whatever.’
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      And that was how I found myself in the first-class lounge at Narita Airport two days later. I ended up bringing all my stuff with me. I had no intention of taking a job working for Nigel Heartless-Richman, but then again I had no particular reason to return to Asia. It had been fun for the first year or so, but I was growing tired of it.

      My job was an easy crutch for me. I earned enough to fund my itinerant lifestyle: bed, booze, food, the occasional spliff or pill. My needs weren’t fancy. But the pace in Tokyo was relentless, and Hong Kong hadn’t been much better. Singapore had been slower but a lot less fun.

      Maybe I’d go to South America next. Or Prague. The Balearics? Somewhere that liked a drink but wasn’t so frenetic. Whatever.

      I ordered a double whisky, single malt, neat. I knocked it back and thought about ordering another. Having packed up all my stuff and checked out of the place I’d been living in for six months, I didn’t really want to get kicked off the flight now. Fine, I’d wait a bit before ordering the next one. A few minutes, at least. Patting my pockets down in search of my cigarettes, I groaned when I recalled I couldn’t smoke here. I began to idly twirl my pen in the fingers of my left hand.

      As I checked my watch, I spotted a woman sitting alone in the corner, watching the planes taking off and landing. Still just over an hour before my plane was due to board. I wondered where she was heading today and how much time she had to spare, so I wandered over to say hello.
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      Earth, England, London

      A flight attendant shook me awake at Heathrow a little over fourteen hours later. Nodding my thanks, I stood up to gather my few belongings. When I opened the overhead compartment, I saw the note the woman had scrawled on my bare skin. I must’ve been holding my arm to my face in my sleep, as the ink was smudged. What did it say, Tina? Tanya? Or was that a J? Maybe Jana?

      Oh well, I wouldn’t need her name or number anyway.

      I exited the plane and headed for customs, then on to baggage reclaim. Slinging my duffel bag over my shoulder, I emerged from the security zone yawning and scratching my head.

      I spotted a burly uniformed woman holding a sign with my name on it. ‘Hi, um. That’s me. I’m Dr Nielsen.’

      ‘Very good. Right this way, sir.’

      She led me to a big, expensive car. As she drove silently into the centre of London, I asked her for the location of the best nightclub in town.

      ‘Apologies, sir, but I’m to deliver you to your hotel with no diversions. They was very specific about that last bit. And besides, it’s barely lunchtime.’

      I suspected her speech was some sort of local dialect, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

      ‘Time is an illusion,’ I quoted. ‘Lunchtime, doubly so.’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir?’ I saw her glance at me in the rear-view mirror.

      ‘Douglas Adams. Before your time. Or wrong genre. Or you’re just missing out. Something.’

      ‘Of course, sir.’

      I decided I could find amusement on my own once I was out from under her watchful eye.
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      Despite myself, I was hooked.

      After my meeting, Santosh, Nigel’s assistant, arranged for me to have dinner with two other people who’d been hired into the project already. I was sitting in the hotel bar gently nursing my pint when two people walked over and introduced themselves. Gurdeep was tall and unremarkable-looking, with bronzy brown skin and drab – but impeccable – clothes. Georgie was voluptuous and stunning in a slinky red dress. She had a contagious smile set in a cherubic face and framed by luscious blond curls.

      I nearly offered to go to the bar for them when a server discreetly appeared and took their orders. We discussed pleasantries over one measly drink. I suspected they were a couple. Even if they weren’t, Gurdeep was sending keep-away signals loud and clear every time I even looked in Georgie’s direction. All right, take it easy. She’s not my type anyway. Well, not really. There was something sexy about her. Even her curves had curves.

      After a bit, we headed out for dinner. Nigel had offered to send the driver again, but Gurdeep suggested we could walk to a place they knew.

      From our hotel near Regent’s Park we walked south along Cleveland Street, past a mix of architectural styles, from Georgian all the way through to modern. Suddenly, Gurdeep exclaimed in disgust. ‘Those bigoted arseholes!’

      The words and the vehemence behind them caught me off guard. I looked over the road and saw a group of people with loudspeakers, placards, and banners. Though they were certainly loud, their words were too incoherent to make out. On our side of the street, a couple of people who seemed to be part of the same group were approaching. One of them shoved a leaflet into my hand, growling, ‘Don’t let them get inside your head.’

      ‘Um, thanks,’ I replied, accepting it confusedly as her words began to sink in. I was curious as to who this mysterious them might be.

      I glanced up at her and she pointed at the industrial ear defenders she was wearing. She snarled as she gestured crudely in Gurdeep’s direction with her chin. ‘They’re up to no good. Mean us all harm, that lot do.’

      Georgie swiped the paper from my hand before I had a chance to look at it, handing it back to the woman with a broad smile I didn’t think she felt. ‘No, thank you. We’re fine. You have a lovely evening. As-Salaam Alaikum.’

      With her words, I suddenly felt the mood of the crowd grow angry. All eyes were on us as a few thuggish people in yellow vests began moving in our direction.

      Gurdeep grabbed Georgie by the arm while turning to me. ‘Run!’

      As more of the enraged crowd headed in our direction, I didn’t need to be told twice. Both Georgie and Gurdeep matched me step for step. After about fifty metres, we turned left and stopped, checking to make sure there was no one behind us.

      I looked at Georgie, confused.

      ‘Bastards!’ From Georgie’s other side, I heard Gurdeep spit the word. ‘And you… You should know better than to egg them on like that.’

      Something was missing from this puzzle.

      Georgie acknowledged Gurdeep’s words with a small nod. She took a deep breath before addressing us both. ‘I’m sorry. When they go all hate-mode against Muslims, I can’t help but channel my inner Muslim.’ She looked at me, gesturing vaguely in my direction. ‘Speaking as a Christian, you understand.’

      ‘What? What the hell just happened? Would one of you please explain? Right now I’m wondering if this is some kind of test, and I want to know if I’m being tested.’ I hadn’t meant to raise my voice.

      ‘Sorry,’ Georgie replied. ‘That was an anti-Muslim hate-group. I should’ve guessed they might have been there and steered us around that site. It’s a recurring haunt for that crowd. Still, whenever and wherever I encounter them, I wish them peace.’

      Gurdeep’s eyes rolled. ‘You could try wishing them peace in English. Do you really have to do so in Arabic every single time? It never fails to rile them up.’

      Georgie breathed hard. ‘Yeah, sorry. I take it personally. If they come for the Muslims, I am Muslim. If they come for the Jews, I am Jewish. If they come for trans people, I am trans. Whenever I find bigotry, I choose to identify with the targets of their hate. You know?’

      ‘It’s stupid is what it is. I can protect you, but what about him?’ Gurdeep jabbed a thumb in my direction.

      Georgie nodded, though she appeared to do so reluctantly. She looked up at me with her blue-grey eyes magnified by her glasses. ‘Sorry, Tom. Honestly, I should know better.’

      Grateful for the brief break, I bent forward and braced myself with my hands on my knees. My breathing was more rapid than I wanted to admit. I nodded at her as my anger subsided. I fully agreed with Georgie’s words.

      A thought struck me. ‘Why there, though? Why are fascists targeting an office block?’

      ‘See the tower there?’

      I looked up to where Georgie was pointing. ‘The communications tower? Sure.’ The cylindrical office tower had a façade of glass and steel. About two-thirds of the way up, it was covered in an array of satellite dishes of varying size pointing in every direction. Above that, the building bulged out slightly, making it the most overblown phallic symbol this side of the Greek empire.

      Gurdeep laughed. ‘Yeah, well, it may be a communications rig to you and to me and to anyone with an ounce of sense. To that lot, it’s a secret minaret hidden in plain sight, blasting out subliminal calls to prayer at all hours of the day and night. Pure baseless, mindless conspiracy theory.’

      ‘What? But that’s ridiculous!’

      Georgie leapt back in at this point, her passion for the topic much more expressive than her partner’s. ‘Preaching to the choir, mate. Honestly! It’s bad enough they think that, but even if it were true and it was encouraging people to pray, do they really think so little of their God that he wouldn’t hear any prayers they might be persuaded to offer up? And don’t even get me started on the fact they equate brown skin with both Muslim and immigrant, of which Gurdeep is neither. They don’t even care whether they’re accurate in their pointless accusations.’

      ‘I’m sorry. There’s no excuse for hatred. It isn’t right.’

      ‘I often hear people railing against immigration. They say the country’s full already. When I remind them I’m an immigrant, they tell me they don’t mean me. I’m white and my accent isn’t all that noticeable anymore. That makes me okay – so long as I don’t mention I’m Romanian. Gurdeep’s as English as most of them are, but, well…’ She released an exasperated noise.

      Gurdeep brushed the incident off with the wave of a hand and a change of subject. We resumed walking and soon arrived at the restaurant, which turned out to be fairly small and much more stylish than anything I’d have chosen. A private dining room had been reserved for us so we could speak freely.

      Putting the final seal on my belief they were a couple, Georgie said they’d given up the lease on their house and were in the process of moving to Scotland, where Double Star’s headquarters were.

      I asked them if they knew more than I did about who Laura was or the nature of this shadowy group that was funding the mission. Gurdeep barked out a laugh.

      Georgie rolled her eyes as she spoke. ‘As per my sources at the Agency—’ She saw the puzzlement on my face and backed up. ‘Sorry, as per my sources at the European Space Agency, where I used to work, this is for real. It’s well funded and it’s for real. I’m pretty sure ESA – or possibly the EU itself – is involved, but I’ve not made any headway in finding out who else might be. I hit a brick wall trying to find out about Laura. I’m not even sure that’s her real name.’

      ‘Huh.’ I leaned back in my chair, putting my hands behind my head before scratching my sandy blond beard. I’d had it trimmed this afternoon, so it was much neater than it had been this morning. More like a well-defined five o’clock shadow. Reaching into my pocket in search of a cigarette, I remembered I couldn’t smoke in here either. I scratched my chin again. ‘Huh,’ I repeated.

      The waiter deposited a bottle of wine on the table along with three glasses. I nearly ordered something stronger, but changed my mind. If I was going to do this thing, I should probably do it sober. Maybe it was time to cut back a bit.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      Lost in thought as I unpacked my new office, I dropped onto the sofa and proceeded to get distracted by a series of articles on my tablet. I pulled out my current favourite fan: a folded paper model sporting a multi-coloured galaxy print. I waved it at myself as I read.

      A lesbian couple in Pakistan whose community had thrown them a beautiful secret wedding after their families had disowned them. A hugely successful crowdfunding effort to pay for the funeral of a young trans woman who’d been murdered in a public toilet in Arkansas because someone took offence at her right to have a wee. A young woman who headed up a global network of support groups to help victims of sexual assault rebuild their lives. She spoke openly about her own suicide attempt following a brutal rape and how it led to her getting the mental health support she needed.

      Whenever I thought people couldn’t sink any lower, someone came along and showed what goodness people were capable of. Every new unspeakable atrocity brought an outpouring of generosity and kindness. The one dragged you down; the other lifted you up. Round and round we went in a never-ending cycle of depravity and decency. One day the depravity would be too great for us to overcome with love. Eventually we wouldn’t be able to come back.

      I reminded myself that this was exactly why we were leaving our families and friends and our lives behind.

      A knock at my open door jolted me back to the here and now. I looked up to see Nigel’s PA smiling at me from the entry to my office.

      ‘Oh, good morning, Santosh. What can I do for you?’

      He smiled brightly. ‘Morning. I wondered how you were getting on and whether there was anything I could do for you.’

      ‘That’s so kind. I think I’m all right, though. Thank you,’ I replied without giving it much thought.

      ‘I’m serious, you know. Anything you want, I’m your man. Nigel doesn’t have much for me. I like to be useful, so honestly… Throw me anything. I’ll find a way to get it done.’

      Well, if he put it like that. I hadn’t wanted to impose on his generosity, but if it was a genuine offer, we had plenty that needed doing. I bit my lip before asking, ‘How are you at research?’

      He looked puzzled.

      ‘Like internet research, I mean. I need to start… Here, grab a seat.’ I stood up and licked a bit of jam off my fingers – ooh, passion fruit – before moving a few piles of books and magazines onto the coffee table to make room for him to sit. I held up the container of Gurdeep’s homemade Bakewell tartlets I’d been munching on, but he waved them away politely.

      ‘You sure? There are three different flavours: raspberry, mango, and passion fruit,’ I said, holding the container up. He bobbed his head slightly, but kept his hands to himself. ‘We need to look for people to work with us and support us in this endeavour. Nigel’s team will provide the logistics and equipment to get us to Mars, but we need to consider who’d be best at helping us plan this thing.’

      He clapped his hands twice before looking embarrassed and shoving them underneath himself. Bless.  ‘My degree was in investigative journalism, so I’m good at digging up dirt and knowing what questions to ask and where to look for things. While the journalistic lifestyle didn’t suit me, I still love finding answers to tricky questions and figuring out how to get people to talk.’

      Huh. That sounded like exactly what we needed help with.

      I explained I needed food and agriculture experts for the colony. Botanists, soil scientists, dieticians, plant biotechnologists, that sort of thing. He pulled out his phone and started typing rapidly as I spoke. ‘They have to be young, mobile, no children, single.’ I scrunched up my face as a thought occurred to me. ‘No, hang on. Scratch that. They don’t need to be single, but if they’re in a relationship, we’re only interested if the partner is someone who might be useful to the mission. We don’t want to go breaking up families.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ he nodded as he spoke. ‘I’ll start digging. I’ll get you something later today to check we’re on the same page.’

      ‘That would be brilliant. Thank you. I’ve got one name already: someone I see every few years at conferences. It’s been a couple of years since we caught up, but he’d be a great person to bounce ideas off at the very least – or possibly to join us. Brian Garcia Lopez. I’ll ping you his details. Could you arrange a meeting, please? Last I heard he was based in Texas, but I’m not sure he’s still there.’

      ‘I’ll arrange for him to come to Scotland, shall I?’

      I nodded and absent-mindedly grabbed another tartlet, popping it into my mouth as he left the room.

      Gurdeep and I had a meeting scheduled with Nigel this morning, so I headed next door to Gurdeep’s office, swallowing the last tasty mouthful of almondy goodness as I knocked on the door. I sat down on the sofa to await Nigel’s arrival.

      I blew the air out of my lungs. ‘It’s like a sauna in here. How high do you have the thermostat set, babe?’

      Gurdeep sat on the sofa beside me and said, ‘Got a message from Laura this morning. Tom’s joining us on Monday.’

      ‘You’re still kinda iffy about him, aren’t you?’ I asked, stripping off my suit jacket.

      Gurdeep’s face told me I was correct. ‘Yeah, don’t tell me you’re not. The man’s a pig – not quite Nigel-level sleazy, but always on the prowl. Besides, you know I can’t respect anyone who doesn’t even own an iron.’

      I cocked an eyebrow. ‘I don’t own an iron. If it needs to be ironed, I don’t need to own it.’

      ‘Yeah well, by Scottish law you own fifty per cent of mine.’

      ‘If that’s true, I’m taking it to the charity shop as soon as we get home tonight.’

      Gurdeep waved my joke away. ‘Anyway, you know what I mean about him, yeah? I don’t see how he’s got what it takes to help us plan this mission.’

      I shrugged. ‘I’ve read his CV and I can see past the façade. He’s got some serious defence mechanisms, I’ll give you that much. But I’ve looked through his doctoral thesis and some of his publications. His research specialism is group psychology in harsh, isolated settings. Are you kidding me? This is a perfect opportunity to put that knowledge into practice. We’re designing a team to withstand the challenges Mars is sure to throw at us.’

      Gurdeep pulled a face. ‘I don’t see how someone like him even has a PhD. He has neither the drive nor the focus.’

      ‘He’s damaged! Show me someone who isn’t. This mission will give him his focus back. I’m sure of it.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      We sat in silence for a moment, before I remembered. ‘Hey! You know Nigel’s PA?’

      I was met with a look of puzzlement. ‘Nigel has a power amplifier?’

      ‘No, silly! His personal assistant, Santosh.’

      ‘Oh, right. What about him?’

      ‘He offered to help out, so I put him to work helping me find people for my food-ag team.’

      ‘Great idea. Let me know how he gets on with it. We could do with cloning him to create an assistant for our mission.’

      ‘Maybe Nigel would let us borrow Santosh for ourselves,’ I posited. ‘He’s got great skills that align neatly with our needs, and the journalism background could be useful helping us find the right people.’

      ‘Hmm… Bearing in mind that anyone we bring on board should get first dibs on a place in the colony, are you still sold?’

      ‘Definitely,’ I said. ‘Once we’re there, we’ll be running a country. We’ll need admin support even then. And nothing I’ve seen from Santosh so far has led me to think we wouldn’t want to have him with us.’

      ‘Still, you don’t see Nigel as the sharing type, do you?’

      ‘I suppose not, but he did say Nigel wasn’t keeping him busy. Who knows?’

      ‘Well, well… Speak of the devil and he shall appear,’ said Gurdeep as Nigel walked into the room.

      ‘Good morning,’ Nigel said. He sat on the chair across from us and made himself comfortable. ‘How are you two getting settled in Scotland? All moved into your house now, I take it? Is everything to your liking? Please do let me know if there’s anything my assistant can do to make you feel more at home. Right, so let’s get this meeting started,’ he said with no apparent need for us to answer the questions he’d posed.

      Nigel rested his elbows on his knees and steepled his fingers. ‘This little team is growing already, eh? I’m sure you’re both pleased about Tom. Sandeep’s sorting the final details of his move this morning.’ It was a moment before it dawned on me he meant Santosh.

      Suddenly, he sneered. ‘Can you believe the agency thought it appropriate to send me a male PA? It’s been a month now and I cannot shake him. If I don’t pick up when someone rings, he answers my phone. It’s disgusting. What must people think?’

      Every single one of my muscles clenched. Gurdeep held a reassuring hand out to stop me before I said anything I’d regret.

      ‘I fully intend to call the agency back and give them a piece of my mind – just as soon as I find the time,’ he said. Oblivious.

      ‘I may have a solution to that,’ Gurdeep replied. ‘Georgie and I were talking about Santosh before you joined us. He’s been a fantastic help to us both, and I’ve been thinking I need a PA to be effective in this role. What would you say if we took Santosh off your hands? We could get the agency to send you a replacement. They might even be able to get someone—’

      Gurdeep’s office door was flung open and an expensively dressed teenage girl burst in with a cloud of perfume so thick it was almost visible. She reeked of coconut, vetiver, and money. Her cashmere jumper was paired with a tweed skirt that didn’t leave much to the imagination. Her curly brown hair was swept into a neat chignon.

      ‘Ugh, Daddy. I need your help. It’s a total emergency! I’m having a crisis!’ She was pretty, in an overdone sort of way.

      ‘Gurdeep, Georgie, this is my girlfriend— Oops! Ha ha ha.’ He pronounced the words rather than laughing. ‘I mean, this is my daughter, Jupiter. What’s wrong, petal?’

      I almost gagged at the thought of someone confusing his daughter for his girlfriend. I struggled to resist the urge to visibly shudder.

      ‘I went to pick up something to eat from your canteen on my way in to meet you. Anyway, I forgot my purse, so I didn’t have any cards on me. The workers wouldn’t let me have my lunch. I was all, “Don’t you even know who my father is?” and they were so mean to me.’

      ‘Hang on,’ I asked. ‘How were you able to get into the building?’ The security in this place was higher than at some airports.

      ‘What? Oh, that was nothing. I just reasoned with them. But, Daddy, I need my lunch. You know how hangry I get.’

      He took out his wallet with a melodramatic sigh and removed a black card. She plucked it neatly from his fingers and disappeared without another word, slamming the door behind herself.

      ‘Sorry, where were we?’ As if he saw nothing wrong with this scene.

      ‘We were discussing Santosh moving from your team to mine. Having agreed he’d move over to be my assistant, I promised to arrange for a more,’ there was a slight pause here, ‘appropriate individual to support you.’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course. Let’s get that done this morning. Great idea. I’m glad I thought of it.’

      Ugh, what a dobitoc.

      Gurdeep winked at me when Nigel looked the other way for a second.

      As I got back to my office muttering to myself, ‘My-girlfriend-I-mean-my-daughter,’ Santosh materialised out of thin air.

      ‘Heya,’ he called. ‘Sorry, am I interrupting something? Are you on the phone?’

      ‘Nothing. I’m just scrubbing my brain out.’ Seeing the puzzled look on his face, I added, ‘Metaphorically, I mean. Don’t worry, it’s nothing. I’m allergic to perverts is all. Don’t mind me. I talk to myself when I’m stressed. Please, go on.’

      He looked at me quizzically before proceeding. ‘Okay. I’ve pinged you over a bunch of mini bios. There’s a South African biologist called Desmond Naidoo working on some interesting things, and an Australian geologist who’s been working with Martian soil samples. Both of them are worth a look, I think. And it turns out Brian is in Sweden, so I was able to get him on the line. I’ve booked him in with you later in the week. All the details are in your calendar. I’m about to finalise his flights and accommodation.’

      Yep, we made the right call with Santosh.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      Georgie, Santosh, and Tom joined me in the conference room just ahead of our fourteen hundred start time. I was pleased to see Tom continuing his trend of looking more put-together with each passing week. He no longer looked like he’d wandered in off the street to stay warm.

      True to form, Georgie popped open a container of my homemade Jaffa cakes and encouraged everyone to help themselves.

      As I opened the meeting, I rubbed my hands together briskly in a futile effort to warm myself. ‘Nigel and Laura will join us, but it’s best to crack on without them. We’ve been discussing the idea of them taking a step back as their roles in the mission evolve.’

      Whoever the elusive mission backers were, they’d spent a mind-boggling fortune hiring Nigel’s company to provide us with the logistics and expertise to get us to Mars. I still couldn’t get Laura to tell me anything useful about the people making our colony possible. ‘A consortium of governments and private interest groups,’ was all she’d say – repeating her line from our original meeting.

      What an infuriatingly opaque woman! I’d grilled her for more information: who they were, how they functioned, what the exact nature of her role was, even who she really was. Nothing. She was a closed book. The funding was real, that much we’d seen plainly evidenced. Double Star didn’t come cheap. Nor did any of us involved in the project, for that matter.

      The only thing Laura was open about – assuming I believed her – was the why. Her employers were doing this not for personal gain but for the benefit of humanity. She told me of a group that had been turned away, not that she’d give the slightest hint who she meant. Was it a government? Corporation? Ultra-wealthy individual? No clue. All she would tell me was that ‘they didn’t meet the group’s strict code of selfless benevolence.’

      Her words, not mine.

      She did add one interesting sentence this time. ‘Essentially, none of the members trusts the others to run the colony, and none of them has the wherewithal to make this happen on their own.’

      Choosing whom we wanted and what to take was our job. Double Star would get us there and work with us to design our habitats. Laura’s mystery group would secure the vital regulatory approvals and funding. We’d all work together to determine the timing.

      ‘From here out we’ll stay synced up with Laura and Nigel, but they’ll step back from everyday decision-making. Without their complete support, we’re just sitting in a room daydreaming of Mars. Nothing more.’ Placing my hands flat on the table, I continued. ‘Right, let’s discuss the people we want working alongside us to bring this mission to fruition.’

      ‘Santosh has been helping me line up a few candidates for the food-ag working group,’ Georgie replied, wiping traces of Jaffa cake from her chin. ‘Brian Garcia Lopez will join my team in about two weeks and Desmond Naidoo and I keep missing one another. We’ve exchanged a few messages, but I’m still trying to pin him down for a chat.’

      ‘Great, keep going with that. Whatever and whoever you need. Run it past me and let’s make it happen,’ I replied. There was a sharp knock at the door, followed immediately by Laura and Nigel, trailing two others.

      ‘Good morning, good morning, good morning,’ said Nigel cheerfully but to no one in particular as he took his seat. Laura took the time to acknowledge each of us and gestured to the newcomers to be seated before she sat down.

      ‘Apologies for our tardiness,’ began Laura. ‘I trust Gurdeep has explained how our relationship will transform. If you require anything from me, Gurdeep can reach me.’ Indicating the woman on her right, she said, ‘I’m joined today by Iulia Petrova, who will be part of this forum going forwards. Iulia has an MSc in astrophysics and most recently she was the CEO of Poteco.’

      The woman beside her nodded slightly and gave a hint of a smile. Pale pink skin framed by hair the colour and intensity of black calla lilies. Eyes such a brilliant blue they couldn’t possibly be her natural hue. ‘Good morning. I’m pleased to join you in this most-important endeavour.’ Her accent sounded Russian, which fit with her name.

      The other new addition was more familiar: Mehmet joined us from Double Star’s engineering division, where he’d been part of the team working towards establishing a Mars base. We’d been consulting with him regularly; it had been my suggestion that he join us, as I found him to be resourceful and pragmatic. He wasn’t the most senior person on the team, but as a single person with no close family, I thought he’d be the best fit.

      Nigel wore his ever-present phony smile. ‘As you no doubt know, Mehmet is heading up the efforts to design the way in which people will live on Mars – the facilities, the life-support systems, the way everything functions. I’ll redirect as much of my resources as necessary, but Mehmet is the one to talk to, the key to finding your starting point, determining your end point, and figuring out what you’ll need to make it all reality.’

      ‘Thank you, Nigel,’ Laura said. ‘We appreciate how accommodating you’re being with all this.’ Until recently, Nigel’s vision for the settlement had it serving as home to a revolving door of scientists – a small group of people who might stay a few years at a time before returning to Earth. Laura nodded at me. ‘Captain Singh.’ She stood and turned to leave the room. ‘With me, Nigel.’ The way he scampered after her amused me.

      ‘Right, okay. Welcome, Mehmet and Iulia,’ I said. ‘We were discussing the next steps in bringing this mission to life.’ I placed my elbows on the table.

      ‘We need to establish teams to address the various issues and challenges we’ll face. In a normal mission, I would assign people to cover operations, tactics, and strategies.’ I tilted my head as I said, ‘However, there’s nothing ordinary about what we’re here to achieve. As such, I’ve decided to split this – what is it Nigel calls us?’ I snapped my fingers to jog my memory, but Georgie got there first.

      ‘Executive committee. He calls us the exco.’

      ‘Thank you, yes. Each member of the exco will represent another team. As leaders, you’ll select people to support you in your aims. Before you joined us, Georgie was telling us about her progress in building the food-ag team. Excellent work, by the way, Georgie.’

      I faced Tom. ‘As you and I have discussed at length, it’s imperative our colony be composed of people who bring the right knowledge but who are also suited to the demands of the mission, both physically and psychologically. Your expertise in the theory of teamwork will be critical on that front. Selecting the right crew is crucial for long-term viability of the colony. I’d like you to head up crew selection for now, but I think you’ll need a co-head. We’ve got a few people to get in touch with. Dr Hourani in particular sounds like an ideal fit.’ It was a never-ending frustration that we had to rule so many people out before we’d even spoken to them: people with children, or anyone with beliefs or values that didn’t align with what we were aiming to create.

      I instructed Iulia and Mehmet to establish a science and engineering unit. ‘I’d advise you to find three or four people to work with you in drawing up plans. Unlike the other teams, you two have the built-in advantage of Nigel’s firm and their expertise. I suggest you look to them first as you establish your group.

      ‘Your next two tasks will be to look at how to get us there and how we’ll live. In a physical sense, that is,’ I clarified. ‘We’ll need a different group to advise on how we should be organised and governed and to plan for what life will be like. Your focus will be on the more tangible elements, such as where our base should be, what structures we’ll need, how our facilities should be laid out, and how everything will be built. Got it?’

      Iulia gave me a quick nod. Mehmet looked up from his notes and agreed.

      ‘As I mentioned, we’ll need some people focused on the intangible structure of the community, a team that looks at our society. Never in human history – or at least, so far as I’m aware – have people had the chance to design a whole new culture from scratch. We’ve been thinking about who might be ideal to head that group up, and we may have found a candidate. We’re hoping to meet with Dr Mills in the next few weeks.’

      Mars would take a heavy toll on us physically, so we also needed a medical planning team, experts who could keep us alive and bring the next generations into healthy reality. We were narrowing down the field of candidates for that.

      The last team would be responsible for data and documentation. We had to record every step we took, every decision we made, every bridge we crossed. And we needed to bring the sum total of human knowledge with us.

      ‘Lastly, our team will also need a deputy head. If I’m unavailable for any reason, I’ll need someone who can step into my shoes. I believe this person should be one of the heads of the teams we’ve discussed, but I’ll give some thought to who makes the most sense.’

      Right now, the only person I fully trusted was Georgie, but the role didn’t play to her strengths – obsessed as she was with the colony’s agriculture. Knowing her, she’d struggle to divide her attentions. I was also conscious of the appearance of things; I didn’t want to pick her as my deputy purely because of our relationship.

      With no questions or any other business raised, I declared the meeting adjourned. I was starving.
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      I headed to the stairs for a quick trip to the canteen, but Laura stepped into my path. ‘Ah, Captain Singh. I’m glad I caught you. Take a drive with me.’

      I saw the prospect of lunch vanish before my eyes. Laura led me to the front entrance of the building, where a car and driver were waiting. Once inside, the first thing she did was close the privacy screen between us and the driver.

      ‘I’ll be honest with you,’ she said softly.

      Well, that would be a first.

      ‘There is a degree of division amongst my employers. One faction wanted Iulia to lead this mission, while another was opposed to her presence. And a third group doesn’t give a toss – they just want me to make the problem go away. I am endeavouring to do so to the best of my abilities. Unfortunately for you, the best way I can think to do that is to take their problem and make it yours.’

      Naturally.

      She’d achieved a compromise within the group. Iulia was to take part, but not to override me on any matter. ‘Keep her on a short leash, Captain – but don’t let her realise it. She needs to feel that she is being included and that her opinions are valued. And if what she has to say concurs with your take on any given matter, then that’s exactly what will happen. If, however, you find yourself at odds with her, you will need to find a way of persuading her.’

      I crossed my arms over my chest. ‘Why?’

      Laura smoothed her already neat hair. ‘Why what, Captain?’

      My gosh, she was exasperating. ‘Why everything! Why shouldn’t I trust her? Why must she be part of the exco? Why isn’t she leading the mission?’

      She tilted her head to one side, then the other. ‘I’m not saying you shouldn’t trust her – merely that you shouldn’t do so unreservedly.’

      That was all the answer I was going to get, it seemed. I pressed my fingers to my temples.

      ‘Excellent,’ she replied. ‘It appears this is your stop.’ We were back at Double Star’s front entrance. I got out and headed straight for the canteen.
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      Early that evening, the six of us headed out into the cold wind. We hurried down the way to a pub Mehmet suggested. The White Hart’s crackling fire and the warm smile on the bartender’s face told me we’d come to the right place.

      Tom regaled the group with tales of his time teaching English. Most of the time, Tom was still the same caustic person I’d met a few weeks ago, but every so often I saw brief flashes of a caring, compassionate individual. ‘I used to work with this guy.’ He wiped beer foam from his upper lip. He was laughing at his own story as he continued. ‘This poor guy, his name was Hugh Berman.’

      Iulia lifted an eyebrow and looked at him blankly. ‘This name is not funny. Why it is funny?’ I thought I could see where the story might go, so I held my tongue.

      Tom finished his pint and set the glass back down. He started patting down his pockets again, something I’d noticed him doing throughout the night. I wondered absently what he was looking for. ‘You’re absolutely right, Iules. May I call you Iules?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Okay, fine. Fine. Right. You’re correct, there’s nothing inherently funny about the name Hugh Berman. Except that most of our students struggled to pronounce it. He was routinely called Huge Beer, Man!’

      Mehmet chuckled before interrupting. ‘Hey, speaking of huge beer, we need another round. And since Tom told me this story last week, I volunteer to get this round so no one else has to miss out.’

      I nodded slightly at Mehmet. ‘Thank you.’

      He winked at me. ‘Same again?’ Everyone nodded, so he headed for the bar. I watched as he leaned on the counter and flirted with the staff, looking for all the world like he belonged there.

      ‘Right, right, right. So, poor old Huge Beer, Man had it rough. We mocked him relentlessly.’ Tom picked up his empty glass and tried to take a drink before setting it down and fiddling with the buttons on his sleeve instead. ‘But then along came one student who spoiled the nickname forever. In perfect innocence, she called him Hug Bear-Man.’ He sniggered again. ‘I mean, with a few words she turned him from a party guy into a great big teddy bear. It was so adorable it took the wind out of our sails, you know?’

      ‘Well, was he?’

      All eyes turned towards Iulia as Mehmet returned with our drinks. Tom accepted his with a nod and took a long drink before replying to her. ‘Sorry, was who what?’

      ‘Was he particularly huggable?’ With her deadpan delivery, I couldn’t tell whether she was joking.

      As the night wore on, Georgie finally broached the subject everyone had been dying to ask about. She straightened her shoulders and scrunched up her nose. ‘So, what’d everyone make of the mission? Of what Laura told us about Earth?’

      Mehmet ran his hand through his hair as Tom repeatedly opened and closed his mouth, but Iulia was the first to speak. She leaned back in her seat and crossed her legs. ‘It is obvious problem and convenient solution.’

      Tom folded his arms and leaned forward. ‘You don’t have anyone you’ll miss?’

      Before Iulia could answer, Mehmet flung his arms up. ‘Nigel brought me in on this a month ago. The man’s a pig, but where else am I going to get an opportunity like this? I came to Double Star a couple of years ago because they offered me the opportunity to design the physical habitat for a base on Mars. And now I may have the opportunity to live in what I design? Are you kidding? It doesn’t get any better than this. Okay, the end of life on Earth is a terrifying prospect – but that’s been in the cards for decades. Anyone who hasn’t seen that coming is lying to themselves.’

      At some point, I realised Tom wasn’t with us any longer. I made a mental shrug; he’d probably found a willing partner for the night. The one thing that still concerned me about him was his libido. I didn’t care who he shagged – so long as his habits didn’t lead to tensions in the team. The mission must come first.

      Iulia and Mehmet appeared to be engaged in a friendly drinking contest – which she was winning hands down. She held up her shot of vodka and smiled coldly at him. He stood up groggily, jaw falling slack, and wobbled off in the direction of the loo. Iulia got up and downed the shot in one before bidding us good night with a wry smile.

      The bartender came by our table to clear away the empties. ‘It’s not often I see someone drink Mehmet under the table. But then, I suppose she was in a rush to catch up with your other friend.’

      ‘What? You mean Iulia? And Tom? No way, I don’t buy that. They hardly spoke to one another all night.’

      ‘Trust me on this. I’m Charlie, by the way. I’ve not seen you two around before. You new in town?’

      Georgie brandished her amazing smile. ‘Lovely to meet you, Charlie. I’m Georgie and this is Gurdeep. We moved to town about a month back, but it’s only tonight we’ve discovered this wonderful pub. I suspect we’ll be regulars.’

      Charlie flashed a startling set of dimples. ‘That’s what I like to hear.’ We got to chatting about the town and the pub and Double Star – our mission was classified, but the company was famous. I found Charlie both astute and uncommonly easy to talk to.

      ‘What are you doing on the outskirts of nowhere?’ Georgie asked.

      ‘Finishing up my master’s degree. Anyway, I’m fond of nowhere. I love the microcosm of a small society, you know? I’m planning to turn in my thesis within the next week, and then I suppose I ought to figure out what I want to be when I grow up.’

      ‘What’s your degree in?’

      I’m not sure what answer I was expecting, but instead I got a fascinating take into the impact of the Black Death.

      ‘Half the population – poof! – gone. Can you even imagine what that does to a society, to culture, to industry, to government? And especially to an economy? I mean, it’s just whackadoodle, right? Completely un-freaking-imaginable. Like, y’know that survivor game you play with your mates after a few too many – what would you do if you were the one left standing when it all goes wrong? How would you approach life in the new world disorder? Those survivors were playing that game for real.’

      Charlie’s exuberant exposition was cut short as Mehmet stumbled back out of the gents’.

      ‘Hey, mate,’ I said. ‘I was beginning to worry about you.’ To be honest, I hadn’t been – too caught up in conversation with my ebullient new friend – but I probably should have been.

      ‘Don’t you worry,’ replied Charlie with a suggestive wink. Mehmet slid his arm around the bartender’s waist with an easy familiarity. ‘I’ll take excellent care of him and get him back to you first thing Monday morning, all bright eyed and bushy tailed and raring to go.’

      Oh, right. I hadn’t realised. I felt mildly embarrassed for not having picked up on the dynamic between the two.

      Georgie smiled as I buttoned up my coat and opened the door leading to the chill of the night.

      ‘I had a thought,’ I said as we walked home. She looked up at me questioningly. ‘Charlie. Really smart. Good at people. Knowledgeable on socioeconomics and politics. Maybe a good addition to the team planning the societal side of things. What do you think? Worth a chat or an interview, maybe?’

      ‘I think you’re good people, Gurdeep. That sounds like a great idea.’
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      Earth, Canada, Vancouver

      ‘Go back ’a where you’re from, Paki! Leave us alone. We ain’t done nothin’. You’re violating our con-sat-too-shul rights. Lemme be. Don’t touch me. Gedoff, gedoff, gedoff,’ the man screamed in my face. I wiped away his spittle from my cheek.

      ‘Good morning, Frank,’ I replied calmly. I always had to be sure to speak loudly and enunciate with him, as he was deaf in his left ear.

      ‘What’s so good about it?’ he shouted back at me.

      ‘Well, for starters, it appears you’re still very much alive. I don’t know about you, but I’m grateful for that. Now, how are you doing today?’

      ‘I ain’t gotta tell you nothing, moose-lim scum! Why you always so inneressed in me, anyways, huh? I’s jus’ mindin’ my biness. It ain’t none o’ yours,’ was his nearly coherent reply.

      ‘Frank, you came to see me,’ I reminded him gently. ‘Remember?’

      ‘Where you from anyways?’ he asked, gradually calming down.

      ‘Kansas. I’m from Kansas, Frank.’

      He grunted a laugh. ‘I don’t tink we’re in Kansas anymore, Toto.’

      ‘No, we’re definitely not,’ I agreed. My family had fled the US a decade earlier. ‘We’re in Vancouver. In the clinic.’ Every Wednesday, I volunteered at a free clinic in the downtown core. ‘You came in this morning. About your foot, I think. Do you remember that? Can I have a look at it? Would that be okay?’

      Frank proffered his left foot, which was wrapped in an old-style shopping bag. I asked him if he wanted to remove the bag or if he was okay to let me do it. The smell emanating from it told me we were dealing with a nasty infection. ‘Naw, you do it,’ he replied.

      I pulled on a pair of exam gloves and gently but firmly took hold of his ankle. When I peeled back the plastic, the smell exploded to fill the small cubicle. The skin of his foot was shiny, discoloured, and covered in blood blisters edged in blackness. I was overwhelmed by odours of rotting meat with undercurrents of almonds and a sickly smell that reminded me of grapefruit. I struggled to keep from retching.

      ‘Oh, Frank! I told you to come in every day to have the dressing changed.’ As I deposited the bag into the hazardous waste bin, I wondered how long it had remained untouched.

      I called for Danilo, the volunteer med student on shift, to assist me as I gathered my tools to clean out the wound, warning Frank that this would sting. I began to flush the area with warm water, when suddenly I was lying on my back and the world was blurry. Someone screamed. It took me a second to process the fact that the scream had been my own. When Frank looked down at me, he began screaming too.

      ‘Ish okay, Fank. Daniyo wi’ fish wi’ you,’ I garbled, hand over my bloody face where Frank had kicked me. I ran to the clinic’s lone washroom to inspect the damage while holding my head back and my hand under my nose to catch the flow of blood. Nancy, the duty nurse, ran after me, grabbing necessary supplies as she ran. I looked in the mirror and squinted. My glasses had come off in the commotion. I leaned in closer to get a good look and immediately felt myself slouch. He’d got me right in the nose and eye. With his infected foot. My grey eyes were bloodshot, and an angry purple hue was already starting to spread across my fawn-coloured skin.

      Nancy sat me down on the toilet and set to work. I’d have a black eye and probably a swollen nose and I’d need a course of prophylactic antibiotics, but I’d be fine. Such was the life I’d chosen for myself. Nancy finished her work and pronounced me good as new – ‘or near enough.’ She handed me my broken glasses with an apologetic shrug and left. I remained sitting where I was. I wanted to collect myself before returning to the chaos.

      When my phone rang, I answered automatically.

      ‘Hello, may I speak with Dr Fazilat Hourani?’ British accent. Huh, bizarre.

      An all-expenses paid trip to Scotland for an interview? Right about now that seemed like a great idea.
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      Earth, Scotland, Edinburgh

      As the plane touched down, I asked myself the same questions again. What was I thinking? Why did I agree to fly to a foreign country for an interview with a company I’d never heard of for a job that hadn’t been properly explained?

      Scotland felt further from home than I’d ever been; I may as well have been on the moon.

      Exhausted after the long journey, I grabbed my stuff and headed for passport control. As I expected, my passport was ‘randomly’ selected for additional screening. Anticipating the lengthy and pointless conversation with belligerent immigration staff that happened any time I travelled anywhere, I settled myself in for the inevitable wait. I was surprised when, just twenty minutes later, a security guard popped her head into the room.

      Reading from a tablet in front of her, she spoke in a bored voice. ‘We’re so sorry. There’s been a terrible mix-up. We sincerely apologise for the inconvenience.’

      Wondering idly what had led to the about-face, I accepted my proffered passport and emerged into the baggage reclaim area, where I waited. And waited. And waited some more. Eventually, I was alone at the carousel.

      I walked slowly to the airline’s help desk. I explained my predicament. The woman behind the desk clicked a few keys on her computer and then nodded. ‘Ah yes. I can see what’s happened. Your luggage isn’t here.’

      ‘Pardon?’ My eye twitched.

      ‘It’s not here.’

      ‘Are you kidding me? I’ve flown across the planet for a meeting and you’re telling me you guys have lost my luggage? Tell me this isn’t happening.’

      She smiled the least sincere smile I’ve ever seen on a human face. ‘I didn’t say it was lost. It’s not lost – it just isn’t here. It’s in Singapore. We’ll try to get it to you within the next week, but I can’t promise anything.’

      When I explained I was due to fly home in three days, she shrugged and handed me a pamphlet headed Retrieving Alternatively Routed Baggage. Without another word, I sighed and headed towards the exit empty-handed.

      At least one thing seemed to be going my way: a driver with a sign bearing my name was waiting outside the secure area. When he asked where my luggage was, I felt the last of my energy drain from my body. I explained in brief as he walked me to the car. He ushered me into the back seat then made a quick phone call before getting into the vehicle.

      When we arrived at the hotel, a short, prim-looking man with wavy black hair and chestnut skin met me in reception. His dark eyes were magnified by glasses even thicker than my own.

      ‘Good morning. Dr Fazilat Hourani?’

      I held out my hand. ‘Please, call me Faz. Only my jida calls me Fazilat.’

      With a nod he repeated my name. ‘Faz. My name is Santosh Verma. I’m Gurdeep’s PA. You’re all checked in. I am so sorry for what happened with your luggage.’

      I told him not to worry, but he wasn’t having it. He handed me a cup of tea and a cotton bag. ‘Much of what you’ll probably need for now should be in there.’

      Inside I found a phone charger, toothbrush, toothpaste, a pre-paid credit card, and a few other things. I didn’t know what to say, so I took a sip of the tea. ‘Thank you. That’s so thoughtful. I don’t even know how you put this together so quickly.’

      He shrugged. ‘Now, do you want me to take you shopping for replacement clothes? Or shall I have a few things sent up?’

      ‘What? No, that’s not necessary.’

      ‘It’s my job.’ He showed the first sincere smile I’d seen in what seemed like a long time.

      The next morning, when my driver returned to collect me, I was dressed, caffeinated, and ready to go. I ran my finger across my skin from the bridge of my nose outwards along the curve of the zygomatic bone. Still tender. Nothing I could do about the slowly fading black eye or the swollen nose, but otherwise I looked the business.

      Santosh had earned his pay packet, sorting me out a suit for the interview and some casual clothes for the remainder of my trip. The suit fit perfectly and was so much more professional than the one I’d brought. I felt like a proper grown-up.
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      Earth, Canada, Vancouver

      And now I was packing up my life and saying farewell to people. It wouldn’t take long. A few days with my family in Calgary before I made the big move to a small Scottish town I’d never even heard of two weeks ago.

      Still no sign of my luggage, though.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘Will you join us at the pub this evening?’ Georgie popped the last remaining cookie into her mouth whole. She covered her mouth as she chewed. ‘We do some of our best work at the pub. Not, like, work-work. But rehashing our ideas in a less-formal setting helps us twist and bend them, coming at them from a perspective we might not otherwise think of.’

      ‘We can get to know one another better, and maybe you can tell us how an economics professor becomes a politician and how that leads you here,’ Charlie added while unselfconsciously chewing on a fingernail.

      ‘Yeah, all right.’ I shrugged. It wasn’t as though I had any other plans, new as I was to this town on the edge of the Firth of Forth. The Firth of Forth. I liked the way the words felt in my mouth.

      We headed back to our respective desks and offices to collect our stuff. As I grabbed my coat from its hook, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. Dull brown eyes stared back at me from beneath drab, ash-brown hair that never stayed combed for more than five minutes. I stuck my tongue out at my reflection before making my way to the elevators, where a few others were waiting. Georgie was leaping and waving her arms as she relayed some story to Gurdeep, who looked bemused.

      Gurdeep looked up. ‘Davy, I’m glad you’re joining us this eve. And thank you for making this additional trip. Going back and forth across continents multiple times in such a short period must be exhausting.’

      ‘It’s fine, honestly. The flight here isn’t much longer than some cross-Canada flights I’ve made. And business class makes it easier too.’

      ‘I always forget how big your country is,’ Georgie replied. Santosh told me they were married; maybe opposites really did attract. One with alabaster skin and steely blue eyes, the other a bronzy ochre tone and with dark eyes that were almost black. One short, the other tall. One curvy and vivacious, one muscular and stern.

      ‘Easily done,’ I said with a shrug. On Sunday morning, I was due to fly back to Canada to pack up both my apartments: first Toronto, then on to Ottawa. Ten days from now, I’d settle into Bodotria for the next few years. Until it was time to leave Earth behind, obviously.

      Georgie clapped her hands together. ‘Santosh and Iulia both have other commitments and Tom said he’d join us in a bit, so it’s just the five of us for now. Let’s get a wriggle on.’

      Gurdeep’s eyes rolled back good-naturedly. ‘Get a wiggle on. Wiggle. Not wriggle. I swear sometimes you say these things on purpose.’

      Looking in my direction, Georgie winked. She stood on her tiptoes to kiss her partner on the cheek. ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

      Gurdeep cocked an eyebrow cheekily. Charlie ran down the hall towards us as Georgie pressed the button to call the elevator. Charlie stepped blithely into my personal space and hugged me, air kissing my cheek. Oh! That would take some getting used to. It was something I’d noticed a lot here: the hello hug. Not that it bothered me – who didn’t love a good hug? It was just … different.

      ‘I’m so excited you’re joining us.’ Charlie’s smile was warm and welcoming. ‘I can’t wait to get to know all about you.’

      Mehmet joined us as the elevator arrived with a bing. He was taller than Gurdeep, with olive skin, slick hair, and horn-rimmed glasses.

      In the lobby, we put all our stuff through the scanners before stepping into the x-ray machines. Once we’d been signed out, we bundled up and braced for the cold. As soon as the door whooshed open, I was slapped in the face by icy horizontal rain. If this was spring, I dreaded to think what winter was like around here. I wondered absently what life would be like without weather to take up so much of our thoughts.

      Conversation was pointless in the storm as we trudged to the pub. The wind was howling as the freezing rain fell hard and heavy. This time of year, the sun wasn’t meant to set until about nine o’clock, but already the blackness was almost complete.

      After ten minutes that felt like hours, we arrived at an ancient stonework building off the town’s small main street. A torrential downpour streamed from the overflowing eavestroughs. Once inside, I spotted a hand-painted sign over the bar: The White Hart.

      Georgie raised her hands, shaking them as she leapt up and down to warm herself. ‘Yeesh! Even I’m cold.’

      Gurdeep rolled dark eyes. ‘I’d laugh at that thought, but my face is frozen solid.’

      Mehmet rubbed his hands in front of himself while shivering. Not many people had braved the weather tonight by the look of things. The bartender looked up at us and smiled. We must’ve made quite a sorry sight. ‘Aren’t yous a brave bunch tonight? Get yourselves into the back room, where I’ve got a fire going. Gimme a holler when you’re ready to come and order.’

      Gurdeep shivered. ‘Cheers, Cayleigh. We’ll not be long.’

      We headed down a long, low corridor bounded by rough stone on one side and smooth plaster on the other. It led to a small room with a gas fireplace surrounded by tables and chairs for about a dozen. Making straight for the fire, we tossed touques and mitts onto the stone shelf in front of the fire and coats onto the backs of chairs dragged closer to the warmth. There was no way they’d dry out by the time we left tonight, but hopefully they’d be in a better state than they were now.

      After a moment, Gurdeep broke the spell. ‘What’s everyone drinking? First round’s on me.’ When Georgie asked for a hot buttered rum, everyone else agreed that was the right idea. Gurdeep nodded and headed back towards the bar.

      ‘Oh! Babe, would you—’

      ‘Chips?’ Gurdeep didn’t break stride.

      ‘Please.’

      ‘Wouldn’t have dreamed of coming back without them,’ came the distant reply.

      Tom arrived with an unfamiliar woman after we’d had a few drinks and were feeling a bit more human. Gurdeep stood up to greet the newcomers. ‘Helen, so glad you could join us on this horrible evening. Let me make some intros. You know Georgie and Mehmet. That leaves Davy Mills and Charlie Ocampo. They’re looking at the social science side of things, organising our society. Politics, economics, culture – all that sort of thing.’

      Helen nodded at both of us. ‘I’d offer to shake your hands, but as a doctor I’d be remiss in my duties if I failed to warn you your skin would freeze on contact.’ Her English was fluent, but I’d lived in western Toronto long enough to recognise a Portuguese accent when I heard one.

      Helen had short dark hair and stylish glasses. She wore a neat charcoal-grey suit, cut to flatter her runner’s build. ‘Good to meet you… Sorry, was it Dana?’

      ‘Davy,’ I corrected, shaking her hand.

      She looked much too young to already have the word specialist applied to her, but then I supposed our group would naturally tend towards young people with strong performance records and high ambitions. Still, she probably wasn’t as young as she looked. Probably mid to late twenties – younger than I was, but of a similar age to the others.

      Gurdeep completed the introductions. ‘This is Helen Souza, a foetal surgeon and reproductive specialist. Originally from Brazil, she’s been working in New York for the past few years. She’s agreed to head up our medical team. Helen’s already got some ideas for people to join her team.’

      Brazil. That explained the accent, but I was relieved I hadn’t put my foot in it by asking her what part of Portugal she was from.

      Tom headed to the bar to grab a drink for Helen and himself. Taking her seat, Helen said to Gurdeep, ‘I spoke to both Nora and Frankie this afternoon. They’ve agreed to come in for meetings when you’ve got time. I think they’ll both be a great fit for what we’re looking to achieve.’

      As the two of them got to chatting, Charlie turned to face me with an engaging smile. ‘So come on, tell me the story.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The story! Tell me how you went from academic to MP to space adventurer.’ It might’ve had something to do with the warmth of the fire or the two drinks I’d had already, but I found Charlie’s enthusiasm infectious. It was something about being made to feel like I was really being listened to, that what I had to say mattered.

      I set my mug of rapidly cooling rum down. ‘It was a fluke I even answered – they caught me off guard as so few people have my cell number.’ Picking my mug back up, I inhaled the intoxicating aromas of rum, citrus, and spices. ‘I was surprised to hear a Welsh accent.’

      Charlie nodded. ‘Santosh. His accent is so sexy.’

      It wasn’t exactly the first word that sprang to my mind when Santosh’s name was mentioned, but I’m not one to judge. I fought to keep my face neutral. ‘I asked him whether he was press or a constituent, then cursed myself inwardly when I discovered he was the person I’d been avoiding. I was elected to Parliament two years ago, so I really wasn’t looking to move on.’

      ‘I can imagine, but what led you to go into politics in the first place? That’s what I can’t figure out. Why leave academia?’

      ‘Well, I’d been lecturing at McGill for a few years, but then I was offered my dream job at York.’

      ‘York?’ Charlie blinked.

      Nodding, I clarified. ‘York University. Um, the one in Toronto, I mean. I moved there from Montreal. I was teaching about the economics of micro societies, ones cut off from contact with the wider world.’

      ‘Cool!’ Charlie shone brightly. ‘You mean like POW camp economists and the spontaneous development of currency?’

      Wait, what? ‘I thought you were a historian. Are you an economist?’

      Charlie’s dismissive wave was both  disarming and endearing. ‘Economic historian. Socio-economist. Dunno. My field is a jumble of socio-politico-economic-history.’

      I wasn’t sure I followed.

      ‘Okay, so my undergrad was in history because I was fascinated by the Black Death and the recurrence of plague that followed, but then I took a few econ courses and got hooked. For my master’s, I moved over to economics to look at historical labour market disruptions. And obviously, as labour market disruptions go, the Black Death is, like, The Big Bad.’ The last three words were accompanied by hand gestures I assumed implied monsters. ‘I’m sorry, I’m babbling. It’s just it’s so cool to meet someone who shares my passions, you know?’

      Charlie had a great laugh.

      ‘Ain’t it just. Anyway, cheers.’ I raised my nearly empty mug.

      We clinked glasses and I was about to return to my story as Mehmet deposited fresh drinks in front of us. I accepted a fresh mug of hot, delicious rum. This stuff was potent. If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up drinking a whole mickey tonight, something I hadn’t done since I was a dumb teenager. I thanked him before turning back to Charlie to continue my story.

      ‘I loved teaching that course, the one on micro-economies and black markets. As I said, dream come true. I was also facilitating a master’s course in new economies. We tore away centuries of assumptions and inherited structures people took for granted, looking at the basics of how human economics work and then applying our knowledge to hypothetical blank-canvas societies.’

      ‘That’s amazing. I would have jumped all over a course like that.’ Charlie’s eyes sparkled with unbridled glee. ‘And it’s exactly what we’re doing here – applying that theoretical understanding to a real-world scenario.’ I was delighted to find Charlie’s zeal for the topic rivalled my own.

      Charlie waved a hand at me. ‘Politics. Economics. History. Triple threat. I’ll drink to that.’

      ‘Careful,’ I replied, limiting myself to a small sip. ‘My alcohol tolerance isn’t very high. I won’t be able to find my hotel at this rate.’

      ‘You’re good, don’t worry. We take care of our own in this town.’ Charlie set a now-empty glass down on the table. ‘Now, I want to hear more. Dream job. Economics. York. How’d you get from there to parliament?’

      And so I told the story. ‘Teaching people about how an economy could work in theory awoke my passion for how it should work in reality. I found myself focusing more and more on how people’s daily lives were impacted by societal constructs. I wanted to make life better for real people. I became more politically active and one thing led to another. By the time the election was called, I had been approved as a candidate where a long-standing MP was retiring.’

      Canada was one of a steadily decreasing number of countries where liberal (small L) democracy held firm, which made it all the more important.

      Well, mostly firm.

      ‘Our press is still mostly free, yet still mostly held to account in terms of factualness. Our elections are as free of outside influence as we can manage. For that matter, we still hold elections – at least every four years. We haven’t declared anything vaguely like nationwide martial law in almost a century. We still allow both immigration and emigration – more than some people want, but less than other people do.’ I shook my head. ‘You know, we’re basically the opposite of our neighbours to the south.’

      My glass was empty again. Charlie accompanied me to the bar to get a round in for everyone and we continued our conversation as we waited. Charlie seemed to know the bar staff well. The pub’s larger front room had filled up a bit since we first arrived.

      ‘People can marry whom they see fit, or forgo marriage altogether. We have multiple religions and cultures existing mostly peaceably alongside one another. People are still mostly free to speak their opinions, though others are equally free to de-platform them or tell them to shut up.’

      I spoke as we carried our group’s drinks down the hall to the back room. ‘I wish I didn’t have to caveat that with so many mostlies, but such is the state of the world.’

      ‘Yeah, I totes get that. One hundred per cent right there with you. So,’ Charlie prompted as we took our seats. ‘You answered Santosh’s call – then what?’

      I’d switched to pop so as not to embarrass myself. I took a sip of my cola before replying. ‘He was persuasive, but I didn’t want to agree. Said I didn’t have time for a trip to Scotland. He told me he fully understood, and I thought “good, he’ll piss off and leave me to get on with it.”’

      ‘Santosh? Never!’ Charlie had the best laugh.

      ‘Well, exactly. Gurdeep, Georgie, and Tom all flew to Toronto a few days later. And do you know what I said to them, what I actually said to them as soon as I walked into the room?’

      Charlie leaned forward. ‘Go on, tell me.’

      ‘I put on my best tough-but-compassionate politician face and said – are you ready for it? – I said, “There is nothing on this Earth that could persuade me to leave my position as an MP.”’

      Charlie’s hands shot up to cover an involuntary gasp. ‘You didn’t!’

      I nodded as someone placed another drink in front of me. ‘No word of a lie. I thought it was the ultimate shutdown. Joke was on me though, obviously.’

      And now here I was, getting progressively drunker in the back room of an ancient pub in Nowhere, Scotland, helping create the first post-Earth economy.

      When I resigned, I expected my conversation with the prime minister to be an awkward one, as I couldn’t provide details. Instead, with a slight smile I found unsettling, she said simply, ‘Not a problem, Davy. We’ll be sorry to see you go, but some opportunities are just too out-of-this-world to pass up.’

      Well.

      ‘Anyway, Charlie, I’m sorry. I’m droning on, boring you with my life story. I’m not normally so forthcoming. You’re like one of those bartenders on TV – getting me to bare my soul.’

      From across the table, Tom snorted a laugh. I hadn’t even realised he’d been listening.

      ‘Sorry. I couldn’t help overhearing. Our Charlie is a bartender, didn’t you know? Was. Is. I’m not sure. Which is it this week, Chuck?’

      Charlie scowled. Tom threw his hands up. ‘I’m sorry. My bad. I’m only teasing. You know I love you.’

      I was shocked: Tom had been nice to me. Charlie turned back to me with an eyebrow raised. ‘Not worth my time. Besides, he’s not wrong. I worked here until last week. It’s how I first met this lot.’

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Georgie leading Tom to the pub’s back entrance. I couldn’t believe anyone would go outside in this weather.

      ‘What? Really?’

      Through the window, I saw them standing in the small sheltered area that led to what I assumed must be either a parking lot or a beer garden. A flash of light appeared a few seconds later as Tom lit a cigarette. Georgie hugged herself and jumped around to stay warm.

      ‘True story. Happened about a month ago. I got to chatting with Gurdeep and Georgie late one night, told them about my dissertation. It was absolutely gobsmacking to get an invitation to interview a couple days afterwards – and then I found out about this wacky venture. Anyway, my last shift here was a couple days ago. So now you and me, we have a hell of a mandate. Designing a whole new society from scratch. Your whole career has been leading you here. For me, it’s more surreal. But here we are.’ Charlie set another empty pint glass down on the rough wood of the table.

      Georgie and Tom returned from their brief trip outside. Tom muttered a one-word apology as he took his seat, to which Charlie nodded. Georgie stood before the fire, holding out her hands and bouncing on the balls of her feet. Gurdeep stood up and joined her, slipping an arm around her waist. Gurdeep whispered something and I saw Georgie nod.

      Across the table, Tom sat scratching his stubble and pulling at his sleeve. Soon though, he was engaged in conversation with Helen.

      I leaned over to Mehmet. ‘What about you? How did you end up here?’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      For once, I found everyone already in their seats. Georgie had passed around the pistachio cakes I made last night. ‘Good afternoon,’ I said as I sat down. Shivering slightly, I wondered again why they kept this room so cold.

      I opened the meeting by introducing our new joiner, a tall woman with tawny beige skin and a broad face. Her long, black hair was pulled into a neat plait just above her collar.

      ‘For those of you who don’t already know her, I’d like to introduce you to Master Corporal Lisa Jeddore-Wong. Lisa joins us from the Canadian Special Forces, where she served as communication and information systems specialist. She earned her BEng in electrical engineering from the University of Waterloo in Canada and her MSc in Communications Engineering from the University of Birmingham in England. Welcome, Lisa.’

      I allowed everyone a moment to make their greetings. ‘Lisa will join us formally on Monday, which will complete this forum. She will head up the new data and documentation team.’

      As an exco we met daily to discuss what we were working on and what progress we’d made. On Friday afternoons, we had longer meetings like this one to include expanded updates. I encouraged the deputy leads – Brian, Nora, and Charlie – to join our Friday sessions when they could.

      Georgie spoke first, licking a bit of icing off her lower lip as she began. ‘Brian and I have been working on ways to feed us. I’m pretty confident we can achieve that with a reasonable degree of efficiency.’ I knew they’d come up with a plan to focus on root veg and mycoprotein for the bulk of our nutritional needs. But she also intended to grow a wide variety of other plant life – both for food and air purification purposes.

      ‘But that’s not good enough. There has to be a difference between living and surviving. Efficient nutrition is important, but in my mind it comes second to the joy of eating. I don’t just want us to stay alive – I want us to live! And that means we’ve got to have fantastic food.’

      Georgie was unashamedly rapturous about food, something I’d always loved about her. I was the opposite: never letting my passions out. I held everything close to my chest. But I couldn’t hold anything back from her; almost from the minute we’d met, I’d opened myself up to her in a way I did with no one else.

      ‘We’re looking at ways to ensure we can manage a diverse ecology. I’m still in discussions with a geologist, Paxton Nguyen, about what we could do with Martian soil. I’m feeling cautiously optimistic.’ She popped another little cake into her mouth and leaned back in her chair.

      To Georgie’s left, Davy took a quick breath. ‘I guess that’s my cue. Right, we’re considering various social and economic models and how they might play out in a completely isolated group. I hope to be able to present options to this group before long. Charlie and I have also been speaking to a few experts who’ll be useful additions to our line-up. And, um… We’ve got Mike Leutzinger joining us. Mike is an accountant and finance policy specialist, so we’re hopeful for a positive contribution.’

      Delicately worded as always, Davy, I thought.

      Laura had called me the other day to request we accommodate a few more people. She didn’t insist they be part of our executive committee as she had with Iulia, but she said her employers were keen they be brought into the fold straight away. I’d met with Andrea, Katya, and Mike earlier in the week. Andrea was a geneticist who seemed to have skills Helen could use. In addition to being charming, as a roboticist and software engineer, Katya was sure to prove useful. I’d assigned her to Iulia and Mehmet’s working group.

      But I just couldn’t get a read on Mike. I wasn’t sure what a fledgling colony would need with an accountant – the phrase ‘hen’s teeth’ came to mind – but it sounded like Davy was making the best of the situation. Speaking of teeth, I struggled to get mine to stop chattering. This room was absolutely frigid.

      Once Davy finished, Helen spoke about the progress she and Nora had made in building out their team. ‘Also, I met Dr Bianchi this week, a geneticist who’s been looking at the effect of environmental changes on biodiversity.’ I knew she had taken a personal dislike to Andrea for some reason, but she was sensible about the skills we needed. Not to mention our lack of choice in the matter…

      ‘Oh, and Frankie Gagnon is joining us next week. Frankie’s a Canadian veterinary surgeon I worked with on a previous ectogenesis project. Interestingly, when I told her about our project, she suggested her sister might be a great addition to our team.’

      Faz raised a tentative hand. ‘Hang on. Sorry to interrupt, it’s just, where do we stand on siblings? From a genetic diversity standpoint, I’d assume that was a no-no.’ Faz was a calm voice of reason, always thinking and always pragmatic, bringing an opposing point of view to the table without turning the meeting into an argument.

      But in this case, there was no debate to be had. Instead of disagreeing, Helen gestured enthusiastically towards Faz. ‘Exactly! That was my first thought too. But it turns out their dads adopted Frankie, whereas Caoimhe was born to them via a surrogate mother. There’s no genetic relationship between them.’

      She gave us the lowdown. ‘Frankie and Caoimhe grew up in the French-speaking part of Canada. Caoimhe’s a GP and a midwife. Her husband Korri is a botanist. They’re living in a rural northern area in Iceland, where she serves as the community’s sole medical support and he works for a university in Reykjavík, adapting crops for harsh conditions.’ I saw Georgie’s eyes light up. They sounded like they could be a good addition to our team.

      Tom was sitting next to Helen, so he spoke next. ‘Faz and I have been discussing what we’re looking for in potential colonists. We’re coming at this from three different angles: a psychological profile of the type of people suited to life on a colony, skills, and redundancy.’

      Charlie frowned. ‘Redundancy?’

      Faz deftly stepped in to answer the question as Tom rolled his eyes. ‘That’s a great question.’

      It was clear Tom still resented Charlie’s participation in this forum. I wanted them to arrive at a resolution themselves before I needed to step in, but I would do if the tensions didn’t start to ease in the next few weeks.

      ‘What we’re talking about is backup. Take surgeons for instance. Say we only had one surgeon in the colony and that person got into an accident that necessitated surgery. Who would perform the operation?’

      Charlie nodded. ‘Thanks, makes sense.’

      Faz continued. ‘And what if we had two surgeons, but on launch day, one of them couldn’t be found or had died? Even though we’d planned for two, suddenly we’re back to having only one – and then we have the same problem as before.’

      Tom patted himself down, a nervous habit I’d come to understand meant he was itching for a nicotine fix. He checked a succession of pockets before picking at a loose thread absent-mindedly as he picked the conversation back up. ‘We’re looking at having double and triple redundancy, meaning that each field of expertise would be filled by at least three candidates, each of whom would need to be covered by two backup candidates.

      ‘We’re compiling a list of which specialisms will be needed, so if you have suggestions you think we may not have captured already, please send them to us. And finally, we believe each candidate should be required to bring at least two areas of specialist knowledge to maximise usefulness.’

      Iulia introduced Artie Willem, a curly haired Dutch astrophysicist and payload specialist. Like Mehmet, Artie was another long-term Double Star employee who had moved over from Nigel’s team. She’d also been at NASA and worked in a few launch teams.

      ‘The technology needed to get us to Mars isn’t new,’ Artie began. ‘The novel aspect is the scale. Humans have been in the business of sending people and materials into space for decades, but not previously so many or so much all at once.’

      They were looking at potential solutions to various challenges. Which options we selected depended largely on the choices made by other teams. Given that the Double Star team had originally been planning for a small base maintained via regular supply missions, they’d had to alter their plans to suit our needs.

      When Iulia and Artie wrapped up their presentation, Mehmet introduced Habi Gamal, a fellow mechanical engineer from Egypt. Together, they’d been looking at the structure or structures we’d be living in.

      ‘One thought is that we could design the ship as essentially a flying city, so we’d live on that both during the voyage and once we landed,’ said Habi. It sounded practical in some ways, but I didn’t see how it would give us the space we’d need to thrive in the long run.

      Mehmet picked up the conversation for the second idea. ‘The other possibility is to design a series of interconnected domes. The ships themselves would be discarded, at least in their original state. Naturally we’d look to cannibalise the materials for incorporation into the new structures.’

      They looked at one another and I saw Mehmet tip his head slightly. Habi said, ‘We think the second option is best suited to our mission. We want to design the ships in such a way that pretty much every component can be transformed to have a new life within an array of domes that will comprise the colony’s habitation system.’

      Georgie’s eyes went wide. ‘So, our space ships will transform into something else? They’ll be—’

      Habi winked at her. ‘More than meets the eye.’ I smirked at the juvenile reference, but especially at my wife’s childlike enjoyment of it.

      Iulia cut her off, ruining our tiny moment of fun. ‘I do not think this is good idea. We should live in ships for first while. It is convenient.’

      It took me a moment to recall that the Russian word for convenient was the same word that meant proper or correct. I asked her to elaborate. She said it would be simpler to pressurise and provide oxygen and other materials to a single structure than to do so for a massive array of interconnected domes.

      Georgie jumped in. ‘Iulia, if we lived in a single building like you’ve described, where would you see the agricultural facilities fitting in?’

      Iulia made a slight shake of her head, as if to dismiss the thought. That was not going to endear her to Georgie. ‘There will be space for you to have small facility to grow your plants.’

      I could sense Georgie’s rapidly brewing incandescent rage as she whipped out a fan and unfolded it with a single practised motion, waving it with spite. She blinked rapidly. ‘And what on Earth are we meant to eat?’

      ‘My government is prepared to send supply ships,’ Iulia replied flatly. Wondering what sorts of strings that deal would come with, I stifled a shiver.

      ‘No, Iulia. We’re here to create a self-contained colony. A self-sufficient colony.’ I used my hands to reiterate the point I was making. ‘There will be no resupply missions. No external dependencies once we land. There’s what we take with us and what we find on Mars and that’s it.’

      Iulia picked a stray hair off her sleeve. ‘Eventually…’

      I cut her off. ‘No, not eventually. From day one.’ I looked around the room, making eye contact with everyone in succession. ‘We figure out what we need to take with us to make this mission self-sustaining and make that happen. If anyone here is operating under the notion that there will be any knock-on missions, you can disabuse yourself of that supposition right now.’

      Artie raised a hand. ‘Quip coin of—’ She flushed as she realised she’d tripped over her words, before shaking her head and trying again. ‘Sorry. Quick point of clarification, if I may? Do you mean we’ll make one trip only, or is there still a possibility of sending an advance guard to set things up?’

      ‘That’s a great question. Thank you. I’m open to an advance trip, but if it happens’ – I counted out points on my fingers – ‘one, it will be part of the purview of this mission. Two, it will comprise colonists from within our group. And three, absolutely no return trips for anyone. Got it? Any further questions? Excellent. Dismissed.’
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      Earth, USA, Rochester

      I leapt up from the kitchen table when Nora’s face appeared on my screen. Smoothing my hair and checking my teeth, I ran down the hall. I answered it as I opened the door, being careful to angle the camera away from the embarrassing posters on my childhood bedroom walls.

      Her call came as a pleasant surprise. We’d exchanged contact details when I left eastern Europe last year, but I never really thought she liked me. What can I say? Nurses rarely do.

      Nora’s smiling face resolved on my screen. She appeared to be sitting in a well-lit, brightly coloured room.

      ‘Hey, lady! Long time no speak. How ya been? Still in Chechnya?’

      On a whim, I’d signed up to go work with Doctors Without Borders for a few months late last year. I’d been feeling antsy. Itchy feet. Itchy everything. I needed to do something. I needed action, danger.

      They sent me to refugee camps on the Chechnyan border in Azerbaijan. LGBTQIA people and allies had been desperately fleeing the Russian state for decades due to its persecution of anyone thought to be promoting freedom of sexuality. It was a horrifying situation.

      That’s where I’d first met Nora. I was at a low point. Normally, I’m nails, pal. But by the time I got to Azerbaijan, I was feeling pretty sorry for myself. And angry.

      Mostly angry.

      ‘Hi, Gabriel. I’m well, thank you. No, I’m at home in Scotland visiting Mum right now.’

      ‘Cool, cool. Yeah, me too. With my parents, I mean. I’m spending a few weeks sitting on my shapely ass in good old Ra-Cha-Cha. Just chilling, taking some hard-earned leave before my next deployment, stuffing my face with my mom’s home cooking and my dad’s baked goods. Just trying to figure things out. The Legion wants me back on active duty ASAP, naturally, but I’m not sure I’m ready, you know?’

      Okay, that may have been a slight exaggeration.

      Between deployments was code for ‘I frakked my knee up.’

      Okay, fine. Truth be told, it was code for ‘I’m not ready to admit I’ve been medicalled out.’ I sure as hell wouldn’t tell Nora that, not when I wasn’t even ready to admit it to myself.

      As a surgeon, I knew both the risks and implications of rebuilding my knee. I also knew that the Legion’s surgeons, though admittedly good, weren’t up to my own standards. I had to have the best.

      ‘Do they? That’s brilliant! If that’s the case and if that’s what you want to do, then I won’t bore you with the reason I’m ringing you today.’

      Shoot, no! Was she calling about a permanent position with MSF? But why would she be the one calling?

      ‘No, no, no. I mean, I haven’t made any decisions yet. I’m enjoying the peace and quiet right now.’

      Nora raised her eyebrows and opened her mouth to laugh before reaching a hand to cover her pretty lips. ‘You? Peace and quiet? That I find hard to believe.’

      Being injured in the line of duty qualified me for French citizenship, so I’d sought out the best knee surgeon in the EU and hauled my ass to Austria to plead with her to rebuild my knee.

      My life was at stake. My working life I mean, which let’s face it, was my life. Legio patria nostra and all that.

      ‘Okay, you’re right. I’m going squirrelly here. What’s up? I’m game for anything.’

      Nora scrunched up an eye before replying. ‘Well, what would you say to spending a few days in cold, rainy Scotland?’

      The Legion wasn’t going to call me back up unless and until I’d been signed off as fit. They’d wanted to discharge me, but I was having none of it. I had three surgeries, then spent eight months in rehab trying to get my body back to a combat-ready state. But the Legion had turned down my fourth application to re-enlist.

      My CO had been blunt. ‘C’est pas la peine, Gabriel.’

      No use, my ass! Even with my artificial knee, I was still stronger and faster – hell, I was still better than most people. But she’d held firm. Told me to consider my permission permanent and go do something constructive with my life. Bitch.

      Just then, my dad knocked twice before opening the door and entering with a plate of baklava and kleicha. Talk about awful timing! I leapt up and ran to the door, grimacing as I landed too hard on my knee. ‘Not now, Dad,’ I whisper-growled through my teeth. On second thought, I swiped the sweets from his hand before pushing the door shut with a nod of thanks.

      A few days with Nora? That could be—

      ‘For an interview, I mean,’ she clarified.

      Oh.

      ‘As you’re probably aware, I’ve left MSF.’

      Whoa! Nora was an MSF lifer, or at least I’d thought she was. I couldn’t imagine anything big enough to persuade her to leave. ‘Yeah, I think I heard that. So, what you up to now?’ I didn’t want her to think I wasn’t in touch with the gang.

      ‘Well.’ Nora closed her eyes for a moment. ‘I’ve joined Double Star. Now, I can’t go into details of the project I’m working on, but we’re looking for a few more people to join us and I thought it might be right up your street.’

      ‘Yeah, cool, sure.’

      When my volunteer contract with MSF was up, I asked to sign on again. My team leader told me to go home for a few months and think about it before I committed to anything. And that’s where I was now. So, I reasoned, an interview with a global defence contractor – sure, why not? Nora wouldn’t steer me wrong; she was a good egg.

      ‘Huh?’ Judging by the look on her face, Nora had anticipated I’d need more coaxing.

      ‘Yeah, count me in. What do I have to do?’

      ‘Well, er… If you’re up for it, you’ll need to come for an interview at Double Star in Scotland. We’ve got an exciting opportunity that could make good use of your unique combination of skills: combat medic, trauma surgeon, your time in the French Foreign Legion.’

      It was true, I was hot stuff – at least career-wise. Okay, so maybe my personal life was a bit of a disaster, but that was a whole ’nother story. I’m sure plenty of people have ex-girlfriends who create hashtags they can use to swap stories of what an awful person they are. A fake profile meant I could amuse myself once in a while by checking out what they had to say. I swear the best stories are ones I made up.

      ‘Sure, when do I need to leave?’

      Nora blinked. ‘Er… Great. I’ll pass your details to Santosh. He’s the admin working with our team. Anyway, I’ll give him your details and he’ll sort out flights and everything. He’s super efficient. You’ll probably hear from him sometime today.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘And bada-bing, bada-boom, just over two weeks later, here I am.’

      ‘So you flew halfway round the world, no questions asked?’ Charlie’s jaw hung slack as the two of us propped up the bar.

      Looking into Charlie’s cartoon-huge brown eyes, I allowed a sly grin to spread across my face. Please, a player can spot another player a mile off. ‘Well…’ I drew the word out for a few beats longer than it needed. ‘It helps that business class is a hell of a lot nicer than military flights, lemme tell you that.’ I finished by picking up my bottle of juice and touching glasses with Charlie before taking a drink.

      Charlie winked. ‘And maybe it also helps that Nora’s not bad-looking?’

      I glanced across the pub to where Nora was deep in conversation with a group of people I hadn’t met. She was tall and slender with whisper-fine hair, her delicate features giving the impression of a porcelain doll. She always looked elegant, even in the middle of a refugee camp. I grimaced at Charlie. ‘What? No, she’s not my type or nothing. Are you kidding? I’d break her.’

      Just then, Nora spotted me and headed over to say hello. As I grabbed her in a careful hug, I was struck once again by the stunning contrast between her delicate pale beige skin and my own velvety sepia tone.

      I could feel a smile spreading involuntarily across my face. ‘Nora! How ya been, lady?’

      She smiled – pulling away from me tauntingly. ‘Gabriel, hi. I’m well, thank you. How are you?’

      Her skin may be fair, but Nora’s eyes were a much richer brown than my golden hazel ones. As she moved, I got a tantalising whiff of her soap or maybe shampoo. It made me think of vanilla and mango.

      ‘I’m good, I’m good.’ I touched her shoulder. ‘Hey, I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to catch up properly. I only just got back to town today.’

      My interview must’ve gone all right because they offered me the commission the following day. Afterward, I’d headed home long enough to pack a few things and say ‘farewell for now’ to my parents and little bro.

      Nora touched her hair before wrapping her arms around herself. ‘I’m surprised you’re back so soon.’

      ‘Nah, you kidding me? I wanna get started right now. Man, what a head-trip! I mean, holy crap, Mars! No effin’ way. You know?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Yeah, I spent this afternoon strolling around Edinburgh – what a beautiful city. And I’m loving everyone’s accent. They all sound like you.’

      Nora wrinkled her little button nose slightly. ‘I’m not from Edinburgh. I’m from Perth.’

      ‘Where’s that then?’

      She wobbled her head. ‘Sixty kilometres north of here.’

      ‘Kilometres? Come on, speak English!’ Her smile tightened, so I eased up on her a bit. ‘Only kidding. I know that’s around forty miles.’

      Grinning, she replied, ‘Better get used to it, Gabriel. The way I hear it, there won’t be any miles on Mars, only kilometres.’

      ‘Ha! Where I live, there will always be miles.’ I leaned on the bar, taking some weight off my dodgy knee. Bastard was giving me pain tonight. ‘Sorry.’ I waved the pain away. ‘My knee. Anyway, how’d you get mixed up with all this?’

      ‘Well, hey. Let me get you a drink. Same again?’

      I nodded and turned to ask Charlie, but the spot beside me was empty. Nora flagged down the bartender and ordered a mango juice for me and a Dutch lager for herself. A moment later she turned back toward me. She touched her glass to mine and took a drink before she replied to my question.

      ‘You know Helen, right? Helen Souza?’

      ‘The Spanish one, yeah? The head of our team?’

      Nora scrunched up her face. ‘She’s Brazilian.’

      ‘Cool, cool. Yeah, she interviewed me.’ I nodded.

      ‘She and I met in Syria a couple years back. Every year Helen spends a few weeks working for MSF on her annual leave.’

      I’d been about to take a sip of my juice when Nora said that. I set it back down on the bar a bit harder than I meant to, causing Nora to flinch.

      ‘Annual leave? She spends her vacations working in war zones and refugee camps? Are you kidding me?’

      Nora put her pint on the bar and arched a graceful eyebrow in my direction, as she wiped away a foamy moustache. ‘Seriously? You, Gabriel Mifsud, are going to comment on someone else’s dedication to their work? Really?’ She burst into laughter.

      I held up a hand to defend my honour. ‘Hey, now! I’m not gonna deny I work hard, but I play hard too. When I go on vaycay, lemme tell you, I ain’t performing no surgery.’ I emphasised my point with a finger drawing a zee in front of myself.

      Nora grinned and threw her hands up in mock surrender. ‘Okay, fine.’ She chuckled. ‘Anyway… She was based at Cornell University until recently.’

      ‘That’s in Ithaca, so it gives us the whole Upstate New York connection.’

      ‘Yeah? Well, Helen’s a foetal surgeon specialising in reproductive technologies. She’s done amazing work with ectogenesis,’ Nora said. ‘And now she was heading up the Mars mission’s medical sciences team.’

      ‘No way! That’s so cool.’ I gestured across the bar. ‘Hey, introduce me to everyone else over there, would ya?’ I pushed myself off the bar, taking care this time not to hurt my knee.

      She blinked rapidly a few times before her brain caught up with me. ‘Er… Oh, sure, sorry. I can introduce you to the people I know, I guess.’

      I began walking across the pub toward the area by the front window, which had been reserved for our group. Nora walked with me, looking around the group before deciding where to start.

      Nora approached a man with light taupe skin and a receding hairline. ‘Gabriel, this is Brian.’ My first thought was that he was probably nearing forty, but I later revised that estimate downward. By, like, fifteen years. Dude just gave off a middle-aged vibe. ‘Brian’s a botanist.’ Whatever, something about sustainable agriculture and biodiversity.

      Nora indicated the woman perched next to Brian at a high table. ‘Katya’s a software engineer who works with remote-operated robots.’ Ooh. Now, she was more my type. Tanned to a golden bronze colour. Tall, blonde, athletic body type – maybe a bit too much makeup though.

      Paxton was a forgettable-looking soil scientist. Henri was an equally bland geneticist specialising in reproductive function and health. Nora introduced me to a few other people. Blah, blah, whatever. Nobody caught my eye after Katya though.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Nora said looking at the last person in the group. ‘I don’t know your name.’

      ‘Hi,’ said the stocky geek in the corner of the pub looking up at us with an awkward smile. ‘My name is Frieda. I’m a mechanical engineer.’

      ‘So, Katya,’ I said, turning back toward her and lifting myself onto the bar stool next to her. I leaned in and gave her my full attention. ‘Tell me more about these robots of yours.’ Katya looked at me, flashing a hell of a smile.

      Brian’s face fell as Katya’s focus slipped away from him. He looked at me with sad little puppy dog eyes before turning away. Please, I thought to myself. As if a woman like Katya would ever look at someone like you, Bri. Never going to happen, buddy. Never in a million years.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      Okay, so a month ago I was tending bar in a boring little pub in the middle of nowhere, and now somehow I was a member of a top-secret organisation planning a one-way trip to Mars. Because, duh, what every outer-space mission needs is a specialist in fourteenth-century history.

      Whatever. I’d ride this wave as far as it would carry me.

      I had an official title and everything: Deputy Head of Culture and Society. Go me!

      Not that I could tell anyone about my fancy title or my job or anything. Hello, top-secret! All my friends knew was I left the pub to take a role at Double Star. I told everyone I was an intern in the marketing department. Weirdly, nobody found that odd. I felt like I should have been a bit insulted.

      Anyway.

      The leadership team – or exco, if you want to go all management speak – talked about how we’d get to Mars, when, whether we’d all go together or in stages, how we’d live, what we’d eat, how water would be treated. You know, basically everything. And alongside all the big-picture discussions, we split out into smaller teams.

      Davy used to be a super-hot economics lecturer before chucking it all in to become an MP before chucking that in to work on this hush-hush space mission. Together we were charged with designing the culture, social structure, and economy of Mars. And my old dad told me a history degree was only good for waiting tables. Ha!

      Well, maybe I’ll wait tables on Mars, Dad. What do you make of that?

      To be honest, he probably didn’t make much of it, as he’d been dead for most of a decade.

      Davy and I spent a good chunk of our time talking about how we thought the colony should be organised. I was getting paid to sit around brainstorming. Wahey! Plus, the lack of clogged toilets, pools of sick, and spills of unknown origin were all added benefits.

      The whole team – leads and deputy leads – got together on Friday afternoons to discuss what we’d been focusing on, our ideas, what we needed from the other groups, and whatever.

      Nora was this paradoxical combination of exotic beauty and girl-next-door vibes. She worked with Helen in medical. Helen was some fancy-pants surgeon working in ectogenesis, a word I’d never even heard until this week. It meant growing a baby in an artificial environment. Which was a mind-blowing idea when you thought of it…

      She’d brought Nora on board with her. They’d volunteered together through Doctors Without Borders. Nora worked for them long-term as a nurse, but Helen – workaholic she so clearly was – actually did that sort of thing as a holiday. I didn’t know either of them well yet. Still, what I’d learned so far was that Helen was not a woman who relaxed.

      Brian, on the other hand, was my kind of people. He was a Hispanic American bloke who worked for Georgie in agriculture. He could come across like a boring old man at first glance, but he was a solid geezer. I didn’t understand most of what came out of his face hole, but he was a good one to go for a pint or sixteen with. Seriously, I knew I wasn’t, like, Wordsmitherina or anything, but Brian’s lingo was a real wind-up. Top bloke though.

      Ugh, meetings! I was excited to finish my degree because I thought I’d finally seen the back of meetings. I never imagined a grown-up job would just be an endless stream of the bastards.

      So today I was having my lunch in the cafe, looking out over the firth and having some mini existential whatever-the-opposite-of-a-crisis-is. I liked the canteen. The food was so-so, but you couldn’t beat the view. It was crazy peaceful here.

      I was just thinking about heading to the meeting when what to my wondering eyes should appear… Who was that on old Nige’s arm? She was a bit of all right. Hair the most amazing shade of fuchsia with a fierce undercut. Her bare arms a delicious caramel. She turned her body in my direction to take in the view behind me. And, good gravy, those were impressive. I could get lost—

      ‘Faz, how lovely to see you again. Settling into the new role all right? How are your quarters? Are you heading down to the meeting now? We’ll join you.’

      Wasn’t it just sweet of Nigel to ask questions when he had no interest in the answers. By the look in her eye, I suspected his magenta-topped companion was thinking the same thing I was. Well, at least on the topic of his manners. Everything else I was thinking… Hey, who knew – but I planned to find out later.

      ‘It’s Charlie, sir. I’m well. How are you?’

      ‘Er, ah, yes. Of course. My apologies.’ He turned to his bit of eye candy. ‘Rosa, this is Charlie er… Oakham?’

      I nodded. ‘Not far off. It’s Ocampo, sir.’ He paused while I spoke, so I supposed credit was due him for that much, but he didn’t bother looking at me. Of course, who in their right mind could take their eyes off such an ethereal beauty as Rosa?

      ‘Charlie is helping with the mission I absolutely didn’t tell you anything about.’ He winked at her like the lechy old perv he was. He turned back to me. ‘Faz— So sorry, Charlie, this is my friend Rosa Jimenez. I’m just giving Rosa a bit of an introduction to all the fantastic work we do here.’

      He looked back at Rosa, practically licking her with his eyes, and led her towards the lifts with his wizened hand on the small of her perfect back. Rosa continued to smile at him with her big grin and vacant expression. When he looked away, she turned back towards me and I swear to God she winked.

      Oh, it was on. Hell yes, it would feel good to win her attentions away from one of the wealthiest old goats in the world.

      I skipped along behind them and pressed the button to call the lift before turning to the unlikely pair.

      ‘What brings you to our little corner of the world, Rosa?’

      Rosa smiled demurely as Nigel answered for her. ‘We met last week in one of my nightclubs. Rosa expressed an interest in the business empire I’ve built from nothing, and I told her it would be an honour to show her around.’

      ‘Oh yes,’ Rosa agreed just a little too enthusiastically to be believable. ‘Sir Nigel is a very great businessman. Back home in Mexico, when I was just a little girl, I dreamed that one day I might meet him. And now here I am! It’s a dream come true.’

      Honestly, I could puke.

      We exited the lift onto the third floor. In the boardroom, people were milling about, pouring coffee, chatting over bickies, settling into their seats. People stood back up when Nigel and Rosa entered the room. I mean, I’d like to think they stood out of respect for me, but somehow… Not bloody likely.

      He strolled confidently through the room, introducing Rosa to everyone. He repeated his crappy line about the mission he definitely, absotively, posolutely didn’t tell her anything about. Rosa smiled and jiggled and giggled. She was good.

      Rosa stood clinging adoringly to Nigel’s arm and batting her voluminous fake eyelashes at him. As they made their departure, she peeled herself away from him for a second to shake my hand. ‘It was such a pleasure meeting you, Charlie.’ She addressed the whole room and added, ‘All of you. It was lovely. Thank you for your time.’

      I felt something in my hand. When the door closed behind them I dared to look down. Oh yes. She’d left me her digits.

      Nigel: 0

      Charlie: 1
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      Earth, Scotland, Edinburgh

      I swirled my drink, watching the ice cubes clink languidly in the glass. When I held it at just the right angle, it caught the light, forming a tiny rainbow in my G&T. I’d chosen this bar for its intimate atmosphere.

      Rosa leaned towards me and whispered, ‘What’s on your mind?’

      I smiled, looking at her long, graceful arm bridging the narrow space between us. In response, I set my glass down and took her hand. As I kissed the inside of her wrist, her silky, copper-coloured skin contrasted with my own light gold tones in the artsy lighting.

      ‘So,’ she began, ‘are you going to tell me about Mars?’

      ‘I dunno. You going to tell me who you really are?’

      ‘Me?’ she asked breathlessly. ‘I am nobody, just a plumber from Mexico who dreams of one day leaving this world behind.’

      ‘Hang on.’ I stopped what she was doing. ‘Did you say plumber?’

      ‘Yes,’ she replied. Her accent made it sound like Jess. ‘Who or what did you think I was?’ she asked, resuming her previous actions.

      Putting my hands on her face to make her stop what she was doing, I replied, ‘I figured you for a reporter looking for a scoop. If you’re not a journalist, what on Earth are you after? Why are we here?’

      ‘What I’m after is nothing more than information for purely selfish, personal reasons. I want to know. My dream is to go to the stars. I know I never will, but if other people do, I want to absorb all the knowledge I can. As for what we’re doing here… Let me show you.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘Hi. Could I get a rice milk flat white and a bagel with mushroom pâté, please?’

      The cashier nodded and punched in my order as the barista behind her got started. When we first moved here, I’d been worried about finding quality coffee and food, but I’d been pleasantly surprised by the quality of Double Star’s canteen. The team were uncommonly skilled. Barista, chef, or bartender, everyone prepared exceptional food and drinks. They were knowledgeable about their ingredients and where the products came from. Even for a food snob like me, it was hard not to be impressed.

      When the smiling barista handed me my order, I took it and wandered towards the window. I sat down and took a sip. Ah yes, coffee made everything better. Despite how warm I invariably was, I couldn’t cope with cold coffee.

      That was something we still needed to address for the colony. We’d have to grow and produce our own coffee, which meant making sure we had the skills for every aspect of it. If not, forget it. I wasn’t moving to a bleak, joyless, coffee-less world.

      It wouldn’t come to that; I always got my way. Anything else, but not a life without coffee.

      When I felt a vibration from my bag, I set my KeepCup down and pulled my tablet out to discover a text alert on the screen.

      
        
        ‘URGENT!’

      

      

      It shouted at me in large, decidedly unfriendly letters. The tablet scanned my face before revealing a message from Laura, sent to Gurdeep, Tom, and me. ‘Get it sorted.’

      ‘Oh, pants,’ I muttered as I clicked on the link. A browser window with a square red logo in the top left corner launched. The Globe and Mail. It appeared to be a news website, though not one I knew. ‘Politics Briefing: Real Reason for Resignation of Liberal Party Rising Star’.

      A professional photo of Davy appeared. Her face appeared dramatic and friendly. Sable brown hair shone, highlighting her walnut eyes and beige skin. Even the small mole on her chin added to her charm. She wasn’t the most beautiful person, but with that confident smile, she looked lovely. That was a great pic.

      Scooping up all my crap, I legged it across the canteen, dodging both furniture and people. My phone rang as I scuttled. Gurdeep. ‘Yep, babe. I’m headed down to you now. See you in two secs.’

      I ran for all I was worth. Honestly, this body wasn’t built for running.

      In the lift, I tap-danced as I scanned the article, clutching my bagel between my teeth. Okay, it was bad, but not as bad as it could’ve been. They didn’t have details, just wild guesses – which unfortunately weren’t too far from reality.

      It was widely known that Double Star was planning a mission to Mars. They’d intended to establish a permanent base there. The entire world knew that much. The bit that was classified was that the company had been hired by a transnational quasi-governmental group to help facilitate a self-sufficient colony that would function beyond the reach of any Earth government.

      I ran down the corridor, trailing my bag and scarf. Bursting into Gurdeep’s office, I nearly collided with Tom as he did the same.

      ‘“Davina Mills, thirty-four, was seen by many as future leader material for her party,”’ Gurdeep read aloud. ‘“It was widely speculated,” blah blah, “personal reasons,” blah, “return to academia,” blah. “It has now come to light that Ms Mills—”’ In my head I scolded the writer for not using her correct title, which was Dr Mills. People did it to me all the time and I hated it. I brushed the thought aside and returned my attention to Gurdeep. ‘“—moved to Scotland to take up a role in Nigel Hartley-Richards’ firm, Double Star. Hartley-Richards has, in recent years, spoken publicly about his company’s intent to establish an off-world base. The recruitment of someone of Mills’ background suggests that such a project may be closer to reality than previously thought. Why else would an extraterrestrial colony have need of someone skilled in both economic theory and the running of a government?”’

      Gurdeep took to pacing the room. ‘What the almighty hell are we supposed to do with this? How do we fix it? How?’

      Tom pulled a worried face. ‘I don’t suppose we could refuse to acknowledge it, can we?’

      ‘Right,’ I began, thinking as I spoke and willing my brain to keep up with my mouth. ‘What if we acknowledge the story, but— No, let me speak.’ I held my hand up to stop the rebuttal I saw forming behind Gurdeep’s brown eyes. ‘We play down the fantastical elements.’ They both looked at me sceptically, but remained silent.

      I expanded on my idea, waving my hands as I thought. The secretive part wasn’t that we wanted to build a base, but that it would be completely independent from Earth. I proposed we issue a press release saying that, yes— I stopped as Gurdeep called for Santosh to join us and make notes.

      ‘A press release,’ I continued, ‘acknowledging that Double Star employs experts in various fields to develop theoretical plans for how such a colony might – and we stress this is strictly hypothetical at this stage – might work. We get Davy to provide a quote about the appeal of the intellectual pursuit of designing the socioeconomic structure of a hypothetical off-world colony.’ I shrugged and raised an eyebrow in a way I hoped would indicate I wanted to know what they thought.

      ‘Perfect. Do it. Santosh, get that down quick as you can. Run this over to his media team for them to work their magic on. Physically, I mean. We want to make sure they’re on this. Got it?’ Santosh nodded and was off in a flash.

      Gurdeep slumped into the nearest chair and heaved a massive sigh. ‘Well, that was fun.’

      Tom barked out a sharp laugh as he checked his watch. ‘Oh look, we’re just in time for our meeting.’

      Gurdeep heaved a big sigh. I bent forward and braced my hands on my knees. ‘I need a second to catch my breath.’ I waved them away. ‘You go. I’ll catch up with you. I’ll be right there.’

      Tom left the room. Gurdeep gently stroked my hair before following him out. Once they were gone, I let my head fall, allowing my curly hair to obscure my face. I’d need to get into better shape before Helen’s mandatory exercise regime kicked in. I’d never squeeze into a size ten – or even a sixteen – and why would I want to? But it wouldn’t hurt to accompany Gurdeep to the gym. Ugh, now that was a depressing thought.

      I took three deep breaths before following them.
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      After the excitement, I expected today’s meeting to be straightforward. Boring. Besides the usual round-robin of who needed what from whom, today’s agenda had a session on the physiological and medical demands of the mission. Helen’s team would join us later for that.

      I wondered again why it was always so hot in these meeting rooms.

      Gurdeep briefed everyone on what had happened, and we discussed our approach and what Davy should say in the quote for the press release. When we nailed down a few words, Santosh pinged them over to the media team and left again to chase them up.

      I reached out to grab— Bollocks! In all the faff, I’d forgotten to bring the container of mint Nanaimo bars Gurdeep had baked last night using Davy’s gran’s recipe. This meeting would last aeons without anything to snack on. How on Earth had I managed this? What a catastrophe! Could I make excuses to leave just for a minute?

      We spent an hour that felt like twelve going round the table to discuss various issues, roadblocks, and milestones – not that I could concentrate.

      Once that was concluded we took a quick break for everyone to stretch their legs and so Helen’s team could join us. I made a mad dash to my office to grab the forgotten squares.

      We shuffled back into the room and took our seats. Helen and Nora were joined by Gabriel, Andrea, and Frankie. Gabriel was a bit full on, but I didn’t know any of them well.

      I munched a chocolatey, minty, coconutty treat as I contemplated the newest members of Helen’s team. Gabriel was the shortest of the three. Short, but powerful. Brownish hazel eyes were striking against rich brown skin. Tight curls of close-cropped hair had been subject to a liberal amount of peroxide.

      Andrea looked like he’d come straight from a catwalk in Milan. His wavy brown hair contrasted nicely with his fine-knit, pale blue merino-wool jumper.

      The other new joiner was Frankie. I’d met Frankie once or twice at the pub, but I’d not yet had any dealings with her in the office. What I knew of her, I liked. She was good fun. She wore a lightweight, mustard-yellow jumper over khaki trousers. How was she not sweltering? For some reason I found it endearing that her light brown plait was lopsided.

      Gurdeep opened the second half of the meeting and handed the metaphorical reins over to Helen.

      ‘Thank you. I’ve asked my team to provide two brief presentations on relevant medical topics as they relate to our mission. First, Nora and Gabriel will speak about trauma medicine – specifically, the types of emergencies we might expect to face and how we’ll deal with them. Second, we’ll have Andrea and Frankie address the medical issues surrounding the impacts of being off-world on both humans and any animals we choose to take.’

      Nora had finished her nursing degree and then done a master’s in trauma sciences with a focus on humanitarian applications. Since then she’d been working with Médecins Sans Frontières. At twenty-six, she’d seen more trauma and post-traumatic situations than any human should ever have to.

      Gabriel’s background as a military surgeon was equally full of horrors. I couldn’t even imagine how hard it would be to face up to having my career torn from my grasp for medical reasons. For my part, I’d joined this mission out of a desire to create a better world. For Gabriel, I suspected it was more complicated. What were you meant to do with yourself when your raison d’être had been stripped away?

      I tossed another of the decidedly moreish mini squares into my mouth.

      Whatever their reasons for joining us, our reasons for wanting trauma medics were clear. We all knew no matter how carefully we planned and how prepared we thought we were, the reality was going to be different to what we expected. We needed a medical support team who could deal with emergent injuries and unexpected illnesses, people who were good in a crisis.

      Gabriel had the ability to set people’s teeth on edge, but Gurdeep was right: our team needed the expertise. And Nora’s too, not that anyone would ever object to Nora’s presence. She was one of those people who was universally adored and admired.

      Their presentation was informative and reassuring. These two were ready for any injury or situation life threw at them. Working together, there was nothing they couldn’t conquer.

      Frankie and Andrea spoke next. They focused on the expected impacts of low- and no-gravity environments on mammals. They believed that it was possible to counteract muscle wastage through regular use of resistance treadmills. Another serious issue we would need to contend with was bone loss. In reduced gravity settings, mammals lose bone mass at an alarming rate.

      ‘We’re looking at ways to combat this loss. One method that looks promising has to do with tumour necrosis factor alpha-stimulated gene number 6, which is a regulator of bone homeostasis. If TSG-6’s interaction with bone morphogenetic proteins is inhibited, bone reabsorption is reduced,’ said Andrea.

      What the whatting what?

      A quick look at the blank faces around the room confirmed I wasn’t the only one who struggled with what those words meant. I was grateful when Frankie cut in.

      ‘The body produces a substance called TSG-6. If we can inhibit it, we won’t lose bone density. No osteoporosis.’

      Suddenly people around the room began to nod.

      ‘Yes,’ Andrea added. ‘That is what I said.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      I chose a seat at the foot of the conference table. Tom sat on my left and Helen was just around the table’s edge on his other side.

      People chatted over tea and coffee. I popped open a container of Gurdeep’s biscuits and petits fours and offered them up.

      Helen looked delighted as she helped herself to a couple. She leaned towards Tom and I heard her whisper as she tucked her chin-length bobbed hair behind her ears. ‘Don’t you think these dainty little treats are at odds with Gurdeep’s personality? She’s so brusque. The idea she goes home to bake these delicate lacework cookies and pipe tiny rosettes onto little cakes is— I don’t know… It’s interesting, don’t you think?’

      Tom whispered his reply to her at an even lower level, forcing me to strain to hear him. ‘A little quirk of personality, I guess. I like it – makes her seem more human.’

      I grinned as I fanned myself with a paper fan printed with peacock feathers, a recent gift from Gurdeep. This morning I’d awoken to the heady scents of mocha, cinnamon, and vanilla. To me, Gurdeep’s baking was an integral part of who she was, but I knew she was an enigma to most people. Her father was the only other one who had known her as well as I did. The loss of him a couple years ago had been hard on her, as she’d always been closer to him than she had to her mum. She’d leaned on me a lot at the time.

      Tom and Helen straightened up in their seats as Gurdeep strode confidently into the room and took her place at the head of the table.

      ‘Good afternoon,’ she began. ‘We’ve got a lot to get through today, so let’s dive right in.’

      The main item of the exco agenda this afternoon was crew selection. We desperately needed to agree our criteria so we could move on to picking actual people. As we went around the table for updates, it was clear everyone was keen to get to the topic du jour.

      ‘Right then. Over to Faz and Tom to talk us through their thoughts on crew complement and hopefully nail our criteria down. Take it away, folks,’ said Gurdeep.

      ‘Thank you,’ Faz replied. ‘The first thing we need to agree on is the overall numbers. Obviously, too small a group can’t be self-sustaining. Conversely, the larger the group, the more resource input to get us established. We’ve discussed sending an advance guard to Mars to get everything built and ready for the rest of us. I think we see that as about six to ten people.’

      We were all pretty much in accord on that. Gurdeep planned to confirm it as formal policy within the next few days.

      They opened the discussion up for people to throw out options for total colony size. People tossed out numbers ranging from twenty to a thousand – neither of which seemed practical to me.

      Tom stepped in after a couple minutes. ‘It’s not true what they say,’ he said in a light-hearted, flirtatious tone. ‘Size does matter. In terms of group dynamics we need the largest group we can feasibly get away with taking.’

      This seemed to have been an agreed cue between them, as Faz smoothly stepped in and picked up the thread. ‘From a resource perspective, we need the smallest group we can get away with. There’s a term used in conservation biology, which is minimum viable population. It refers to the lower bound of population size necessary to ensure ninety to ninety-five per cent probability of survival of the species. And there’s been a fair amount of research done into the MVP of humans.’

      Charlie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Are you talking about that anthropologist in Florida?’ I caught Tom’s surprised look, even though he quickly masked it. Two months in and he was still underestimating her.

      ‘John Moore,’ he nodded as he responded. ‘Professor Moore’s widely cited research put the number at 160. But then another anthropologist, Cameron Smith, said the number was at least 10,000 to ensure genetic diversity. He recommended a figure of 40,000.’

      There were groans and gasps around the room. I watched Helen’s face closely. As the only reproductive health specialist in the room, she looked like she might be taking a different perspective from the others. I envisioned lines of metaphorical code scrolling over her brown eyes.

      ‘Hang on,’ she said. All eyes turned to her. ‘Why can’t we do both?’

      There were puzzled looks on most of our colleagues’ faces, but I smiled encouragingly at her.

      She looked around. ‘We could bring 160 people, plus genetic material of thousands more.’

      Faz grinned delightedly. ‘Exactly! Even Professor Moore never intended his 160 to be the end. He believed it was the minimum number to maintain a functioning, self-sufficient society, but he also said it was important for there to be a fresh influx of genetic diversity after a few generations.’

      I saw Gurdeep look a question at Helen. I knew what the question was, but also that Gurdeep was hoping someone else would raise it. She didn’t want to be the one to do so.

      ‘A hundred and sixty colonists, plus a shedload of sperm ’n’ eggs? Are we all agreed?’ Around the room there were murmurs of assent to Tom’s query. Faz bit her lip and narrowed her eyes. Helen tilted her head.

      And Gurdeep pulled the pin out of the verbal grenade.

      ‘Hang on. There’s a question that needs to be asked before we move on.’ Tom’s eyes narrowed as Gurdeep opened her mouth to speak. ‘Do we, and I know this will be a difficult question, but it has to be asked. Do we need to bring any men?’

      Tom’s eyes went wider than I would have thought possible as his jaw fell. He glared daggers at Faz, then turned to Gurdeep, and back to Faz.

      ‘I can’t believe you took this to her after I expressly told you not to. I told you.’ His voice was barely a whisper.

      I saw his pain solidify into rage as he faced Gurdeep. ‘You traitorous, man-hating bitch,’ he blustered. ‘You think because you don’t have a cock no one should. Freud would have a field day with you. You’ve spent your life trying to prove you’re better than every man you meet, and now you’re determined to cut us off at the knees and hang us out to dry while you and all your lady friends fly off to live in your lesbian paradise.’

      He looked around the room attempting to make eye contact with each of us in turn. At last he turned to Mehmet; his voice cracked as he spoke. ‘Buddy… Back me up on this. We’re the only men in the room. We have to stand up for our kind.’

      I imagined this was news to Santosh, who sat silently at Gurdeep’s right hand. People always disregarded support staff, dehumanising them, treating them as interchangeable, expendable.

      The silence was tangible as we waited for Mehmet to respond. I looked at the phenomenal women I’d spent the past few months working with: Gurdeep, Charlie, Davy, Faz, Lisa, Helen, and— Okay, I’ll admit I still wasn’t so hot on Iulia. But every last one of them was whip smart and at the top of their respective fields. Strong, confident, powerful women. Holding the future of our species in their hands. Our hands.

      At last Mehmet gathered his words. ‘I’m sorry, Tom. Gurdeep is right to ask. I’m not necessarily saying it’s the correct decision, but it’s an option we need to look at. This mission is bigger than any of us. We all have to consider—’

      ‘Why?’ Tom was shouting now. ‘Why should we shut out half the human race? Are men really so worthless?’ His voice shook.

      ‘No, Tom, no. It’s not that at all.’ I laid a reassuring hand on his arm, but he slapped my hand away. I tried to ensure my voice sounded calming rather than patronising. ‘We need to ensure we can populate future generations. We can bring genetic materials with us, but we need as many—’ I waved my hands in circular motions as I searched for the right word. ‘As many human incubators as possible.’

      ‘But ectogenesis…’ he began before his voice cracked and fell away.

      Helen’s voice had a nasal quality, but she spoke softly as she replied. ‘Ectogenesis is a support system. At best, we can use it to support a living, breathing mother in case of emergency. It won’t replace human wombs for a long time yet, if ever.’

      Tom roared – a guttural, wounded sound. He kicked his chair out from under him. ‘I’m done. I want nothing to do with any of you,’ he bellowed. As he stormed out, he slammed the door so hard the glass shattered.

      I looked around. No one budged. Everyone appeared to be holding their breath, waiting for someone else to break the spell.

      After several long, awkward seconds Gurdeep looked me in the eye from across the room and made an almost imperceptible nod of her head. ‘I’ll talk to him.’ I stepped gingerly through the broken glass at the door. Gabriel and Andrea stood motionless in the corridor. Neither said a word, they simply pointed in the direction Tom had gone.

      He closed the lift before I caught him up, so I ran down the stairs. By the time I got to the lobby, he was gone. Hazarding a guess, I picked a direction and headed out into the cold but cloudless Scottish sunset. When I opened the door of the White Hart a few minutes later, the bartender looked up. She stabbed her chin in the direction of the snug.

      I sat down next to Tom and put my arm around him. At that moment the floodgates opened and he burst into tears. Not knowing what else to do, I just sat with him, letting him cry. I stroked his hair gently as he wept. After a long while, Helen dropped silently onto his other side and put her arm around him. I mouthed my thanks for the drink she’d deposited in front of me.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘Come,’ called Gurdeep, so I walked into her office for our weekly catch-up. Compared to Georgie’s icebox, Gurdeep’s room was like a sauna. I wondered how they got by at home, as I didn’t imagine there could be any temperature they’d agree on.

      She was sitting on her teal sofa with her head in her hands, looking uncharacteristically melancholy. ‘Please tell me you have some good news for me. Please. Something. Anything.’ Her voice was low, barely above a whisper.

      ‘I do, actually. Well, I hope it’s good news. But what’s wrong? Aside from the obvious, I mean. Is there anything I can do?’

      ‘Nigel,’ she sighed. ‘That prick.’ I nodded; he wasn’t my favourite person either. ‘He thinks he’s going to be part of the colony.’ As she lifted her head, I saw her normally smooth, neat hair was all askew.

      ‘He what?’

      She held out her hand in a sort of helpless, defeated gesture. ‘Exactly.’

      I was baffled. ‘He’s nearing seventy, a smoker, and I doubt he’s ever done an actual day’s work in his life. Manual labour? No, thank you! Nigel has people for that. We’re setting up a whole new world. What could he possibly contribute once we get to Mars?’

      ‘Well, quite,’ Gurdeep replied. ‘I spoke to Laura. Ever the politician, she told me she expected me to resolve the situation myself. “Matters of crew selection are your department, Captain,”’ she added in a passable imitation of Laura’s accent and mannerisms. She sneered, presumably at the image of Laura in her mind.

      ‘How’d you leave it with him?’ I looked beyond her neat white desk and chair to the muted colours of the rainbow over the firth.

      She grimaced. ‘I said I’d give the matter my full consideration, but that I wouldn’t be pushed into anything that wasn’t the right decision for the mission. He told me he was sure I’d make the correct choice – and threatened to pull Double Star’s resources from the project if I didn’t agree.’

      I was aghast. Surely he wouldn’t. Not even Nigel could be that self-centred and entitled, could he? Could he?

      ‘That face you’re making, Faz. That’s it precisely.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I just…’ I had no idea how to finish that sentence. Wait. ‘That would be a massive breach of contract though, wouldn’t it?’

      Gurdeep laughed bitterly. ‘Well, yes. But how do you sue someone over a secret initiative?’

      Hmm, yeah, valid point.

      She waved me off. ‘Anyway, what was your potential good news?’

      ‘Oh, right! Well, I met with Helen first thing this morning. She spent the weekend with Tom.’ I felt my face blush at the unintentionally gossipy-sounding sentence. ‘Talking, I mean. Listening and talking. She and I met up this morning to discuss where he’s at and to sort of brainstorm ideas. We’ve come up with a resolution. Well, we have a proposal, and Helen believes Tom will go for it.’

      I explained our thinking. ‘If we bring only women, we’ll end up with an entire generation of boys who have no idea what it’s like to be a man. Not in an outdated gender role nonsense kind of way, but a physical one. No one who could relate to the issues they face at puberty or the physical sex differences. Not only that, but we want to be sure our kids have positive examples of every kind of love and healthy relationship, don’t we?’

      Gurdeep nodded hesitantly. Helen and I reckoned it was valid for us to bring mostly women, but we did need some men. Helen was confident that if we proposed bringing between five and ten per  cent men, she could talk Tom into returning. ‘We’ll probably have to apologise too, though,’ I added.

      ‘Lord save me from the delicate sensibilities of men!’ Gurdeep sighed. ‘Yeah, I do see that. I mean, you were absolutely right to bring the idea to me and we needed to consider it. It’s my job to ask difficult questions and to resolve impasses. I’m sorry his feelings were hurt and I feel bad that the conversation went quite as badly as it did. But you were right to raise it. It needed to be on the table.’

      She leaned back into the plush faux-suede sofa cushion and ran a hand through her hair. ‘If I have to apologise to spare his feelings and bring him back on board, I can do that.’

      ‘Actually,’ I moved my hands as I spoke, ‘if we get the candidate criteria nailed down this week, we can tell Nigel he doesn’t meet—’

      ‘He’ll shut us down,’ Gurdeep said, cutting me off. She leaned forward. I got the sense she was a few seconds away from getting up and pacing the room.

      ‘Hang on, I’m going somewhere with this. I bet he’d buy it if we’d consider his daughter for inclusion.’

      Gurdeep blinked rapidly and scoffed. ‘Jupiter? You’ve met her, right? Talk about never having done a day’s work.’

      I waved my hand to dismiss the idea. Gurdeep was sceptical, but I felt sure about this. ‘She’s young. We’ll put her through a rigorous training regime. If she can’t hack it, she’s out. But maybe she’ll surprise us.’

      The sweat on my forehead was soaking through my hijab. A drop broke free and rolled down my nose.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      We gathered for our Friday afternoon meeting. The broken glass had been cleaned up over the weekend and replaced by Tuesday. Tom peeked his head sheepishly around the door.

      Gurdeep had met with Tom on Monday night and he’d agreed to return to work, but this was the first time he’d been back in the office. He and I had been meeting in a coffee shop in town to continue our discussions of colonist criteria.

      As soon as she spotted him, Georgie jumped up and ran over to him. She enveloped him in a bear hug, dragging him into the room.

      ‘I’m sorry for my outburst,’ he muttered as he took his seat.

      ‘Bygones,’ replied Lisa with a dismissive wave of her hand. Helen put her hand on Tom’s.

      ‘Tom, that’s the past. We’re here to talk about the future,’ said Gurdeep. All business, as usual.

      This week’s meeting was again focused on colonist selection criteria. ‘Just to confirm,’ said Gurdeep, ‘barring any extenuating circumstances or unpleasant surprises in our medical tests, everyone in this room has a place reserved for them in the colony. None of you has to join us, but you’re all welcome to. I hope you will. That said, we’re not here to discuss ourselves today. We’re discussing who to bring with us.’

      Gurdeep said, ‘There’s one other point of order to raise. As a goodwill gesture to Nigel for his company’s generous services to our mission, I’m offering his daughter, Jupiter, the opportunity to be considered for a place on the mission.’

      Gurdeep handled this announcement with extraordinary grace and tact, I thought. The room broke into a cacophony of objections, but Gurdeep raised a hand to halt them. ‘This is not negotiable. She will be offered a chance, but she will need to meet whatever criteria we confirm today. With that, I’ll pass it over to Tom to lead the discussion on colonist selection, please.’

      ‘Thanks. I believe we’re all agreed on the numbers. We’re looking at a total colony size of 160 plus the genetic materials of at least 25,000 more. We’ve agreed’ – he paused briefly – ‘a target ratio of 144–150 women and 10–16 men. Faz and I have been working on a list of specialisms we’ll need to have.’ He gestured to me to run through the list.

      ‘Of course. Obviously we’ll need biologists and physicists and mechanical engineers and robotics engineers and surgeons. Basically, all the -ists and -eers. If you think about it, though, that’s not all we’ll need. We’ll also require farmers and artists and shopkeepers and teachers.’

      ‘And plumbers,’ Charlie added, looking up from the thumbnail she’d been chewing on. I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but knowing Charlie, she had something up her sleeve.

      Tom nodded. This week had changed him. ‘Exactly. We need all the practical everyday trades we do on Earth, plus the society and culture elements that make life worth living. As we mentioned, um, last—’ His voice caught and he looked around, embarrassed. Helen laid her hand on his, which seemed to calm him, his voice gaining strength as he spoke.

      ‘Everyone who joins will be required to have a minimum of two areas of specialism. If we find someone who could be a great addition, but they don’t have that little something extra to offer, we’ll make them an offer that’s contingent on them putting concerted effort into learning one of the skills from the agreed-on list.’ He gestured for me to continue.

      ‘For instance, Gurdeep, you bring your military background and your skill as a mechanical engineer, but let’s not forget – your baking skills are legendary. Tom brings his skills as a psychologist, but he’s also worked as a teacher and a nanny. A little birdie told me Charlie’s hobby is combining mediaeval methods with novel materials in shoemaking.’

      That last one had been a bit of a surprise to learn, but it made sense for a historian to take an interest in authentic techniques – and we’d need someone to make shoes.

      We put the list of specialisms on screen, making notes of ones we hadn’t yet captured. Every focus area needed to be represented by at least three candidates. Every candidate had to have at least two backups. And they all had to be willing and able to teach others about their expertise.

      Helen wrinkled her nose. ‘What about the health of the candidates?’

      I nodded. ‘The voyage is going to be incredibly demanding, and the first few years will require tremendous manual effort from everyone involved. If we’re to be reproducing, then colonists will ultimately be working with babies, probably wearing them in slings and wraps. Everyone needs to be in impeccable physical shape.’

      Helen tucked her hair behind her ears. ‘Mm-hmm, good. I agree that’s entirely practical.’ She hesitated. ‘But I think we should do some genetic screening, as well.’

      Her question was a pragmatic one, but I worried this could be another touchy subject. Nobody wanted a repeat of last week.

      ‘That seems sensible,’ Gurdeep replied. ‘We need to make sure we set ourselves up to succeed.’

      Davy looked troubled. ‘Hang on. We’re not…’ Her face was a mix of scepticism and concern. ‘We’re not talking about eugenics? Surely as a liberal society, we won’t seriously consider this.’

      Helen waved her hands blithely as she spoke. ‘It’s the human race. Our mission is to ensure survival of the species. It’s only logical we seek out the best and brightest.’

      Collectively, the rest of us held our breath. Davy was frozen in horror, while Helen appeared blasé. Gurdeep looked back and forth between them as she considered the matter. Shortly, she reached a decision.

      ‘Right. We are emphatically not planning to create a society of the tallest, smartest, fastest, or prettiest people in existence. Hell, I’m neither the smartest nor the prettiest. My wife is neither the tallest nor the fastest.’

      Georgie cried, ‘How dare you!’ in mock indignation.

      Gurdeep put a hand up to silence her. ‘We don’t’ – she gestured firmly at Helen – ‘need the best nor the brightest.’ She turned to Davy. ‘We must remember, however, that this colony is our last hope for survival. We owe it to humanity to give it its best chance.’

      She looked around the room. ‘It is imperative we stack this colony with whoever will improve its chances of success. If that means choosing people with specialisms we need, we do it. If it means being selective about sex, we do it. If it means ruling out people who aren’t psychologically suited to working in isolated settings, we do it. And if it means selecting people who will provide healthy offspring, there must be no doubt – that is what we will do. I’ll say it again. This is not about choosing the tallest or the smartest or the prettiest people. This is bigger than any of us, bigger than all of us. This is the survival of our species. Got it?’

      People nodded or muttered their assent. Davy looked out the window for a frozen moment. I held my mug just below my nose, letting myself focus on its warmth instead of the tension in the room. At length, Davy turned to Gurdeep. ‘When you put it like that, yes, I agree. But I want it minuted that we are screening only for fertility, basic health, and genetic viability factors, not anything else.’

      Gurdeep nodded. ‘Agreed.’

      We were moving forward.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      Helen walked into my office unannounced and sat down. Her expressive face was a picture of concern as she brushed a stray hair behind her ear. She made several false starts before saying, ‘I’m not sure how to say this, so I’m just going to spit it out. The results are back. The genetic screening. Of us, I mean. Our team. You failed, Gurdeep.’

      ‘What do you mean, I failed? What are you talking about?’ I could see how serious Helen was, and it frightened me. ‘Hang on, am I dying?’

      Ha! If only it was so simple.

      ‘You’re not even sick,’ Helen replied. ‘You’re a carrier. Asymptomatic. X-SCID is incredibly rare. X-linked severe combined immunodeficiency, that is. It’s an immunodeficiency disorder in which the body produces very few T cells and NK cells.’

      ‘Speak English, Helen. I’m a mechanical engineer, not a doctor,’ I said.

      She tilted her head and looked at me sadly. ‘It’s an immune disorder. A bad one. Not a great prognosis for affected individuals unless they can live in a sterile environment. Your father must have passed it to you. Did he never mention it? There must have been cases of SCID in his family. Any male child you might have would have a fifty per cent chance of being affected. Your dad must have known about it.’

      ‘My dad?’ And then I realised. ‘Oh, him! Sorry, my mum married my dad when I was a baby. My biological father was just some guy. I assume it was a one-night stand. I’ve never met him. Don’t know anything about him.’ I hugged my arms around myself.

      ‘Oh, well, that explains the how. But now we’re left with what do we do? What do you want me to do?’ She paused and looked me in the eye. ‘Should I make this go away?’

      Gazing at her uncomprehendingly, I stood there for a minute before I realised what she was saying. ‘Helen, no. If the test says I can’t go, I can’t go. We are not burying evidence. That’s all there is to it.’
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      Earth, England, London

      I lay awake in the hotel bed, staring at the ceiling. We’d finally moved on to selection of actual colonists. This should have been an incredible week. I should have been overjoyed.

      And yet…

      We’d decided to hold interviews in London as it was cheaper and easier to get candidates there than it was in rural Scotland or even Edinburgh. The teams had provided potential candidate names to Tom and Faz. Their team reviewed each candidate’s professional career and social media. We sought out people who not only had skills we needed, but who aligned with our aims and who might be inclined to join us.

      The crew selection team ruled out anyone who appeared to be in a long-term relationship with someone who wasn’t suitable for the mission, anyone who had living children, anyone over the age of thirty-six, anyone who appeared to have rigid views on sexuality or politics that weren’t in line with what we hoped to achieve. We continued to accept recommendations from people who were already part of our team.

      The initial phone interviews were tricky, since we needed to attract people to our sessions without telling them exactly what they were about. It was easier with prospective applicants who knew someone who was already involved, as that person could lend their name to the mission’s credibility. But there were also plenty of candidates we’d found through our research or through second- or third-hand connections.

      The screening questions weeded out people who weren’t open to new opportunities or who were unsuited to our mission in an obvious way. If a candidate passed the initial screening, we invited them to attend a two-day assessment centre in central London.

      I was supposed to have caught an early morning flight today with the rest of the team, but I made an excuse and came down last night instead. The truth was I needed some time alone. I couldn’t look at anyone right then, not even Georgie. I couldn’t.

      Even in the worst of times, I couldn’t recall a moment when I didn’t want Georgie around. When my dad died, I always wanted her with me. I never wanted to be apart. But this was different.

      The applicants had been told to expect a series of interviews and presentations, a group discussion on a deeply personal topic, and a psychological test. We chose the group conversation topics specifically to make the candidates uncomfortable. If selected, they would be up close and personal with one another for the rest of their lives in a way few humans had ever experienced before. We needed to know they were open to tackling personal matters constructively.

      We varied the discussion topics: sexuality, religion, politics.

      The sexuality one was obviously important. Most people on Earth considered themselves to be both straight and monogamous. Our colony required people to be more flexible in their attitudes towards sex, gender, and sexuality. Straight wasn’t an issue for us, nor was monogamous. Both together, however, would get tricky with our gender split.

      Before we confirmed any of our candidates, we’d need to have frank and open conversations about the reality of what life would be like.

      It hurt so much to think about this now, knowing I wouldn’t be part of it. Knowing I couldn’t be part of it. But I had a job to do, and I wouldn’t let my squad down. I’d get through it. This mission was bigger than any one person, bigger even than me. That’s what I said, right? Well, the universe had thrown my words back in my face.

      We’d arranged the presentations and interviews so candidates faced two of us at a time in succession. They were given a case study and an hour to prepare a ten-minute presentation. Then they were assigned slots: a competency-based interview, two less-formal interviews, and a chance to deliver their presentation. The busy morning was followed by a lengthy break to allow them to recover. After lunch, they were brought into the dreaded group discussions.

      I had a fitful sleep, my dreams dark and disturbed. Well, of course they were. At one point, a voice had shouted at me, ‘Come on. Suck it up already!’

      In my dream, I looked up to find myself staring at me. ‘What?’

      ‘You’ve got a faulty gene,’ my dream-self told me. ‘So what? You’ve also got a job to do!’

      ‘Do you mind? I’m trying to grieve here,’ I replied, annoyed with my failure to sympathise with my predicament. Did I really not understand what I had lost? What I was losing and would continue to lose, over and over again until the day I died?

      ‘Oh please, get over yourself! You’re not dead. You’re not dying – at least not any more than anyone ever is.’

      ‘I’m not going on the mission,’ I shouted at myself angrily. ‘I can’t. I’m defective. We are defective.’ I gestured emphatically back and forth between my two selves.

      ‘I thought this mission wasn’t about us. It was about the future of humanity. Aren’t we the one who said that?’ Was I pulling faces at me?

      ‘Yeah, sure. But I was going to be part of that future. Georgie and I were meant to make it together. Now she’s leaving without me.’

      Flinging the covers off myself, I gave up on sleeping. I got up and padded to the bathroom, where I set about getting ready: putting on clothes, combing my hair, brushing my teeth, doing everything I needed to. I headed downstairs to the breakfast buffet, although I wasn’t hungry. I wasn’t sure I could force myself to eat, but I knew I had to. My body still needed nutrition. I still had to get through this.

      Piling my plate with fried mushrooms and tomatoes and beans, I felt hollow as I went through the usual motions. I toasted bread and poured a glass of orange juice. Taking my meal into a corner, I positioned myself where I could watch the other patrons coming and going.

      The soft touch of a hand on my cheek shook me back from my memories into the reality of today. Georgie sat down across from me at the breakfast table with her hand still on my face. With her other hand she reached out and grabbed a slice of my toast. ‘You going to tell me what’s wrong? And don’t you dare lie. I know you and I know something’s breaking your heart right now. Whatever it is, we’ll get through it together.’ She bit into my toast.

      I heaved a single massive sigh and told her everything.

      She held me tight and reassured me. I nodded. ‘But first we have to get through the next two days,’ I said.

      ‘I know. I’d suggest we pull a sickie and take a couple days off, but I know you well enough to know that would be futile.’

      ‘Mm-hmm.’ I wasn’t someone who dropped everything at the first sign of trouble, regardless of how big or insurmountable the trouble might appear.

      ‘I’ll alter the schedule so you and I are in the same room this morning,’ she said. It wasn’t a request, so I nodded.

      Georgie arranged a swap with Mehmet so she and I could observe candidate presentations together. The morning session passed in a blur. Thankfully, I wasn’t part of the afternoon discussion group, so I was free to— Actually, I had no idea what the hell I was supposed to be doing.

      Fortunately, as ever and always, Georgie was there. She led me out the door of the hotel into the grey London summer. We walked through the warm drizzle and instinctively headed towards Tower Bridge. Once we crossed it, we walked along the Thames towards Borough Market. Stopping at a street food vendor, we enjoyed a quiet lunch in the grounds of Southwark Cathedral.

      As I nodded greetings at a pair of armed police patrolling the area, I recalled a simpler time when coppers were armed with nothing more than truncheons.

      After we finished eating, we kept walking. We were amused to find a coffee shop named F*ckoffee in Bermondsey. As the name so succinctly encapsulated my mood, we wandered in and enjoyed some damn fine coffee. Sitting in silence, neither of us was ready to deal with reality just yet.

      I reluctantly pulled out my phone to check the time. It showed a text from Nigel. ‘Dear, oh dear, oh dear… Whatever will the righteous Gurdeep Singh do next?’

      And with that, reality slammed home. Georgie and I had some serious thinking to do.
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      Earth, England, Nottingham

      I stared at the phone, watching the screen flash with an incoming call from Double Star. Double Star? The space company? Why on Earth were they calling me?

      ‘Hello?’ I’d never understood why people rang when they could just text or email. I wasn’t even sure what made me answer. It wasn’t something I normally did.

      ‘Good afternoon, may I speak with Dr Thornback, please?’

      ‘It’s still Ms, actually,’ I replied.

      ‘Sorry?’

      Huh, Welsh accent.

      ‘I’ve turned in my PhD thesis, but not yet done my viva, so I’m not a doctor yet. Still just Ms. Or Mx if you prefer. I like Mx. Anyway, I imagine you didn’t call to discuss the lack of a widely accepted gender-neutral honorific in the English language, so how can I help?’

      ‘Er, yes … that is, no. Sorry, am I speaking with Devon Thornback?’

      Oops. Had I confused him? I did that sometimes; I didn’t mean to. ‘Yes, this is she.’

      ‘Hello, my name is Santosh Verma. I’m calling from the Double Star Group of Companies in Scotland. Is now a good time?’

      Since when was time anything other than an agreed-upon frame of reference? Time had no inherent goodness or badness. But I understood this type of question was part of the social contract. ‘Yes, it’s fine.’

      Apparently Double Star was interested in meeting me to discuss the possibility of a role. It was all rather strange. Santosh couldn’t (or wouldn’t) tell me what the job was – only that I was ideally suited for it and that the remuneration would be generous. At first I thought it might just be a big wind-up or some kind of pyramid scheme, but he was persuasive.

      Santosh asked me to come to a two-day session at an upscale office in central London. There’d be a series of interviews on the first morning, a ‘deeply personal’ – his words – group discussion in the afternoon, a dinner and drinks event in the evening, and then a psych assessment on the second morning. He insisted I stay overnight in a hotel near the office. That part made me uncomfortable. I told him I could get to and from the office in under an hour, adding I’d much prefer to spend the night at my parents’ house, but he was adamant. Tapping my lip six times helped settle my mind, giving me the comfort to accept his invitation.
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      Earth, England, London

      After three interviews and a nonsense presentation, there was a break for lunch, but I didn’t like the sandwiches. The cheese was nice and the pickle had a good flavour, but it had bits in it. Gross! After one bite, I gave up. I made do with a couple of packets of crisps and a banana.

      We gathered in a large, well-lit conference room after lunch. Selecting a chair with its back to the window, I admired the view of Tower Bridge before sitting down. There were three facilitators at the head table and twelve candidates in the room. Candidates for what, well, we still didn’t know. Anyway… I like twelve. It’s a good number. Eminently practical.

      A tall, striking woman stood to address the group. ‘Good afternoon, everyone.’ She made some small talk before getting to the point. ‘My name is Lisa. I’m joined this afternoon by Charlie and Nora.’ The first person she indicated, Charlie, was a tiny woman with long, dark hair and light brown skin. She appeared Hispanic or maybe Asian. Nora had chin-length brown hair and exquisite features.

      ‘This afternoon we’ve brought you together to have a group discussion on sex. We’d like you to tell us a bit about yourselves, your views on sexuality, how you describe your own sexuality, what your approach to it is – anything you want, basically.’

      A woman with a gypsum-coloured complexion and hair the colour of hay shot her hand up and bared her teeth in what I assume was meant to be some sort of smile.

      ‘Er, yes… Zoe?’

      ‘Shall I assume we’re all experts in human sexuality and reproductive health?’ How does she talk and show so many teeth at the same time?

      A woman on her right with bubble-gum-pink hair snorted. She cocked an eyebrow as she loudly proclaimed, ‘I’m a plumber.’

      ‘Er, yes, thank you both for that,’ said Nora.

      Charlie jumped in. ‘Yes, as Rosa has pointed out, there’s no one common career thread in this group. You’re here because you bring a combination of skills, experience, and education that we need for a long-term project we’re working on. Unfortunately, at this stage, we can’t tell you much more than that.’

      Lisa leaned over and whispered something to her.

      ‘Ah, right. Yes, before we begin, I should note that Leah is hearing-impaired.’ She gestured to a woman with dark brown hair seated near the front of the room. ‘She is wearing a hearing aid, but has asked that we all make sure we speak one at a time. Have I got that right?’

      That was a good rule. I was glad Leah had requested it; I wished I’d thought of it.

      Leah gave a thumbs-up and a broad smile, and Charlie picked the conversation up from there. ‘Right, Rosa, would you like to go first? Maybe tell us a bit about yourself and how you see your own sexuality as well as your views on sex more generally.’ The way she spoke made me wonder if Charlie and Rosa were friends.

      ‘Sure,’ she said. It sounded more like choor with her accent. I liked the way she spoke. ‘Hello, everybody. My name is Rosa. I am a plumber by trade and I sing in a punk band. Sexuality-wise, I’d describe myself as mostly lesbian. I’m polyamorous and I don’t think I’m the type to ever want to commit to a single person. That’s pretty much it for me.’

      Zoe cut in again. ‘I’ll go next, if that’s okay with everyone?’ She turned and projected her smile-thing around the room so everyone got a full dose. No one objected, so she launched into what must have been a prepared speech. She said she was a ‘self-described sex-positive bisexual intersectional woman.’ And yes, she really did called herself ‘self-described.’ I can’t even. I tuned her out after that. Beside her, Rosa smirked.

      Kiran, a softly spoken Indian man, went next. He said he’d been in a monogamous relationship until recently and that he was heterosexual.

      Leah, the one with the hearing aid, told us she was a psychologist and a nurse. ‘I’ve always considered myself to be straight, but’ – she scrunched up her eyebrows as if she was figuring out what to say next – ‘but, I don’t know. It’s not something I’ve given much thought, I guess. Playing the field suits me well enough for now, but I suppose I would like to find someone to settle down with eventually.’ She seemed like a genuinely nice person. I didn’t normally like psychologists, but she seemed all right.

      Matteo spoke next. He seriously called himself an Italian stallion. No, for real though. While running his fingers through his over-primped hair. Across the room, Rosa smirked at me and rolled her eyes. She had the greatest dimple on her right cheek. I almost burst out laughing.

      Who else was there? Er, a woman with thick, wavy, black hair and a fascinating tattoo on her chin spoke next. ‘Hi, everyone. My name’s Chris. As you can undoubtedly tell, I’m a Kiwi. I’m a vet and a veterinary psychologist.’ She tilted her head slightly to the left. ‘Like Leah, I guess I’ve always seen myself as heterosexual, but without ever giving it much thought. I’d definitely like to be in a monogamous relationship, but…’ She paused as she chewed her lip. ‘To be honest, I’m not certain I’ll ever find one person to settle down with.’

      Caoimhe and Korri were a married couple. Caoimhe described herself as heterosexual, but said she had done a lot of playing around before she met her husband. Korri told us he was bisexual, but had less experience than his wife. They said they lived in a remote community in Iceland, where she was a GP and a midwife and he was growing all sorts of amazing fruit and veg in hothouses. The bloke was growing coffee and chocolate and bananas and avocados and lemons. In frickin’ Iceland! Amazing.

      When it was Wendy’s turn, she held her face like there was a bad smell in the room. ‘Before I contribute to this highly unusual discussion, I deserve to understand why you’re asking these questions and how you’ll use my personal information.’

      As if she hadn’t been warned in advance that the whole point of today was to see how we dealt with a frank and uncomfortable conversation… They told us that would be part of the exercise. I couldn’t see why people acted surprised when they’d been warned.

      Lisa explained that our interactions in the group discussions, together with our performance in the individual interviews and the psych assessments, would help them build a profile of each of us that would be used to determine whether we might be suitable to work with them on their project.

      Wendy still looked like she objected to that, but she answered the questions. I figured she’d ruled herself out already. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it seems strange to say it, but I feel I may be the outlier in this room. I’m heterosexual and seeking a conventional life. Monogamy, marriage, babies, a white picket fence, the whole shebang.’

      The next woman along looked down at her lap as she answered. She was sitting near me, and I could see her wringing her hands as she spoke. ‘Hello. My name’s Sam. I’m a water reclamation scientist.’ She scrunched her face up and looked towards the ceiling. ‘I’m shy, and I feel so weird about doing this. But since everyone else has, I suppose it’s only fair.’

      She turned her head in an anticlockwise direction, but didn’t bring her gaze down from the ceiling. ‘My sexuality is more individual-orientated than gender-specific. I guess, strictly speaking, that makes me pansexual, but I’ve always felt like that label implied I was undiscriminating. I am actually quite particular about who I’m attracted to, it’s just that gender isn’t one of the things I’m particular about, if that makes sense.’

      It made perfect sense to me, but it seemed like the kind of thing most people would get funny about. I turned around for a moment and watched the red buses, black cabs, cyclists, and pedestrians crossing the bridge.

      Then there was Taylor – and it all got weird. ‘I’m a dietitian and nurse practitioner. My area of focus is helping women build positive relationships with food and accept their natural body size. I would describe myself as heterosexual. However, lately I’ve been beginning to think God may be calling me to a life of celibacy.’

      Zoe made a noise like a bark or that sound a seal makes. She cut Taylor off and started ranting about the patriarchy and ‘fancy men in the sky issuing orders to people they’ve never met.’

      Rosa wasted no time jumping in. ‘You are kidding me! You just finished telling us all you’re soooooooo sex-positive.’

      ‘Exactly! So when I encounter people hiding their own repression behind—’

      ‘Shouldn’t that mean you accept the sexual choices of others, even if they’re different from your own?’ I asked. ‘You complain that she’s following the diktats of a God who’s real to her, even if you don’t believe in Him, yet you don’t respect her right to make a decision you don’t approve of.’

      Rosa wasn’t having it. ‘You wouldn’t think it was okay for someone to slut-shame you, so how is it okay for you to virgin-shame a woman you just met?’

      ‘I think if you want to call yourself sex-positive,’ I added, ‘you have to be prepared to accept people’s personal interpretation of sexuality as long as it doesn’t inflict harm on anyone.’

      At the front table, Lisa stood up, nodding her head. ‘That was well put, Taylor, Devon – um, and Rosa too. Thank you for that.’ Even Zoe nodded in what I assumed was reluctant acknowledgement. Rosa winked at me.

      ‘I think, Devon, you’re the last one to talk,’ said Nora. ‘What would you like to tell us about yourself and your sexuality?’

      ‘Oh? Erm. Er, okay. I, er…’ Somehow I had sort of assumed they’d skip me. Why did I think that? ‘I don’t know. I’ve never thought of it, I guess.’ I ran my finger along the outer edge of my ear.

      Matteo was quick off the mark. ‘I’d be happy to give you something to think about.’

      ‘Are you a virgin, as well?’ someone asked.

      ‘No,’ I stammered. ‘I have had sex. I just… Dunno, I guess I’m heterosexual. Maybe. I mean, I think so,’ I said.

      Zoe asked if I’d ever had an orgasm, but Nora jumped in before I could answer. ‘Is this conversation making you uncomfortable, Devon?’

      ‘What? No, it’s not that. And yes, to answer your question, I’ve had orgasms. I guess I just don’t see the point. The orgasm lasts a few minutes, and it’s nice and all. It’s just that the whole thing takes so much effort. On the whole, I think I’d rather just go to sleep.’

      ‘Are you asexual?’ Rosa interjected.

      Pausing, I tapped my lip as I thought about the question. ‘Huh. Again, it’s not something I’d ever really thought of, but I think that’s probably a fair description.’

      ‘Challenge accepted,’ exclaimed Matteo – which is exactly what you’d expect from someone who described himself as an ‘Italian stallion.’ Ugh. So gross.

      ‘Whatever,’ I dismissed him and returned to addressing my response to Rosa. ‘Though not in the literal sense of the word. Obviously, I can’t reproduce myself by dividing in half or anything.’ I chuckled to myself for a bit, but no one else was laughing. Maybe I should explain the joke.

      ‘What do you think of when you masturbate – if you even do, I mean.’ Zoe again, obviously.

      ‘Er, I suppose whatever’s on my mind. A project I’m undertaking at work or whatever was on the telly or what I’ll make for breakfast. You know, whatever.’

      Lisa stood up. ‘You guys, this has been a fascinating conversation. I’m so grateful to you all for being so open and honest with us. I’m glad you all felt able to do that. Now you’ve got the next two hours free and we’ll see you at seven. We’ve got the pub on the top floor booked out for dinner this evening. It’ll be open for drinks before then if you want to take advantage of that. We’ll see you all in a couple hours. Thank you again.’
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      I sat in a corner booth in the pub, waiting for the dinner and drinks session to begin. I’d brought a book with me and was content to just sit and read. Suddenly I felt my seat bounce, indicating someone had sat down next to me. I turned to see Rosa, holding two drinks. She took a sip from her pint of lager and handed me the other glass. ‘Ginger beer,’ she said. ‘Non-alcoholic.’

      ‘How did you—’

      ‘I’m psychic,’ she replied. I looked at her blankly. ‘Kidding, geez! No, I asked the bartender what you were drinking. She told me.’

      ‘Thank you. And cheers.’ I touched glasses with her, making sure to look her in the eye for just a second. Rosa was easy to talk to. Most people weren’t. Most people made conversation hard work. But not Rosa.

      ‘So,’ Rosa prodded. ‘How’d your interviews go this morning? Were you as nervous as I was?’

      ‘Nervous? No, the interviews went well. They seemed really interested in my work. I’m developing novel ways to use metals in 3D printing and working at how to make sure the printers themselves can be used in challenging environments: under water, zero gravity, below freezing – stuff like that.’

      Rosa tilted her head and studied me. She was careful not to look me in the eye too much, which I appreciated. ‘You honestly weren’t anxious about the interviews? You’re not lying. I can tell.’

      Nodding, I replied, ‘I like my work. Interviews don’t bother me. As long as I can talk about what I’m good at, I’m fine. I only get funny when people want to ask me about stuff I’m not good at.’

      ‘Like social situations?’

      My shoulders fell. I wanted her to like me; I hated to think she thought I was as uncool as I knew I was. ‘Is it that obvious?’

      Rosa grinned in a way I found reassuring. ‘Only to me, I promise.’

      We talked about the group discussion, laughing at Zoe and Wendy. Matteo walked into the pub, pausing to check himself out in the mirror by the door.

      ‘He is so totally heterosexual,’ Rosa laughed. ‘Yep, hundred per cent.’

      ‘Absolutely, and don’t you forget it,’ I replied.

      We talked and laughed over dinner and for more than an hour afterwards. I told her I was puzzled about what this super-secret project could be. The only thing that made sense was a colony on some remote island somewhere. Honestly, what else would need a 3D printing specialist, a plumber, an electrical engineer, a farmer, a doctor, and some random other STEM types?

      In response, she winked and flashed a wicked smile. She knew something – I could’ve sworn it. Just then, I spotted Charlie trying oh-so-subtly to get Rosa’s attention. I made my excuses and headed up to my room to go to bed. I wanted to be well rested for the psych test in the morning. Job interviews might not scare me, but psych tests sure as hell did.

      On my way up in the lift, it occurred to me that Wendy hadn’t joined the dinner. Oh well.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      Another afternoon reviewing candidates we met earlier in the week. Oh boy… So far we’d met two teams of twelve a week for three weeks – and already they blurred together.

      ‘Some of the people we approved last week have turned us down. Santosh has sent a note to you about individuals relevant to your teams.’ Gurdeep rubbed her left arm briskly as she continued. ‘Fair enough. We’re asking them to commit the rest of their lives to us, to leave everything and everyone they’d ever known, to live on a planet that would kill them more swiftly and efficiently than any place on Earth. We’re not here to coerce anyone.’

      She smiled ruefully. ‘I’ve got excellent news about Esther Park,’ she said. ‘She’s accepted our conditional offer and we’ve made arrangements for DNA tests. She’ll be a brilliant mission commander stepping in for me.’

      Now that was a hell of a bombshell: Gurdeep wasn’t coming with us. I couldn’t imagine how she and Georgie were coping. They put on a brave face, handling this in a way I couldn’t comprehend. I struggled to imagine what I’d do in Gurdeep’s position. Or Georgie’s for that matter…

      Following the first round of meetings, Georgie had texted me.

      
        
        ‘G & I taking a long wknd. U ok 2 cover 4 few days?’

      

      

      As deputy leader of the exco, I didn’t mind. Still, the request came out of nowhere – so seemingly out of character.

      Rejoining us again in London on Tuesday for the next round of assessments, Gurdeep called us together before we started. Breaking the news, she spoke in her characteristic way: plain and straightforward.

      Georgie held her hand as Gurdeep told us about the unexpected finding in her DNA test and its implications, which left me aghast. ‘I’ve discussed this with my wife.’ I saw Georgie squeeze her hand.

      I looked over at Tom. Although he leaned in towards Gurdeep as she spoke, his eyes were focused on a potted plant in the corner of the room. Impulsively he crossed his arms over his chest.

      ‘And I’ve spoken with Laura, as well. I’ll remain in my position as head of this team right up to take-off. Once you leave though…’ She leaned into Georgie for support and hugged herself. ‘Afterwards, I’ll serve as your liaison with Earth. Georgie will join the mission as planned, but we’ll need to find a new leader – someone to step into my shoes once you leave Earth.’

      For the first few years, our colony would need to function more like an army outpost than a permanent society. Normal society couldn’t resume until we were up and running. I’m no soldier – I understood government but not military leadership. What we needed was an officer, someone with experience commanding teams of new recruits. A cat-herd, basically. Lisa could’ve taken over, but we’d committed to sending her with the advance guard to get things ready for the colony.

      It had been ten days, and I still wasn’t sure the idea had permeated through my consciousness. Gurdeep was the mission. She was the core of everything we were planning. How could she not be part of it?

      I wondered what Georgie was feeling. How could she even consider coming with us without Gurdeep? I didn’t understand. But then, it wasn’t my call to make. They had their reasons. We were all still adapting to the idea of Gurdeep not being part of the colony, but we carried on.

      Gurdeep continued her opening remarks. ‘Faz has some brilliant news about Dr Naidoo from Group B too.’ Desmond was a talented biotechnologist and soil scientist we’d met. Georgie had been trying to get him in for interview for months, but the first opportunity she’d found was at the assessment centre two weeks ago.

      He’d be a brilliant addition to our colony, particularly as one of his areas of focus had been in the impact of different soil conditions on cocoa plants. We could have chocolate on Mars! He’d seemed like he’d be a terrific fit personality-wise, as well. He was just an all-around great guy with vital skills.

      Unfortunately, when we’d learned he was trans, we thought we’d have to rule him out. The most basic criterion we’d implemented was that everyone had to be physically capable of producing healthy offspring. Gurdeep gestured at Faz for her to elaborate.

      Faz set down her mug of tea. ‘When I called Desmond to explain the situation… Well, he burst out laughing, which wasn’t quite the reaction I was expecting. He told me he was comfortable in himself and his identity, but that— Well, skipping to the end, the point is he’s capable of having children.’ She grinned.

      ‘We had a great chat and, given the circumstances, he told me he’d be open to postponing his surgery. He’s been having trouble accessing appropriate healthcare anyway. We’ll have to discuss whether that means donating his eggs or bearing a child, but the point is, he understands the mission. I can confirm he’s fully on board with what we’re trying to achieve. He wants in, and he’s prepared to work with us to find a viable solution.’ She gave a happy little shrug and took a sip of her tea.

      ‘Thanks, Faz. Everyone, are we agreed that Desmond will be an asset to our mission? I know Georgie’s view, but only if we’re all agreed.’

      I nodded. There were murmurs of agreement all around. Georgie had warned us we were being presumptuous in excluding him. I was pleased she’d been proved right. In hindsight, we probably shouldn’t have been so quick to judge.

      ‘Excellent, we’ll get him an offer.’

      We moved on to discuss this week’s candidates. Tom talked us through Group E with no disagreement. Eight acceptances, one backup candidate, and three rejections. Before Faz took over for the discussion on Group F, we took a quick break to stretch our legs and clear our heads.

      I closed my eyes and rolled my neck a few times to release tension. When I looked around a moment later, I saw that most people had left the room. Those of us who stayed still engaged in some kinaesthetics. Georgie stood up and bounced on her heels. Helen went through a series of runner’s stretches.

      After a few minutes, people shuffled back in looking slightly brighter than before.

      Faz pushed her glasses up. ‘Right, so… Diving back into it, last week’s second group was an interesting one. Tom and I have reviewed them at great length and a few curious questions have arisen. We’ve all met the individuals in the group, so let’s proceed.’

      As she named each candidate, she called up a photo and short bio on the display. On the opposite wall, the blinds had been pulled, blurring the view over the heather-covered hills beyond town.

      A smiling couple dressed in touques, parkas, and sunglasses appeared. ‘First up, we have Korri Bjarnfreðarson, who’s a botanist, farmer, and landscape painter. This raises an interesting question. Korri is married to – I’m sorry, I’ve no idea how to pronounce her name. Anyone?’ She highlighted Korri’s wife’s name, which appeared next to his. There were quite a few raised eyebrows and shakes of the head. I tried to sound it out it my head. Coy-me? Cow-muh?

      ‘Keeva,’ said Gurdeep.

      Around the room there were echoes of Faz’s ‘Seriously?’ Gurdeep nodded.

      Helen raised her head and blinked. ‘Sorry, I zoned out for a sec. Yeah, that’s Caoimhe.’ She pronounced the name slowly, evidently trying to reconcile the spelling with the feel of the name. ‘Frankie’s sister.’

      Faz nodded. ‘Okay, so Korri is married to Caoimhe Gagnon, a GP and midwife. They live in a remote outpost in northeastern Iceland, where she represents the community’s only medical support and he’s growing all sorts of amazing things in his hothouses. Given our male to female ratio, we weren’t sure how people might feel about bringing a married couple. Thoughts?’

      Georgie flashed an impish grin. ‘Hey, I’m all for married couples.’ Gurdeep rolled her eyes melodramatically. I looked at the pair of them: Gurdeep rubbing her arms to keep warm and Georgie waving a brightly coloured polka-dotted fan at herself.

      Faz flushed. ‘Oops! A thousand apologies. I didn’t mean… I, I only meant—’ she stuttered, her face flushing as she struggled.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Gurdeep reassured her. ‘We get it. Don’t worry. This whole mission is as weird as it gets. We all know that. But I agree with my lovely wife. I have no objection to a married couple.’ She winked. ‘Even if they are heterosexual.’ Others smiled, but Helen snorted.

      ‘Thank you. That’s them through. I’m confident they’ll be great additions.’

      The image on screen changed to show a professional-looking brunette woman with olive skin. ‘Next we have Sam Hoffner, a water reclamation scientist with an interest in bread making.’ Another yes.

      As Faz clicked a button, a familiar face appeared; her hot-pink hair and labret piercing made her hard to forget. ‘You should all remember Rosa Jimenez from the day Nigel brought her through here. Rosa’s a plumber and musician. When we discovered she was interested in Mars, we spoke to her about participating in an assessment day. I don’t suppose any of us expected much of her, but I was impressed. She thinks on her feet, she’s likeable, she’s highly skilled, and great at teaching others what she does. I think she’d be an ideal fit. Anyone disagree or have anything to add?’

      ‘I agree, Faz,’ I replied. ‘When Nigel introduced her last month, I didn’t have a high opinion of her – but I was pleasantly surprised when I interviewed her last week. Shocked, more like.’ Helen nodded.

      ‘Great,’ Faz said. Tapping a button on her tablet, she continued, bringing a young brunette woman’s face up. ‘Next on my list is Leah Larsen, psychologist, nurse, and musician. Leah is hearing-impaired, but gets by well with the use of a hearing aid – even without it she’s skilled at lip-reading. I don’t think it should be an issue. All our comms and alerts have been designed to be multi-sensory.’

      Zoe, Kiran, and Taylor were also approved.

      The image changed again as Faz touched her tablet. A young woman with wavy hair and Maori facial tattoos appeared. ‘Up next, we’ve got Christine Ngata, a vet, veterinary psychologist, and visual artist. Her skills are interesting and her performance in the assessment was good, but we’ve already accepted our quota of vets and she didn’t connect with anyone so far as I know. Any issue with adding her to the backup list?’

      Georgie was idly waving her fan. Tom fiddled with a button on his cardigan. We all knew how important these conversations were, but still… It was increasingly hard to focus. The candidates became a blur.

      We eliminated Wendy and Matteo without discussion. As Faz brought each image up, noes echoed around the room.

      Taking a deep breath, Faz clicked her tablet and brought up a photo of a redheaded woman with freckled skin. She appeared to be looking slightly to the left of the camera, like she was peering at something behind me. ‘Last one, I promise. Devon Thornback. Her career focus is on 3D printing of metallic components. The skills she brings would be incredibly useful to us. She’s a true expert in an area where we have a critical need. Her psych profile was strong and her interview performance was great.’

      I’d observed Devon’s presentation and something about her felt off. She said all the right things, she considered the business case from more angles than most of the others did, she outlined her assumptions clearly, and made a compelling presentation. Still though… Maybe it was the fact she seemed to look between us as she presented or the fact she spoke too loudly for the small room.

      ‘Sounds like another easy yes.’ Gurdeep ran her fingers through her hair. Tilting her head slightly, she added, ‘Or do I hear a but coming?’

      ‘I don’t know if it’s exactly a but, but there’s certainly a question coming – a fairly big one at that,’ Faz replied. ‘Devon is autistic. How do people feel about that?’

      Well, that explained it. I thought of a family friend with an autistic son about my age. He couldn’t do anything for himself. He hadn’t even spoken until he was about eight – a small, peculiar child who squealed and flapped. The only thing a decade of applied behaviour therapy seemed to achieve was turning him into a lifeless adult who rarely spoke and never smiled. He’d sit alone in a corner at parties, staring at nothing.

      Georgie, Helen, and Mehmet nodded. I couldn’t believe we were considering this. ‘We’ve already decided we’re not taking anyone with any genetic disabilities. For Pete’s sake, we’ve already had to eliminate one of our own! Why are we even discussing this? She has to be a no,’ I said.

      Tom raised an eyebrow as he looked at me. ‘You think autism is inherently disabling?’

      ‘What do you mean, do I think it is? Don’t talk down to me, Tom. It is a disability. How are we even debating this?’

      Georgie leaned forward in her seat and looked straight into my eyes as she spoke. ‘Once upon a time people viewed homosexuality as a disease. They invested enormous effort and “research”’ – she practically spat the word – ‘into looking at ways to cure it, treat it, manage it, hide it, make it go away. Now we see that difference doesn’t make us lesser people. We’re not disabled or inferior. We’re just different. And so the world started to adapt to accommodate us – at least in some places. Why is autism any different?

      ‘I met Devon,’ she added. ‘She’s highly intelligent and her skills are vital to our colony’s success. She’s well suited to the demands of the mission in pretty much every way. Why would you begrudge her the opportunity to contribute – and why would you deprive us of the contributions she might make – simply because she looks at the world differently to the rest of us?’

      ‘Well, when you put it that way, Georgie, it sounds like I’m just being a bigot. But we both know it’s not that simple. You’re not being fair,’ I responded.

      ‘I don’t know, Davy. It sounds to me like you’re the one not being fair,’ replied Helen. Gurdeep put the matter to a vote. Iulia and I opposed. Everyone else was in favour. Faz asked us if either of us would like to use our veto. Iulia shook her head.

      I considered it for a minute. ‘No,’ I said at length, blowing out a sigh. ‘I still think this is a bad idea, but I hope she proves me wrong.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      I wasn’t happy about being called into Gurdeep’s office. Something in the pit of my stomach told me this meeting was bad news. What reason could there be for her wanting to talk to me?

      She waved me in and told me to take a seat on the sofa. As I stepped in, I noticed her office was several degrees warmer than the rest of the floor. Santosh was already seated, so I took my seat next to him on the surprisingly comfortable sofa. Gurdeep sat on the armchair facing us.

      ‘Thank you for joining us today,’ she opened. She told me my work had been stellar and that Helen was always bragging about how good I was. This wasn’t good; she was buttering me up for something. With my hands wedged firmly under myself, I began stretching and bending my fingers, playing an imaginary piano.

      ‘I have a task for you,’ she said. ‘I hope it’s not too much of an inconvenience, though I doubt it will be enjoyable.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said warily. What could she be about to suggest?

      ‘You’re aware we’ve offered Nigel’s daughter a chance to earn a place in the mission, yes?’

      Helen and I had discussed it a while back over dinner at mine. Neither of us could make heads or tails of this decision. It made no sense. Jupiter had been a recurring fixture around the office, coming and going as she pleased. She seemed to be in school, but then she seemed to have more free time than any school kid I’d ever met. And she was actually on staff somehow. She had an ID badge and an entry in the internal directory, which showed her reporting directly to her father. I didn’t even want to think about what he paid her. Why on Earth would sensible, practical Gurdeep give a place on this mission to a selfish, spoiled brat? I didn’t get it.

      ‘For reasons I won’t go into, we need her to be successful in her endeavours. Which means we need to ease her transition from…’ – she paused, scratching her nose as she searched for the most diplomatic way to finish that sentence – ‘the person she is today to the mature, responsible individual we require her to become.’

      ‘Okay.’ I still wasn’t seeing what any of this had to do with me.

      ‘We’ve put her through a battery of aptitude tests and psych assessments. She’s shown a surprising propensity for organisation and administration. Because we need to be ready to go in about three years, her training will need to be intensive. We’ve arranged for her to undertake training in secretarial services, communications, organisation, and information services. Santosh will work with her to get her some hands-on practical training. We’re hoping she can prove useful to him.’

      Nope, still couldn’t see why they were telling me this.

      ‘I’ve invited you here today to ask you to take on a special mission. While Santosh oversees Jupiter’s career development, I’d like you to work with her on her personal growth – to help build her character.’

      ‘Er…’ was all I could think to say. Well, it was certainly the most polite thing that sprang to mind.

      ‘I know.’ Gurdeep sighed and raised a cautioning hand. ‘Believe me, I know. I get it. And Santosh gets it too.’ Santosh lifted his eyebrows higher than I would have thought possible as he nodded his head. ‘This isn’t a task any of us would relish. She has no business being on this mission – we know that. However, it doesn’t change reality. She is, in all probability, coming with us. It’s not up for discussion. We’ll make the best of it – and for that, we need you.’

      I stammered a single word. ‘Why?’

      ‘Why the decision has been taken to bring her is not up for discussion. But why you?’ She tilted her head. ‘Well, that’s a different matter. Several reasons. For starters, you’re young. Youthful. We think you might have a better chance of connecting with her than some of us might.’

      Hang on, I thought. ‘Charlie’s younger than I am and way more youthful. Why not ask her?’

      Gurdeep slowly nodded. ‘Charlie has many great skills. Her contributions to the mission have been invaluable and I trust they will continue to be so. However, this job isn’t for her. We need someone who will help mould Jupiter into a fully functioning, contributing member of society. Charlie…’ Gurdeep paused, weighing up her words. ‘Let’s cut the crap. She’d sleep with her.’

      I pulled a bit of a face at the thought. Yeah, she probably would. That wouldn’t be an issue with me. But still…

      ‘Our lives won’t be easy and preparing Jupiter for what she’s getting herself into will be a gargantuan undertaking. This brings me to the second reason I’ve selected you for this task. It needs someone who is calm and patient and who has genuine strength of character. That someone is you. Spend time with her, at least once per week. She will report to Santosh. You will be her mentor. Talk to her. Get to know her. Help her understand what we need from her.’

      I sighed. There wasn’t any getting out of this, was there?
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘Jupiter!’

      She stopped and turned. She looked down the corridor trying to find who had called her name. I walked towards her, feeling seriously put out. ‘Jupiter, we had a meeting booked for twenty-five minutes ago.’

      ‘Oh, hi.’ She smiled at me. ‘It’s Rona, isn’t it?’

      ‘Nora. You need to show up on time for meetings,’ I replied tersely.

      She was unfazed. ‘Sorry. Anyway, chill. I’m here now. I just need to pop to the loo to check my makeup. I won’t be two secs.’

      I huffed and sat down in the stylish waiting area outside Gurdeep’s office. A quarter of an hour later she emerged from the toilets drenched in a revolting coconut perfume.

      ‘See, nothing to worry about. You got your knickers all in a twist for nothing.’

      I was aghast. I raised my long fingers to my temples to soothe my tension headache as I spoke. ‘You are forty minutes late to a sixty-minute meeting. You should be holding your broken and bloody arm up by way of explanation. You should bring the alien who abducted you to plead for lenience on your behalf. You ought to bring the television news crew who were covering the freak chasm that opened in the Earth keeping you from getting here. Something. Anything. I mean, do you even have a reason?’

      I looked into brown eyes and saw nothing but naïveté. It wasn’t that she considered my time worth less than hers, she just didn’t see why people hurried or worried about something so petty as time commitments.

      ‘What difference does it make? I’m here now.’ She seemed completely unconcerned. ‘So. Where did you want to talk?’ Her flawless skin had a kind of golden-honey glow. I couldn’t understand people like her: people who had no clue how the world worked, who didn’t know how good they had it, who couldn’t appreciate how lucky an accident of birth had made them.

      When I thought of the patients I’d cared for in some of the countries I’d worked in, it made me so angry. Didn’t she understand there were people in this world who’d lost everything? People who’d never had anything to begin with. She’d never suffered a moment’s loss in her entire life, I felt sure of it.

      Opening my mouth, I tried to respond. And then again. After several false starts, I finally succeeded. ‘Well, I had thought we could grab a coffee and chat—’ I didn’t get to finish my suggestion of going upstairs to the canteen.

      ‘Great. It’s a beautiful day for a drive. Let’s head into Edinburgh for the afternoon. Do you want to take your car or mine? Mine’s brand new.’

      I didn’t even know where to start with that. I definitely had my work cut out for me.

      ‘Cheers for that, Gurdeep,’ I muttered under my breath.
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      After stepping out of the shower, I towel dried my skin and hair. I threw on a pair of light cotton shorts and a flimsy top before walking to the kitchen, where I found Gurdeep in the zone. She had her piping bag out and was adding tiny swirls onto two dozen Jammie Dodgers.

      In the steamy purple kitchen, I looked at Gurdeep in her woolly socks, flannel pyjama bottoms, and hoody. She bent over her work, focusing all her attention on her creations, her tongue poking out the side of her mouth.

      ‘I swear your whole reason for baking is to make it so hot in here that I walk around naked all day.’

      Looking up from her work with a smile, she laid her icing bag down and embraced me. She kissed me, allowing her hands to slide up my top.

      ‘I don’t mind. Saves me time having to undress you later.’ I made to pull the shirt over my head, but she stopped me with a laugh. ‘You know I’m teasing, right? I want to get these finished before I tear your clothes off.’ Looking me up and down with a grin she added, ‘Not that it’ll take me long.’

      Smiling back at her, I tossed my wet hair over my shoulder and reached over to open the kitchen window. The fresh, cool air tickled my still-damp skin.

      ‘Are you kidding me? It’s two degrees out there!’

      I batted my eyelashes.

      ‘Anyway, without trying to distract me, talk to me. Tell me what you’re thinking.’

      I leaned over the kitchen island facing her, resting my elbows on the cool quartz surface. She briefly turned her back on me before reappearing with a plate of already decorated bickies, which she held aloft.

      I clapped. ‘For me?’

      ‘You think after all these years I’d be fool enough to deprive you of tasty treats?’

      The biscuit melted in my mouth as soon as it hit my tongue. ‘Mmm… Oh, that’s good.’ I closed my eyes and savoured the taste. ‘Wow! Is that mango and chilli?’

      She beamed. ‘You like?’

      Unable to form coherent words, I groaned in reply.

      ‘I knew there was a reason you married me.’ Her words were meant in jest, but it had taken her several years to overcome her fear I’d leave her.

      Leaning in close, I kissed her on her cheek. ‘There are a thousand reasons I married you. But yes, these are delicious.’

      ‘I love you too.’ She bent back over the Jammie Dodgers to continue decorating them. ‘Without being a diversion, tell me what’s on your mind.’

      ‘We’ve confirmed just over a hundred candidates now, yes?’

      She stood upright, icing bag in hand, and scrunched up her face as she thought. ‘One hundred and two. Plus thirty-four backups.’

      ‘We’re doing it the right way, yeah? Bringing some people in full-time, but leaving others to get on with their lives? I mean, I don’t see a way around it. Do you?’

      This time Gurdeep didn’t even look up from her piping as she replied. ‘Nope. We’re doing the practical thing.’

      About a third of the people who signed on with us were brought into the fold full-time, assigned to one of the teams getting the mission off the ground, so to speak.

      I chewed my lip for a moment. ‘So, we make the others sign NDAs and we bring them in once a month for meetings and training and simulation events. When we don’t need them on site, they’re free to do as they please. It isn’t without risk, but it’s the only approach that makes sense, right? Will it be enough though?’

      ‘Aren’t you the one who said there was a delicate balance to be achieved?’

      I folded my arms and leaned on my elbows on the edge of the worktop, being careful not to get in Gurdeep’s way. ‘If we bring people in too early, they’ll go stir crazy. But if we don’t bring them in early enough, we risk them moving on with their lives and forgetting us.’

      Gurdeep created a dainty swirl. ‘No one’s going to forget us. Not once they know the truth.’

      I waved my hand around. ‘Fine, not forgetting so much as just getting sucked into the reality of their daily lives.’

      ‘You feel as though you’re the mediator between the social science and hard science teams. I assume that’s where this uncharacteristic self-doubt springs from.’

      Munching the second of my bickies, I pondered the issue. Machines, equipment, software, and buildings could all be designed for maximum efficiency. To a degree, even my plants responded in expected ways and could be planned for accordingly. Unfortunately, as soon as sentience was added to the mix, things didn’t work that way. We humans had messy things like feelings and bodily functions.

      And then there was the not-always-exact-science of our needs. The human requirement for food, water, oxygen, and a climate-controlled environment could be predicted with a reasonable degree of precision. But how about the conflicting needs for community and privacy or for reliability and spontaneity? Not so easily forecasted…

      ‘Yeah, I suppose. I’m happy to make agricultural choices, but it feels like a lot of other things are coming my way. I’m not used to the weight of decisions resting on my shoulders. That’s your thing.’

      Gurdeep set the icing bag down. ‘But I’m in the hard science camp?’

      I wrinkled my nose. ‘Well, yeah, I suppose.’

      ‘And hard science and military nous won’t always lead us to the right decision when it comes to planning a mission of this scale. We’re designing a whole new society.’ She studied her creations, touched a few up with a pointy tool, then moved them into the cold oven to dry overnight. ‘The scientists and military folks say there isn’t any need to bring everyone in now. At this point, we need engineers and botanists and medics working on how to get us there and how to keep us alive once we get there. But there’s no need for farmers or plumbers or pharmacists until … until you’re on Mars.’ I saw a flicker of pain in her eyes as she remembered to remove herself from the mission.

      ‘Teachers and midwives won’t be needed until later yet,’ she said. ‘Boredom would be deadly for morale and engagement. The people drawn to this mission want to be useful, want to be busy – they enjoy making a positive contribution and crave excitement.’

      ‘But,’ I countered, dragging the word out as I picked up plates and bowls and began loading the dishwasher, ‘as the social science teams remind us, physically removing people disengages them. Out of sight, out of mind, and all that.’

      We brought people in regularly to consult with the advance crew, to undergo training in a low-gravity simulator, to check on their progress in the evil exercise programme, and to get them familiar with one another and maybe, hopefully, to start functioning as a team.

      Gurdeep leaned back against the counter, satisfied with a job well done. After a moment, she shivered and closed the kitchen window before turning back to face me. ‘Which is why your compromise works. The people not involved in the planning side of things are brought in for a few days a month. It helps them feel they belong and makes sure they stay engaged.’

      I licked a bit of icing from the bowl. ‘Hey, speaking of whatever, what do you make of Iulia’s husband?’

      ‘Were you surprised she had a husband?’ Gurdeep replied. Qiang was a physicist and former astronaut from Beijing. At thirty-six, he was the oldest person selected. Along with Ife and Artie, he’d be leading a lot of our space-flight training. ‘He seems a decent fellow. His English is good enough to pass our tests, but only just. Iulia tells me they mostly speak to one another in Mandarin.’

      I closed the dishwasher and pressed the button to start it before turning to face her. ‘Mandarin? Really?’

      Gurdeep shrugged. ‘She’s filled with secrets, our Iulia.’

      We headed into the living room. Gurdeep wrapped herself in a blanket before taking her customary place on the right side of the plush sofa. I stretched out along the cushions and laid my head on her lap, wriggling my toes. ‘Hey, did you see Jupiter yesterday?’

      Gurdeep sighed and put her feet up on the coffee table. ‘No, how was she?’

      ‘She came squeeing through the corridors, waving her phone around. Got a B in her first module. She’s turning into quite the model student.’

      Gurdeep leaned back and put her arms behind her head. ‘She’s excelling in the work – when she bothers to show up. Think I should have a word with her?’

      ‘Nah, give her a chance to sort herself out.’ Abruptly changing subjects, I asked, ‘Has anyone objected to the fertility waiver?’

      Everyone signing on to the colony had to have an IUD implanted or a contraceptive injected. I sighed contentedly as Gurdeep stroked my damp hair.

      ‘Yeah, pretty much everyone. But they see the logic of it. So far, no one has turned away because of it.’

      ‘No one likes asking people to sign over their reproductive rights,’ I said. ‘But the fact remains – we have to be able to say when it’s inappropriate or unsafe for people to have children.’

      Gurdeep didn’t reply; I knew she felt the same.

      If someone had a child now, they weren’t coming with us. It was that simple. We couldn’t be bringing humans who didn’t pull their own weight, and babies were notorious for their pig-headed refusal to do any work. And we didn’t want anyone leaving children behind.

      ‘Did I tell you Lisa gave a baby up for adoption when she was a teenager?’ I craned my head back to look up at her.

      She nodded. ‘It was in the past and it was all done properly, so it’s not an issue for me if it’s not an issue for her. We don’t want any children given away because of the mission, but that’s a very different scenario. Not that I think our folks would do that, but still… We can’t take any risks.’

      No one would be forced to bear a child, not ever. But reproduction wouldn’t be a fundamental human right anymore.

      Every individual joining us agreed their DNA would be passed to at least one baby. Men and those who chose not to bear a child had to find someone else to have a child for them. Caoimhe and Korri, for example – only Caoimhe could bear a child, so she committed to having at least two kids.

      Gurdeep drew circles on my temples with her fingers. ‘Did I tell you Devon told Faz she didn’t want to have a baby? They discussed it and she agreed to have one if she couldn’t find anyone to carry her child for her.’

      I breathed contentedly. ‘Huh. Yeah, I suppose that doesn’t surprise me. It’s not dissimilar to Desmond. His options will be the same as Devon’s.’ I hoped that, as a co-operative society, people who didn’t want to bear a child could come to an agreement with someone.

      ‘If someone doesn’t like it,’ I said, ‘and I get why plenty of people don’t, they’re free to walk away. I don’t like it, but it’s sensible. This is the future of the human race we’re talking about. Follow the rules or you’re out.’ Suddenly I paused, remembering.

      I swung myself upright and leaned back against the opposite end of the sofa. ‘Mă rog. Well, that’s heavy, eh, babe?’ Gurdeep raised her legs and stretched out. I laced my pale bare legs through her flannel-covered ones. ‘Back to less contentious topics.’

      She touched my hand.

      ‘We signed the contract with the Mars Society today,’ she began.

      ‘Did you? Well done.’ We’d been in discussions about hiring the Flashline Mars Arctic Research Station, a Mars analogue environment on Devon Island in Canada, for our simulation events.

      The engineers on the committee wanted to wait until we’d nailed down all the details of how things would work: our equipment, the shape and layout of our residences, our food and cooking facilities, everything.

      Faz and Tom pushed back. This wasn’t about recreating a precise environment; rather, we were building a symbiotic team, a functioning community that was prepared for what life might bring. Another of those hard science versus social science issues. In this instance, I was very much Team Social Science.

      Our plan was for each sim to bring together forty of us, including a handful of the backup candidates, for two weeks in the Mars analogue habitat.

      ‘They’ve agreed to the extension?’

      Part of what had taken so long in nailing the contract down was that we needed our team to start off by building an additional, larger habitat at the site.

      Gurdeep nodded. ‘We’ll fund it, build it, hook it up to their current habitat, and once our folks are done with it, it will be theirs. We’ll kick off the building work just after Christmas. We have until then to get all the materials assembled. We want a great big flatpack exercise, no complications.’

      I flexed my toes and she began to massage my right foot. Once we had our habitat built, we’d live together, eat together, cook together, and basically everything together.

      Out loud I said, ‘We’re designing the simulation events to be, if not accurate in the details, then as true to life as possible in the overall experience. The spirit of the thing, rather than the letter of it, you might say.’

      Gurdeep nodded as she continued rubbing my foot. ‘The simulations will be mostly routine. Get up, eat breakfast, do your job. Lather, rinse, repeat. But we’ll programme a few challenges – burst water pipes, malfunctioning equipment, power outages, decompression events… Oh, that’s good. Keep doing that.’ Gurdeep smiled at me as I spoke. ‘Hopefully, there’ll be time and inclination for a bit of fun along the way. We want these events to give everyone a feel for what life will be like.’ I stopped myself before saying any more. Gurdeep was joining us for the sims, but we were still avoiding conversations about her decision to stay behind.

      I changed the subject subtly, steering us away from dangerous territory. ‘Eighteen months to get the advance team ready. We need to hold at least a couple of sims before they leave. What else? Let’s prioritise.’

      She nodded as she set my right foot down on her lap and switched to my left foot. ‘The advance crew will be doing most of the setup and building work on Mars, so we need to have pretty much everything decided well before they launch.’

      I groaned happily. ‘The first thing to nail down is who should go.’

      We’d agreed it would be eight or nine people. Gurdeep set my foot down and used her hands to count people off as she spoke. ‘Lisa leading. Ife Negasi will be their pilot and safety expert, as well as Lisa’s first officer.’

      ‘Brian,’ I added as she raised a third finger. ‘We need our farms to be as productive as humanly possible. And I think we should include Paxton, our key geologist and soil scientist. We need her to work with Brian to help get Martian soil ready to support Earth crops. They’ll do me proud.’

      Gurdeep put a fifth finger up. ‘Devon. Despite – or possibly because of – the fact she’s autistic, Faz believes she’s better prepared than most for two years on an almost-empty planet.’

      I scratched my nose. ‘We still need a water scientist, a shrink, a doctor, and maybe a nurse to look after their physical health.’

      Gurdeep looked me in the eye. ‘And a mechanical engineer. We’ve got three: Kiran Reddy, Esther Park, and Habibah Gamal. Esther is out as we need her for—’

      No, we were not going to discuss Gurdeep’s so-called replacement. I leaned over the edge of the tangerine-coloured sofa, arching my back and raising my arms.

      Gurdeep whispered, ‘Don’t you dare.’ My fingers touched the window latch. She launched herself off her end of the sofa, climbing over me to stop me from opening the window. She lowered herself on top of me and pulled my hands to herself instead.

      It was a dirty trick, distracting her in such an under-handed fashion, but… Nope. Not going to have that conversation.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘Hey!’

      I jerked my head up in the direction of Gurdeep’s voice. ‘Sorry, babe. I was miles away.’

      She chuckled playfully. ‘I know. But I thought your physical self might want another pint.’

      I grinned. ‘You know me so well. Yes, please!’ She squeezed my arm gently and got up to head to the bar. ‘Oh, er…’ I called out.

      She turned around with a smirk and a raised eyebrow. ‘And a bowl of chips?’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      ‘As if I wouldn’t have got you them anyway.’ She laughed as she walked away.

      I turned back to the group. Iulia, Qiang, and Lisa were engrossed in an intense conversation. Iulia was crying with laughter in a way I’d never seen before. Lisa was clearly telling a hell of a story, her face lively and expressive.

      It caught me completely off guard. Suddenly I felt something poke me in the ribs. I turned to see Tom. ‘Quite a sight to behold, eh? It’s not often we see Iulia laugh.’

      Iulia tossed a wadded up serviette at Tom without breaking her focus on Lisa. Qiang asked what sounded like a question, while laughing so hard he could barely breathe.

      I turned back to Tom. ‘I didn’t know Lisa spoke Mandarin.’

      ‘Cantonese.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Yeah, my years bumming around Asia weren’t entirely useless,’ he replied. ‘I picked up the odd word in a few languages and can distinguish between a load more if I pay attention. Lisa’s telling them a story about a dog, I believe. I’m not sure to be honest. It sounded like the dog was reading a book.’ He shook his head. ‘Maybe my Cantonese is worse than I thought.’

      ‘I thought Qiang and Iulia spoke Mandarin, no?’

      He nodded. ‘To one another, yeah. But Lisa speaks Cantonese. Her dad, you know.’

      Like many people, Lisa had spent her formative years being shuttled back and forth between parents. Her father had been an immigrant from Hong Kong, whereas her mother was from one of Canada’s many Indigenous peoples.

      The way Tom watched a conversation he couldn’t quite understand made me suspect he was turned on by it. Well, to each their own.

      I felt Gurdeep plunk herself down on my other side. ‘Sorry, bit of a queue at the bar. Beer’s here. Chips are coming.’

      I stroked her cheek. ‘I love you, babe.’

      She put her arm around me as she leaned back in her seat and took a long drink of her ale. ‘I know,’ she replied with a crooked grin.
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      Here I was again, back at Gurdeep’s office door with unwelcome news from the genetics lab. While it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as last time, I still didn’t relish what I was about to do.

      ‘Knock, knock,’ I called. ‘Ready for our weekly catch-up?’ The fact I came bearing bad news was purely coincidental.

      ‘I am,’ she replied, clicking a few keys on her keyboard before standing up. She walked over to the sofa in the corner, indicating I should sit opposite her in the armchair.

      With anyone else, I might’ve had to chat about the weather or some other nonsense first, but Gurdeep seemed to appreciate people who cut to the chase. Fine by me. I preferred that approach myself. I took my seat and jumped right into the deep end.

      Tucking my hair behind my ears, I began. ‘I’m sorry to say I’ve come with unwelcome news again.’

      She clasped her hands tightly together before saying anything. ‘Okay.’

      ‘It’s about Esther.’ Esther Park was an American mechanical engineer we had found. Her military background and training in engineering for space travel made her an ideal replacement for Gurdeep.

      I still couldn’t get past the fact we needed to replace Gurdeep. How had it come to this? Why hadn’t I made the test results go away? If I’d had the good sense to delete the report before anyone saw it, we wouldn’t be in this mess. I could have arranged it so no one found out – hidden the result and never said a word to anyone. If I had that day to do over again, no one would know a thing.

      ‘Or … I guess it’s about Nora,’ I said. ‘Depending on how you look at it, that is. They’re cousins.’

      ‘Huh.’ She sat back and crossed her arms. ‘And neither of them thought to mention this?’

      ‘Nora interviewed Esther. She gave no sign. I don’t think they know each other. I’m not certain they even know of one another. Nora and I have been friends for years and I’ve never even heard her mention having an American cousin. The test showed Esther’s mother was the sister of Nora’s father. Come to think of it, I don’t remember Nora ever talking about her dad.’

      ‘Maybe he’s not part of her life. I mean, I’m lucky enough to have had an amazing dad, but I never met my birth father. It happens,’ Gurdeep replied with a shrug.

      I nodded. ‘I’m sorry. I dislike bringing bad news or forcing you to make terrible choices.’ Finding a suitable replacement for Gurdeep had been a formidable challenge. We’d found our one and only candidate in Esther, but I was still hoping she wouldn’t cut Nora, who’d been part of my team from day one. I’d recruited her into the mission before I’d even joined. I mentioned her to Gurdeep when I first signed my contract and got her approval.

      Nora and I first met about three years back on one of my annual trips with MSF. We stayed in contact after I left, and on later trips I’d arranged to work where she was. I had exacting standards in surgical nurses. Not many people lived up to my high expectations, myself included. Nora unfailingly did so, and I didn’t want to lose her. Plus, she was a good friend.

      Gurdeep sighed. Ugh. How was I ever going to face Nora again when she was cut from the mission for this? I was miserable.

      ‘Back to the drawing board,’ said Gurdeep. ‘Where are we going to find someone to command the mission?’

      I shook my head. ‘You’re cutting Esther?’

      ‘No choice. We can’t take people with such a close genetic relationship.’ My face betrayed the surprise I felt. ‘Nora’s too deeply ingrained in the mission. It wouldn’t be—’ She sighed again before finishing. ‘It wouldn’t be fair to cut someone so central to the mission for reasons beyond her control. And yes, I get the irony of me being the one to say that. I do. And I wouldn’t wish that on anyone else.’

      ‘That’s great! Um, I mean … sorry. I’m simultaneously pleased and disappointed. Now we have to find another military mechanical engineer to lead the mission.’ I paused. ‘Huh. Do we though?’

      Gurdeep shot me a warning glance.

      ‘No, I don’t mean bend the rules for you – I know how you feel about that. If I believed in God though, I’d say he was an asshole for doing this to you.’

      Smiling sadly, Gurdeep replied, ‘You mean separate the roles? Promote Gabriel to mission commander and add a replacement mechanical engineer?’

      That was what I meant. She got there before me. Of course she did. She was prepared for everything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘Come on, Helen. Let your hair down once in a while. We don’t bite, I promise.’ Tom leaned in close and whispered, ‘Unless you want.’

      ‘What? No, please don’t bite me.’ What was he thi— Oh! I’m such an idiot sometimes. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. Tom was attractive, I supposed. His fair skin was lightly freckled and his blue eyes probably appealed to some. His aftershave was … too much. Some kind of hippy-dippy sandalwood and patchouli blend.

      No. He wasn’t my type – flitting from woman to woman like he did.

      He gently touched my elbow. ‘Relax, Helen. I’m only kidding. I’d never…’ I wasn’t sure how that sentence was meant to end. ‘Seriously though, our Friday evening sessions are as important as our afternoon meetings, don’t you think?’

      I narrowed my eyes. ‘How do you mean?’

      Tom picked his empty glass up and rotated it so the ice cubes swirled around. He set it back down and patted his pockets in search of the e-cigarette I knew he usually kept in his left shirt pocket. He stopped when he remembered he couldn’t smoke in here.

      ‘Well, the meetings are planned, organised, structured. Gurdeep holds us to her agenda, and Santosh keeps us to time. At the pub, though’ – he began to fiddle with the buttons on his sleeve – ‘our conversations are freer and less structured.’

      I nodded. ‘Sure, that I get. It makes for a more creative environment. Tongues loosened by alcohol can talk a lot of nonsense, but sometimes one person’s nonsense becomes another’s inspiration.’

      The grin spread across his face like a contagion. After a few seconds, I felt myself catching it too. I turned my back on him quickly before I said anything I’d regret. Picking my wine glass up, I headed back to our table. This was already my second, so I needed to stretch it out as I definitely didn’t need any more.

      I knew I had a reputation as someone who never relaxed, who didn’t take time to enjoy life. And maybe there was a grain of truth in all of that. But a drink or two in a pub setting while discussing work topics was right up my road, as they said in English. Or something like that.

      When I glanced at the TV on the wall, I saw there’d been another mass shooting in the US. Not as bad as most lately – only three dozen dead. My time at Cornell had left me with mixed emotions.

      As a non-white woman, the US hadn’t been an easy place to live. I’d been robbed at gunpoint and had a couple of terrifying incidents with cops. Once I’d been at a shopping mall when a SWAT team had leapt into my path and threatened to shoot me if I didn’t follow their instructions. They’d had a tipoff that a female suspect in a gang crime was in the vicinity. They showed me the posters: she was a heavyset woman twice my age and half my height. But I’d learned better than to argue with men with guns.

      But the groundbreaking work I did in my research lab in Cornell was thrilling, and it’s what got me noticed by Gurdeep’s team.

      This particular Friday we were squeezed into the White Hart’s back room, talking about the future. We’d spent our meeting discussing launch windows for the travel to Mars. The next available window was a little over a year away, so I was unsurprised to find people discussing the advance mission.

      Davy rubbed her bottom lip. ‘We’ve got that long to get your advance mission ready to go, Lise. Your job is to get everything up and running.’ I slid into the booth, cradling my glass of wine. We had to figure out not only who was going with Lisa, but all the practical details of designing the domes and choosing where to build our base.

      Ultimately, it led to a conversation of what life ‘up there’ would be like. I leaned forward and allowed myself a tiny sip of my wine.

      Davy shook her head and set her glass down on the table. She made a strained face as she raised her hand. ‘So, we’ll be working there, living there, raising our families there. Are we going to talk about the one particular aspect of life that’s just plain weird?’

      Georgie interrupted with a smirk. ‘I’m sorry, I need you to be just a whisker clearer. Which one aspect of our multicultural lesbian space utopia is a bit weird in your view?’ She leaned back into Gurdeep’s arms, chuckling to herself.

      Davy shook her long index finger at her before waving the conversation away dismissively. ‘I give up.’

      Lisa laughed as she set down her drink. ‘I think what my lightweight friend is trying to say is that it’s a touch unusual to’ – she pursed her lips as she looked for the right phrase – ‘well, to get knocked up by dudes we’ve never even met.’

      As a reproductive health professional, I’d never considered it from that perspective. To me, it was normal.

      Charlie started waving her hand in response as she swallowed her beer. ‘I know, right? Like, it’s one thing to not be sure who the father is or how to contact him, but to never have even had the pleasure in the first place. It’s just Bizarroland, am I right?’

      Nora grinned and took a long go on her pint before wading into the conversation. ‘My mum tells a story.’ Nora wasn’t always a talker, but her words were worth listening to. ‘She was down in London visiting a friend, and they went to a pub one evening. I’ve been to the pub in question – it’s not dissimilar to this one. They sat there with my mum’s laptop out on the table, scrolling through sperm donor profiles, arguing about which one to pick.’

      The whole table turned as one and gawped at her. ‘Wait, what?’

      ‘So your mum and her partner—’ Georgie began.

      ‘No, just a friend. Mum’s single.’

      ‘Did she go through with it?’ Davy looked like she was somewhere between horrified and impressed.

      ‘Well, I’m here, aren’t I?’

      Charlie’s mouth fell open wide. ‘Hang on. You’re a test-tubee? No way!’ Nora nodded. ‘Why didn’t she just, you know, get someone to give her a bit of…’ She formed a circle with one hand and repeatedly stabbed it with the middle finger of her other hand. She never was one for subtlety.

      ‘Well, for starters, as a demisexual lesbian she didn’t want any…’ Somehow people seemed to find the prurient gesture so much funnier when Nora was the one making it. ‘And also, she didn’t have anyone she wanted for a co-parent. She saved up her money for years and then went for it.’

      Georgie was curious. ‘So, your mum picked a baby father from a catalogue? How’d it work?’

      Nora explained her mum had chosen which firm to work with. Different countries had different rules about how much information they could provide about the individual donors, so she had chosen a company based in Denmark. She set up an account, which provided her with details of the profiles. She could then choose by race, blood type, height, weight, profession, etcetera.

      ‘My mum and her friend got into an argument over what criteria were important. Mum’s friend said she was sure the bar staff were looking at them funny. But weirdly, Mum always says what stood out in her mind about that night was it was the first time she had polenta. She really hates polenta.’ Nora looked off into the distance and smiled nostalgically. ‘Polenta! My mum’s one of a kind.’

      She shook her head and chuckled to herself.
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      Earth, Canada, Devon Island

      The lights flashed red and the Tannoy blared in alarm. Whoop, whoop. ‘Decompression alert.’ Whoop, whoop. ‘Please head to the nearest airlock immediately,’ it shouted at me on a loop. There would be an emergency now. Obviously.

      ‘Well, that’s ducky.’ I looked up at the ceiling and bellowed, ‘All right, already!’ I flung a clump of bubbles at the speaker as I scrambled to rinse my hair.

      The door to the shower room swung open. ‘Come on! Who’s still in here? Hustle, hustle, hustle,’ Helen shouted.

      I stomped out of the shower. ‘Fine. Let’s go.’

      ‘Very funny,’ she replied. ‘You want to head to the airlock naked, fine by me. Let’s move. When the alarm goes, you run. You know that.’

      I sighed and did as she said. We left the bathroom and ran across the dome. When I stepped into the airlock, people whistled and clapped. I took a bow and then shook what my mama gave me, splattering several people in soapy water from my long hair in the process.

      Helen removed her glasses. Wiping a soap bubble from a lens, she glared at me, a sure sign there was a lecture coming on. Rizwana looked me up and down before blushing and turning away.

      The alarms were still going off, and I wasn’t even the last person there. Lisa herded Kiran in moments later. He tripped over his own feet stepping into the airlock, so I reached out and caught him. He thanked me profusely, then realised I was naked and took several hasty steps backwards, colliding with the wall and stepping on Sam’s toes. She accepted his panicked apology with a funny grin.

      Lisa pulled the door closed behind herself and cranked the massive handle to lock it. I wasn’t claustrophobic, but I found myself wondering if anyone else was. If so, they’d be in for a rough time. The facility had been completed by one of our teams a few days before and still held that nasty chemical smell you got with a new car or new packaging. Being sealed into the warm, close airlock with almost a dozen people rammed the odours home in a way that felt almost oppressive.

      Helen raised her hand to her mouth and whistled loudly enough to be heard above the din of the still-blaring emergency alert. Everyone in the airlock turned and looked at her.

      Lisa spoke first. Her military background must be where she got the ability to fill the room with her voice and focus all attention on herself. ‘Right, you lot. That was abysmal. These drills might seem like a bit of a lark, but’ – her voice became staccato, with emphasis on every word and every syllable – ‘they are meant to keep you alive.’

      The alarms stopped as she lectured us, though the lights continued to flash. ‘Now, while it may strike you as funny that Charlie came running sans vêtements, that is actually the correct response. I mean, okay sure, it might be nice if one of you had given her one of your layers to wear, but as this is Charlie we’re talking about, I suspect several of you did offer. But when we say, “Drop everything and run”, we mean drop everything and run. You get me?’

      There were mutters of assent and nodding heads all around the airlock. Lisa shouted over us, demonstrating that military voice again. ‘I can’t hear you. I said, do you get me?’

      She received a more emphatic response just as the Tannoy sounded the all-clear and green lights flashed several times.

      Once Lisa had cranked the handle back open, people filed out of the airlock and back into the dome. I made to move, but Helen grabbed my arm and held me back. ‘You did, ultimately, do the right thing, but you took your time. This is your life we’re talking about. These drills are serious business. We’re trying to keep people alive. And as part of the leadership team, people look to you for guidance. You are a role model, whether you like it or not. Mars could kill you and it could kill them,’ she said, pointing out into the dome. ‘It’s imperative you take this seriously.’

      ‘I do take it seriously. How am I not taking it seriously?’ I used my hands to gesture down my naked, dripping-wet body. Taking a deep breath, I was grateful for the inflow of fresh – or at least filtered – air from the dome’s main body.

      ‘You know what I mean. You were still in the shower when I was making my rounds. And that bathroom wasn’t even the first place I checked. You were taking your time.’

      ‘Fine, I got you.’ She looked like she was about to continue arguing, so I raised my hands in a surrender gesture. ‘Honestly, Helen. What more do you want from me? I was frustrated because the alarms went off as soon as I put shampoo in my hair. I should have done like Lisa said and dropped everything. Fine.’

      She harrumphed, angrily shoving her hair behind her ears. ‘Go. Just go.’

      I turned and strolled back towards the shower room. Several people turned and stared, so I gave them a little dance. I finished my shower and then took my stuff back to my bunk. After dropping it off, I headed to the mess.

      As I swung the door open, I heard a voice behind me. ‘Little help, please?’

      I turned to find a stack of food crates supported by well-manicured hands. Above the stack was a puff of curly brown hair. I propped the door open to let Jupiter pass by.

      ‘Ta.’ She carried her load to the corner of the room and set it on the counter before turning and striding back out the room. ‘Breakfast fixings,’ she said in reply to my raised eyebrow. She let the door fall closed behind her.

      Several people were washing up the dinner dishes. Others sat around the table drinking coffee, tea, or… ‘Hey, did you bring booze?’

      I dropped myself into a seat next to Rosa and propped my feet up. She’d changed her hair to turquoise, which gave her skin more of an almond hue. ‘Sorry, no such luck. It’s apple juice,’ she said as she poured me a glass. I took it with a nod and clinked steel glasses with her. ‘So, I hear you made quite an impression on the people at Airlock B this evening.’

      ‘Never going to live that down, am I?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I suspect once we’ve been cooped up together on a tin can for eight months – living, sleeping, eating, drinking, and pooping together – a bit of everyday nudity will be the least of our worries.’

      Mike made a face like she found the whole thing distasteful, so I gave her a two-fingered salute. I turned back to Rosa. ‘Ugh. If this simulation is anything to go by, our lives on Mars are going to be unspeakably boring. I can’t believe we still have another four and a half days before it’s due to end.’

      ‘You’re supposed to be management,’ Zoe said, flicking her long blond hair angrily over her shoulder. ‘Shouldn’t you be taking this just a bit more seriously?’ Mike, who’d been playing cards with Zoe, turned to watch the exchange.

      ‘I do my job, and I do it well. Why is everyone concerned with whether I like to have a bit of fun along the way? Am I supposed to go around doing my job with a scowl all the time like Tom? Would that make me a better manager?’ I tossed a chocolate mini egg from a bowl on the table into the air, intent on catching it in my mouth. Rosa deftly leapt up and caught it herself. I scowled at her, which earned me an entirely disrespectful raspberry.

      Zoe didn’t like that. ‘Real mature. I can’t believe you expect to form the government of our new colony. Frankly, I often wonder if we’d be better off with a group of cats running the colony than you people.’

      That pissed me off. ‘So, now it’s not only me who’s not serious. The whole leadership team is somehow not up to the task?’

      Mike had been nodding in agreement with Zoe while picking through the bowl of sweets, but now spoke up. ‘If Gurdeep were serious about getting our buy-in on things, she’d try harder to seek consensus and build procedures from the ground up.’

      Before I could even respond to that, Zoe rounded on her friend and burst out laughing. ‘More consensus-building?’ She rolled her eyes in melodramatic fashion. ‘They’re already designing a liberal,’ she practically spat the word, ‘society where dissension is a capital crime. Gurdeep wants to abolish free speech. It’s going to end in disaster. Mark my words, that woman wouldn’t know how to handle a real mutiny. She’d crumble.’

      ‘Wow, I can’t. Where do I even start with that? How about the fact you think liberal is an insult? Or that you think it means the precise opposite of liberty? Or shall I’ – I stood up and took a step towards her – ‘go straight for the fact I could have you thrown off this mission for trying to undermine Gurdeep’s authority? Which is laughable, because she’s the most responsible person I’ve ever met. She can manage this mission better than anyone—’

      She cut me off and tried to dismiss me with a wave of her hand. ‘Whatever. Why is she still in charge when she’s not coming with us? If she’s not commanding the mission, shouldn’t she recuse herself from the planning?’ She made a show of looking at her fingernails as she spoke, as if the conversation meant nothing to her. I could see she was trying to drive a wedge into the team, but I couldn’t help taking it personally.

      Rosa was on her feet. I thought she might be about to— but no, she took me gently by the hand and whispered in my ear. ‘Come on. I want a slow-motion replay of your show.’ Out loud she added, ‘She’s not worth your effort. Let’s go back to the barracks and find another way to amuse ourselves.’

      I knew Rosa was right, but it still took everything I had to go with her.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘We’re rocking this whole designing a society thing, don’t you think?’

      Setting my mug down on the canteen’s slick table, I smiled at Charlie with a satisfied grin. ‘You know what? We really are. We’ve agreed on the basics of our economics, human rights, responsibilities, and the system of government.’ After countless hours of debating all the minutiae of how society should work. We couldn’t afford to miss anything out.

      ‘How you doing, anyways? Are you all right? I know it feels like an endless stream of meetings and they all kind of blend into a featureless haze. You holding up okay?’ I worried about Charlie. The move from the frenetic world of pub work to the monotony of an office environment couldn’t be fun.

      ‘It’s bizarre, but I swear, when I’m here I get way into our discussions. Whenever I’m not in a meeting, though, the idea gives me the Willy Wonkas, you know? I mean, the thought of banging on all afternoon yet again about’ – she bit her thumbnail – ‘I dunno, how to handle housemate disputes, minimum rest period between shifts, voting systems… It does not sound interesting. It’s beyond incomprehensible to me how I don’t just hurl myself out a window.’

      She picked up her coffee in both hands and breathed in deeply. ‘But I get off on it. When I’m here, anyway.’ For all her flamboyant language, I empathised with the sentiment.

      Our team was well balanced with an array of diverse perspectives. Hiro was our team lawyer. Selasi and Mike both had experience of drafting policies: Selasi in diversity and human resources and Mike in finance. Rizwana’s primary career was as a midwife, but I’d asked her to join us because of her experience as a chaplain. Charlie was our ideas girl.

      Rounding the team out, Gurdeep had asked Jupiter to join us. For all she acted like a princess, she wasn’t stupid. She’d sat her GCSEs early and done an intensive admin course where she showed a natural flair for organisation. Beneath the surface, there was potential. It had taken me a while to see it, but it was definitely there.

      I tore my eyes from the rain above the firth. ‘We should get ourselves downstairs before we’re late for our own meeting.’

      As soon as we arrived, I asked Jupiter to run through the agenda. Checking her notes, she began, ‘Last week we covered … theft or misuse of property – both state and personal, trespassing, and breaking and entering. Next on my list we have violence. I have a note that we should discuss physical and emotional violence, both intentional and unintentional.’

      ‘What’s unintentional violence?’

      Charlie turned to Rizwana with an ebullient wave of her arms. ‘Ooh! My time working in pubs has taught me plenty on this one. Let’s say you’ve got someone who hears her favourite song come on. She’s moved by the spirit to dance on a table, but instead of landing cleanly, she knocks it over. The table hits someone, breaking their foot.’

      She mimed the story with an elaborate series of gestures that concluded with her mock-slamming her phone down onto the table. ‘True story, by the way. Happened my first week at my first-ever pub job. She didn’t do it on purpose, but it was definitely her fault. You wouldn’t want the punishment to be as severe as if she picked up the table and wielded it as a weapon. But she definitely needs to make amends.’

      Rizwana and a couple others chuckled. Over the next hour, we discussed and debated. Both Jupiter and Hiro took notes. Afterwards, Hiro would use them to draft proposed laws. I’d review them and take them to the exco to get their agreement.

      Suddenly Charlie looked as if something had struck her. I could almost see the light bulb over her head. ‘Hey! We’ve come up with a process whereby a citizen can press charges against another with regard to an act of violence, but what about where the victim can’t or won’t make the complaint herself?’

      Jupiter stopped tapping on her tablet and looked up. ‘How do you mean?’

      I couldn’t believe I’d missed this. ‘Oh! Child abuse. Yes, we should agree on a process for charges relating to violence against a minor. That’s what you mean, right?’

      Hiro nodded as both she and Jupiter started typing again. Selasi look troubled. ‘It bothers me to think we might need such protections, but you’re right. We do.’

      ‘What about domestic abuse though? Of an adult, I mean,’ Charlie replied.

      ‘Surely that won’t happen! It’s a male thing,’ said Mike. ‘We’ve got a whole generation to get through before we need to worry about that. Shouldn’t we prioritise based on likelihood? Otherwise we won’t get through everything we need to.’

      ‘Since our colony is almost entirely female,’ Selasi added, ‘the possibility of partner abuse is minor. As such, I propose we table that idea and look at it again another day, if we have time.’

      I took charge. ‘I agree it’s an interesting idea, Charlie, and it’s definitely something we should look at. But the chances of it happening in the first generation are limited, so I have to agree with Mike and Selasi. We need to move on, but we’ll revisit if we have time.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ Charlie said with a yawn.
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      As we ambled towards the pub, I glanced at the sky, remembering my first trip to the White Hart. On that spring evening more than a year ago, we’d walked in freezing rain and pitch dark. The sun wouldn’t set tonight until almost ten o’clock. It had been grey and miserable today, but the sun had shown its face an hour ago.

      The atmosphere was warm now and the sky had an eerie glow. Taking advantage of the weather, we headed into the beer garden behind the pub. Jupiter offered to get the first round in. To her credit, she wasn’t stingy the way some rich kids could be.

      We settled into a large booth on the outer wall of the patio area. Before long, we were arguing about a topic that had been weighing on us in recent days. Selasi folded her arms in front of her chest and leaned back. ‘The most important thing, ahead of everything else, should be to make sure we establish a free and open liberal democratic society.’

      Selasi grew up in Kenya, where – amongst other things – homosexuality was still a crime. She told me that as a child she’d been fascinated by the notion of personal freedom. A cousin helped her move to Australia for university. There, she’d discovered a passion for studying gender roles and different forms of expression. After her undergrad in psychology, she studied sex differences across cultures before building a career helping firms develop workforce diversity schemes.

      Charlie, always one to play both class clown and devil’s advocate, flashed a crooked grin. Her eyes twinkled. ‘You know, I gotta say, democracy ain’t all that. We choose our leaders by popularity contest, thus ensuring that we’ll always pick charisma over competence, charm over intelligence, likeability over capability.’

      I rolled my eyes and chucked a peanut from the dish at her. ‘You don’t believe a word of that!’

      Charlie caught the airborne peanut deftly and tossed it into her mouth. With a non-committal wave, she said, ‘If anyone comes along who’s got the skills, knowledge, experience, and strength of character to lead an entire country, people go, “nah, she’s boring” or worse yet, “nobody’s that good, she must be compromised.” It pisses me off seeing good candidates lose to someone with shiny hair and an expensive suit.’

      Crossing my arms, I arched an eyebrow at her. ‘So all politicians are – what? Empty suits? Publicity machines?’

      Charlie swallowed the last of her pint. ‘Nah, people do go into politics for good reasons – but I maintain that the good ones aren’t the ones who make it to the top. Look around the world!’

      I slumped in my seat. When I was growing up, no one thought democracy could ever falter. But that had changed when no one was looking. In the last decade or so, elections around the world were bought with outside influence. Bad people with deep pockets and good public relations teams were winning elections everywhere.

      My glass slammed onto the table with more force than I’d intended. ‘No, I don’t accept that.’

      Charlie stabbed a finger in my direction. ‘Look at that arsehole in America, refusing to relinquish control after he lost an election. And then he changed the rules to make sure he wouldn’t lose another. Just like dictators before him in Zimbabwe and Cuba and Turkey and wherever else.’ She fidgeted in her seat. ‘Look at Hitler and tell me democracy works. Don’t even get me started on the chaos that Brexit still is. That’s democracy! Withhold education from people so they don’t know how to tell when they’re being manipulated. Give people a scapegoat, and then let them vote against it with no clear idea of what they’re voting for.’

      Charlie spat the final word with venom before picking up the full pint Mike had set in front of her, downing it in one.

      I sighed and propped my elbows up on the table, pausing to collect my thoughts. ‘I know it seems that way now as countries around the globe struggle. But the thing to remember is that democracy is under attack. Democracy isn’t the problem – it’s the victim. It needs to be safeguarded. That’s what’s missing: the checks and balances. We have to fight to protect democracy.’

      Both Selasi and I just sat there for a moment, staring into our glasses. Charlie chewed on her thumbnail.

      At length, Jupiter broke the spell, voicing what I suspect we were all thinking. ‘Can we change the subject now, please? This is too depressing.’
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      ‘Hang on, hang on, hang on!’

      Much later that night, after Charlie and I had relocated into the pub with the rest of the exco, our conversation once again turned political.

      Mehmet was so animated he nearly sloshed his pint onto Charlie. ‘We’re gonna be living in the most extreme environment people have ever faced. A tiny remote outpost of humanity. Stranded. Alone on a whole other planet. And you think we should pay people to do nothing! Are you kidding me?’ In response, Charlie turned and playfully punched him in the arm.

      ‘That’s not what we suggested at all.’ I drew out the last word. ‘If someone is physically or emotionally unable to work, whether permanently or temporarily, we still have a responsibility to, you know, keep them alive.’ I’d had a few drinks and was struggling to convey my thoughts as articulately as I would’ve liked.

      Gurdeep scrunched up her face and leaned towards me. ‘Physically, sure. I get that. If someone, God forbid, loses a leg or is being sick all over the place, they won’t be able to work for a while. Fine. But emotionally unable to work? Come on! The best way to get through a tough time is to work. Sure, maybe you put someone on mundane duties. But they can’t just sit on their arse.’

      Faz set down her glass of orange juice with deliberate care. ‘Sometimes that’s true. But sometimes people need time to recover. People need room to grieve. They need a helping hand.’

      Gurdeep scoffed. Georgie smiled and put her arm around her wife.

      Tom set his drink down on the table before leaping in. ‘I’d like to flip this discussion around and ask why we’re talking about paying people at all?’

      Mehmet shook his head as if to clear it. ‘You what?’ He tilted his head like a puzzled German Shepherd. ‘Like slaves?’

      Tom and Faz responded simultaneously. ‘No, not slaves! Socialists,’ he shouted at the same moment as she leapt partway out of her seat and squeaked, ‘Ooh, like Star Trek!’

      Georgie groaned audibly and dropped her head into her arms. She may have tried to speak, but she was drowned out by Charlie practically shouting. ‘Not this crap again. We’ve had this argument already.’

      It was true, we had. Repeatedly. Tom and Faz had argued for what was essentially a socialist state. They thought we should do away with money and share everything. It was a well-meaning but naïve view, in my opinion. My rather well-educated opinion, thank you very much.

      Shaking my head, I set my drink down and poured myself a glass of water from the pitcher on the table.

      ‘Why are you so determined to create a black market? Are you looking to corner the market on—’ I suddenly realised I wasn’t sure where I was going with that question. ‘Beards?’

      I’d forgotten Devon was even with us until she spoke. ‘It makes sense. Society has a responsibility to meet the needs of its members.’ She started counting things off on her fingers. ‘Food, shelter, clothing, air, water, healthcare.’

      Tom sat bolt upright and jabbed both hands in her direction, shouting, ‘Thank you! We don’t have any need for money!’

      Devon blinked. I thought she might bolt, but after a second she continued as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘However, needs and wants are not the same thing. Society has a moral obligation to ensure people’s needs are met, but it doesn’t have to meet anyone’s wants. People will always have wants above and beyond their needs. If we don’t establish a monetary system, we end up with one of two outcomes: a black market or bartering. Bartering is inherently inefficient, so I’d assume the former is more likely.’

      Faz pushed her glasses up and leaned in. ‘What do you mean? How is bartering less efficient? I would’ve thought eliminating the middleman would increase efficiency, no?’

      Devon flapped her hands a few times. ‘Okay, let’s say we divide everything up equally, so we all have the same. You drink mint tea, right?’

      Faz nodded.

      ‘Okay, so everyone gets an equal share of mint leaves – enough to make two cups a week. Only you want more. You’re not being greedy, since you’re prepared to sacrifice something in exchange. You decide you can live with less—’ Devon glanced around the table, pounced on the salt shaker and pulled it towards herself. ‘Salt. You’ll sacrifice half your salt ration. And you find someone who has mint to trade, but she doesn’t want more salt.’ She glanced about again before  grabbing the table's sugar bowl and placing it next to the salt. ‘She wants sugar.’

      Devon carried on with her explanation, annexing condiments and assorted objects into her economic model. I was surprised to find myself agreeing with her. ‘Humans will always want what they haven’t got,’ she said. ‘Even in a society where people’s needs are met, unless there are unlimited resources, there’s going to be a mismatch of wants.’

      I was fascinated, but the others gradually drifted back into their own conversations.

      I sat back and focused on Devon’s words. She was still … well, weird. In social settings she was awkward and stilted. Usually, she’d sit in a corner observing everything. When she did join in, she couldn’t switch off. She either didn’t make enough eye contact or she looked like she was trying to bore into your soul. Her voice was either too loud or too soft. She dressed in a riot of colours and styles. If I hadn’t known she was autistic, I’d probably have described her as eccentric.

      Suddenly she turned to me. ‘What should we call it?’

      I realised I’d got lost in watching her speak. ‘I’m sorry, I missed that last bit.’ I didn’t want her to think I was ignoring her.

      ‘Oops, I might have forgotten to say. Our currency – what should we call it? Will it be a physical currency or just an online one? A physical currency isn’t strictly necessary, but can be useful in some situations. I was thinking we need some kind of monetary unit. Scotland has the euro, Americans have dollars. What does Canada have? We should decide what we’ll call ours.’

      ‘Um… Okay, I see. Well, for starters Canada uses dollars. Not American dollars, I mean. We have our own. Most of the time it’s worth a bit less than the American dollar, but sometimes it swings the other way. But um… What would you call our currency?’

      ‘Hmm… I think it should be something unique. But it needs to be something that rolls easily off the tongue. Long names have a way of being shortened, you know? You should take that into account when naming it.’

      I laughed. ‘Hang on. Let me show you something.’ I grabbed my purse and rummaged through it until I found what I was looking for. ‘This,’ I explained as I handed it over, ‘is a Canadian one dollar coin. Care to guess what it’s called?’

      She furrowed her brows as she examined it closely. At length she said, ‘You’re going to tell me it’s not called the one dollar coin, aren’t you?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘It’s gold in colour. Is it a goldie?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Hey, it’s got a picture of the king. Is it a king?’

      I smiled. ‘You’re getting warmer.’

      ‘A Wills?’

      I shook my head again.

      ‘A Bill, a dollar Bill!’

      She laughed at her own pun for longer than I would’ve as I shook my head.

      Devon looked pensive as she turned the coin over and examined every aspect. I smiled as I watched her. ‘I was close when I said king, but I’m going off on a tangent with the king’s nicknames. So, it must be the image itself. The image on the other side is… Is that a swan? Is it called a swan?’

      I grinned. ‘You’re nearly there. The bird is a loon. The coin is called a loonie.’

      She handed the coin back. She really did have a beautiful smile.
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      Earth, Somewhere over the Atlantic

      ‘Bollocking arse nuggets!’

      Georgie screamed as she tumbled past. I saw Gurdeep chuckling silently as she watched her wife cartwheel weightlessly through the cabin, her curly hair a massive tangled ball engulfing her head – though I did see Gurdeep raise a hand to her own mouth. Leah clutched at a special suction sick bag Ife had handed her, though a bit of sick escaped from her and floated away.

      Their reactions made no sense to me; I loved this. The sensation of my hair floating away from my scalp was distinctly pleasurable. I looked around and saw the other future colonists leaping and bouncing off the walls and ceiling. Lisa and Desmond were squealing and giggling like carefree children. They held hands and floated in a circle. I contented myself with free-floating without touching anything, just enjoying the way my body felt.

      And then as quickly as it had begun, gravity returned. It increased to nearly double Earth normal for a few seconds before we relaxed into a few minutes of what we still thought of as normal gravity. We still had two dozen cycles to go through before our training plane landed.

      I found myself wondering where the little ball of Leah’s sick had got to.
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      Earth, Canada, Toronto

      ‘I was looking forward to the zero-g training, but let me tell you – when I saw you guys getting off the plane, I might’ve changed my mind,’ Faz said with a sheepish grin.

      I laughed, accidentally exposing a mouthful of chewed food. I cupped my hand to prevent any of the delicious food from escaping.

      What must we have looked like as we disembarked after that training flight a few days ago? By the time we set back down on solid ground, we all struggled to walk straight. Gurdeep practically carried Georgie off the plane. Ife supported Leah down the steps. The rest of us seemed to be in a better state than Georgie and Leah, but probably not by much.

      Ife, who’d already done this for real, hadn’t fared much better than we had. She’d been part of a small international mission to the ISS a few years ago. According to her, the real thing was every bit as intense as the training mission. ‘But you get through it,’ she added with a shrug.

      Across the table from me, Davy smiled warmly. ‘A group of us waited at the gate to greet you with high fives and raucous cheers. As we saw you emerge from the plane, well, let’s say my excitement drained away rapidly, leaving only concern.’

      Taylor dabbed her face neatly with a napkin before speaking. ‘One thing I still don’t understand though. Why was Gurdeep on the flight? She’s not joining us on the mission, so she didn’t need the training, right?’

      On Davy’s left, I saw Faz quickly look up at the ceiling. Davy scrunched up her face before replying. ‘You’re right, of course. She didn’t need to be there. But we decided she should join us.’ She tilted her head and took a deep breath. ‘The reasons were two-fold. One, having some experience of how our life will be will help inform her decision-making process. Two, Georgie thought it would help her feel she’s still a part of the team. It’s important for her morale, which is why she’s joining both the training and the simulations.’

      Davy wrinkled her nose. ‘So, Devon, this is your third trip to Canada. What do you make of it?’

      ‘Well.’ I looked towards the front of the restaurant at the traffic passing by as I gathered my thoughts. ‘Technically, it’s my third time here, but this is the first time I’ve seen anything other than airports and Devon Island. I’m pleased with our facility. Not the cold – I could do without that. This is my first time going further. I like it.’

      Taylor, who was sitting next to me, nodded her head vigorously and set her fork down. ‘Me too. I grew up less than a hundred miles from the border, but still… The sim back in January was my first time here. I tell you, the food at this place is fantastic. I’d gladly move here for the food if nothing else.’ With that, she stabbed a bit of her phish and chips and popped a large bite into her mouth with glee.

      The restaurant Davy had brought us to served what it called vegan comfort food. My unchicken came with a waffle, sautéed collard greens, and a delicious sweet-potato mash. Davy had given me the menu in advance, so I could check to make sure they had something I would eat. I hated that I was a fussy eater, but I couldn’t cope with foods that were the wrong texture. So many times I’d tried to eat like a normal person, but… I’d rather starve than eat a tomato seed.

      ‘Seconded.’ Faz clutched her mug. ‘I mean, obviously, I lived in Canada for a decade, but I’ve never been to Toronto.’

      ‘You’re originally from Kansas, is that right, Faz?’ In response to Taylor’s question, Faz nodded. ‘That’s not too far from me. I’m just outside Des Moines.’ Turning to Davy she added, ‘It seems strange to admit it, but I’d never been to Canada. I expected it to be a lot colder.’

      I tapped the table softly before joining the conversation. ‘My first trip to Devon Island, the one where we were building the new habitat, was in January. I had an idea that Canada was cold, but the week we spent doing construction in minus-forty-degree winds cemented that notion in my mind. But it’s warm here.’ Once we were in the facility, we wore our encounter suits if we had to go back outside, which made the weather less of an issue. Still, that first week was gruelling.

      There were at least four Mars analogue facilities around the world: one in Russia, two in the US, and the one we used in Canada. None of them were anywhere near big enough to accommodate our whole group, so our mission leads made an arrangement with the owners to build out an extra facility to accommodate a larger group.

      Davy tilted her head slightly and grinned. ‘I wondered why you were wearing such a big parka. It’s only early October. Winter won’t start in Toronto until closer to the end of the year.’

      ‘Before my family moved to Calgary,’ Faz began, her voice soft, ‘I had this mental image of a border that was all green grass and warm sunshine on one side and waist-deep snow under grey skies on the other. It came as a bit of a shock when we got off the plane to see glorious blue skies. A pleasant shock, I mean.’

      Davy chuckled at that. ‘I’ll bet it did. What made your family decide to move?’

      Faz looked away, picking up her mug of green tea and hugging it close to her chest before replying. ‘The situation for Muslims in the US had been worsening for a while, but when—’ She made a sharp intake of breath and brought one hand to her mouth. Setting the mug down on the table, she turned away.

      As she moved her head, the light caught her eyes, and I saw they were beginning to glisten. Instinctively, I looked the other direction, feeling uncomfortable. I never knew what I was supposed to say or do in situations like this.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Taylor lay a hand atop the one Faz now had covering her tea mug. ‘I’m so sorry, sweetie. You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to.’

      I pulled my hand under the table and tapped my knee as unobtrusively as I could. Coping with my own emotions was hard enough, but other people’s were too much. I wanted to help, but I didn’t know how. How do people know what they’re expected to do in these situations?

      Faz shook her head, waving her hand to brush away … something. Smiling sadly, she changed the topic. ‘We had a good life in Canada. And no, it wasn’t always cold. I think my most favourite discovery was Chinooks.’

      That caught me off guard. ‘The helicopters?’ I bit into another mouthful of garlicky greens.

      Davy’s eyebrows lifted slightly. ‘Oh! I suppose you don’t know about Chinooks.’ She asked Taylor whether she was familiar with them.

      ‘The Native American people?’ Taylor sounded almost as confused as I felt.

      ‘Ah, you’re on the right track,’ Davy replied, her eyes sparkling as she gestured with her fork. In the beginning I’d found her quite harsh and intimidating, but outside work she was much more approachable and congenial. She laid the fork down. ‘Chinooks are a weather phenomenon seen in southern Alberta.’

      Nodding, Faz added, ‘They’re a specific type of warm, dry winds that occurs in the leeward side of a mountain range. In the Rockies, they’re called Chinook winds. They can raise the ambient temperature by twenty or thirty degrees in a matter of hours.’

      I furrowed my brows as I thought about that. As much as I hated the cold, I had to admit I also wasn’t keen on the idea of getting dressed and ready for one type of weather, only to have it change into something different midway through the day.

      Shaking my head, I said, ‘I’m not going to miss weather. I want to know what temperature it’s going to be, and I want it to stay within about a five-degree range. And if water’s going to fall from the sky, I want to know precisely when and for how long.’

      Everyone laughed as if I’d said something funny. I felt as if I was simultaneously in and not in on the joke. Still, they didn’t seem to be laughing at me. They were laughing with me – I just wasn’t joining in. Whatever. Still, it was a great evening following an enjoyable day.

      After landing in Toronto yesterday afternoon, we had discussed plans for today. Gurdeep and Georgie and a few others opted to hire a van and drive to Niagara Falls.

      ‘No way,’ Davy said when they asked if she wanted to join them. ‘Why anyone would coat a natural wonder in a thick layer of garish plastic is beyond me. It’s crass, commercial, and over-crowded. No thanks, I’d rather eat my own hair.’ The idea had appealed to me – until I overheard Davy’s rant. That killed the allure.

      I always preferred to immerse myself in local life when travelling. So when she offered to show a few of us some of her favourite places, I agreed right away.

      Lisa had come with us for breakfast at a place called The Starving Artist, where they made waffles out of everything, before leaving us to visit a friend in Kingston for the day. It’s funny how so many places here were named for places back home. Davy told us Ontario, the province Toronto was part of, had its own Cambridge, York, London, Waterloo, Stratford-upon-Avon, Windsor – even a Paris.

      ‘There’s also a town with the name D-E-L-H-I, though I bet you can’t guess how it’s pronounced.’

      Faz had narrowed her eyes and looked from Davy to Lisa and back again over her waffle sandwich. ‘I assume you’re going to tell us it’s not “Delhi” like the city in India?’

      Lisa and Davy looked at each other and chuckled. They both nodded.

      I considered the word for a moment. ‘Is it “Dell High”?’

      Lisa held up her latte in my direction. ‘Devon for the win! Well done.’

      After breakfast, Lisa had taken her hire car and headed off to visit her friend. The rest of us – Davy, Faz, Taylor, and me – went to the CN Tower. The views were incredible. I’d been up the Shard in London a few times on school trips, but this was significantly higher. And it had a glass floor so you could look straight down.

      I absolutely adored Bakka Phoenix, a little independent bookshop filled with science fiction and fantasy. The cashier prided herself on her ability to make great recommendations if you told her a few things about what you liked and didn’t. Though I wasn’t sure how many books I could get through before we left in just over a month, I bought six. Our personal allowance for physical stuff was limited, but I could probably bring a book or two. Paper books. We were bringing pretty much every book ever written in electronic format, but I’d always preferred the feel of physical books.

      Davy had taken us to a coffee shop that was also a dry cleaner. And for dinner, we’d come to this tiny little restaurant she knew called Hogtown. The street’s name was Bloor, which made me giggle, though I wasn’t sure why. Afterwards, Davy drove us all back to our hotel, where some people got together in the pub. We were due to start the long series of flights to Devon Island tomorrow morning, so I decided I’d take my treasure trove of new books and retire early to my hotel room.
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      Earth, Canada, Toronto

      The eight of us who comprised the advance mission crew had worked together to construct the additional building on our first trip. It was similar work to what we were going to be doing on Mars: assembling a flatpack habitat and kitting it out with all the equipment needed to sustain life. It was exhausting work, but it was good. I liked having such clear and tangible results from my efforts.

      Even still, the new facility wouldn’t accommodate all of us. We were working in groups of forty. Each simulation event had us living and working together for a week at a time. This time around, the advance crew would stay on for another week. I knew they’d planned extra incidents for us and while I didn’t like surprises, I’d always loved a challenge.

      Thirty-four days from now, eight of us were leaving this world behind. My mother hadn’t spoken to me since I told her I was leaving. My dad had texted me a few times – until she found out. Then he set up a new email account so we could stay in touch, so we had that at least. I got an unexpected message from my cousin one day; she’d heard I joined a cult and she hoped they’d let me go – for my mother’s sake.

      The advance crew had a week off to spend with family and friends. I planned to go to London to meet up with my dad for lunch near his work in Canary Wharf a few times. I wasn’t sure what else I’d do with my time off.

      ‘Hey.’ Davy was waving her hands in front of my face.

      ‘Sorry. I was away with the fairies.’ Cocking my head to one side, I added, ‘Do you know, I always thought it was away with the ferries. Like to France or something. Do you have ferries in Canada?’

      Davy smiled broadly. Oops. I’d done it again. She had no idea what I was saying. ‘Sorry. Never mind me. What were you saying?’

      ‘They called our flight. We should board.’

      Looking around, I blinked a few times. ‘Okay. Sorry.’

      I liked it when she smiled. When some people smiled, they put me in mind of an animal baring its teeth. Even worse, some people looked like they were trying to show how nice they were. I hated ‘nice.’ People who described themselves as nice were invariably passive aggressive arseholes. If others described someone as nice, it usually meant they didn’t have anything to say about that person.

      But when Davy smiled, it wasn’t pseudo-nice; it always felt genuine.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘Oh, come on! This is your last-ever chance. You have to come. No way am I letting you duck out of this.’ Gabriel was practically shouting.

      Lisa leaned back and spread her arm out along the length of the booth, putting down metaphorical roots where she was. ‘Now why would I want to go anywhere? I’ve got everything I want right here. Good food, crackin’ tunes, my friends and my team around me’ – she gestured around the table to take in the people gathered – ‘and an unlimited supply of beer.’

      ‘Speaking of drinks, where’d that waitress get to? Our glasses are nearly empty.’ Gabriel raised a hand to signal for attention.

      Lisa’s hand shot up in a flash, grabbing Gabriel’s wrist and lowering it back to the table. ‘Scotland, remember? The only thing that’ll get you is a loogie in your drink. I’ll get this round. Who’s drinking what?’

      I had to move to let Lisa out, so figured I may as well accompany her to the bar to help carry. Lisa placed the order then handed over her card to pay and dropped a handful of coins into the tip jar. Once our drinks were ready, she thanked the bartender, who smiled back at her.

      ‘Hey, Lisa. Who’s that new bartender? She’s cute.’ Instead of replying, Lisa rolled her eyes and tossed a packet of crisps at Gabriel’s face.

      Once the drinks were distributed, Lisa and I took our seats. Gabriel leaned back, got comfortable, and took a long drink. ‘Ah, I swear you’d never get a low-alcohol beer like this in the States. Or anywhere. Leave it to the Brits to come up with one that people would actually want to drink. Mmm. Anyway… Cheers, guys. Here’s to a successful mission and a long and happy life.’

      ‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Ife, touching her glass to Gabriel’s bottle.

      ‘Me too, please,’ added Habi. After that, everyone was cheersing everyone else and conversation returned to an overlapping hubbub. I struggled to follow any one thread, so I sat in the corner watching the conversation like it was a TV show.

      ‘So,’ Gabriel said abruptly, drowning everyone else out and penetrating into my consciousness. ‘Eight days and counting. How ya feeling, guys?’

      The others were quiet as Lisa took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling for a moment, chewing on her bottom lip. ‘I’m excited, but sad. Hopeful for the future, but nostalgic. I’m at peace, but I’m conflicted. Terrified, confident, delighted, anxious. Ecstatic, homesick, incredibly calm. I don’t understand how I can be all these conflicting things simultaneously, but I am.’

      Most of the group nodded at that. ‘I get that,’ Gabriel replied. ‘I mean, I think I do. We’re doing this amazing thing. When I stop to consider the magnitude of this mission, it’s incredible. I get so excited even thinking about it. Like… I don’t know, man. It’s so awesome. But at the same time, it’s a bummer. You know? We’re leaving everything behind. Everything. Not just the bad bits but, like, all of it.’

      Gabriel became uncharacteristically pensive. ‘I think I can just about cope with the idea of only ever exchanging video messages with my fam, but we all know there’s a good chance things are gonna go south here. What we’re doing is so important, though. I mean, no matter how you slice it, this world is not a good place for my people. And I don’t see it getting any better any time soon. If ever.’

      Lisa squeezed Gabriel’s shoulder. ‘We’re building a better world.’

      Gabriel wrapped a hand around Lisa’s. ‘I know, I know. But then sometimes I think of the fantastic parts of this world, and I feel like maybe it’s not necessary.’

      ‘It is, though,’ Brian said. ‘And if it has to happen, aren’t you glad we’re a part of it?’

      ‘Without a doubt,’ Gabriel agreed. ‘I’m hugely jealous of you guys. Man, I wish I were going next week instead of waiting another two years. I mean, seriously. How much worse is this world going to get in two years? My parents, who I thought would be shouting from the rooftops forever, have gone into hiding. My little bro moved to Iraq. I mean, how much worse can it get before humanity destroys itself? How long before we destroy everything?’

      Kiran touched his hand to his chest. ‘You never know. Things could get better instead of worse. It’s possible.’

      Gabriel pinched Kiran’s cheek. ‘You’re so sanguine, Kiran. I wish I shared your optimism. It’s adorable.’

      Ife set her lager on the table with deliberate care. I imagined gears working behind her eyes. When she spoke, her words were calm and measured, her voice so soft and low I had to strain to hear. ‘In aviation we have a concept called V1.’

      Kiran’s forehead wrinkled. ‘The rocket?’

      Ife pursed her lips. Leaning in, I cupped my hand around my ear to understand her words. ‘V1 is a speed. It’s not a constant though – it’s something we pilots have to calculate before each flight. Sometimes called decision speed, it varies with aircraft type and weight as well as runway length. It’s the point at which you can no longer abort the take-off. Once you reach V1, you have to take off. To abort wouldn’t be safe.’ She paused for a moment.

      ‘Looking around at everything that’s going on in the world – terrorism, war, climate change, the collapse of democracy, whole groups of people having to hide who they are to avoid an angry mob, and everything else we’re seeing – it looks to me like the human race is nearing V1. I’m afraid for our species, our planet. Our mission is fraught with all sorts of dangers, but I sometimes think staying would be the greater danger. If we don’t do this now, humanity might not get another chance.’

      There was relative silence at the table for a minute as her words hung in the air – until Gabriel blew air out noisily. ‘Well, ain’t you Debbie Downer!’

      People gradually resumed their susurrus of conversation, which I couldn’t easily parse. I turned my head to watch the news scroll by on the TV behind the bar instead.

      America had bombed the crap out of some country I’d never heard of again. Terrorists attacked a school in Stockholm. A group of so-called incels had opened fire at a rally against gun control in the US, killing hundreds of peaceful protesters. The Sé de Braga in Portugal and the Blue Mosque in Turkey had both been destroyed by terrorist bombs over the past few weeks. Three more California towns had been abandoned because of uncontrollable wildfires.

      The world was getting darker by the day. I knew I should feel bad about leaving my family, but as far as I was concerned, the sooner I left this whole place behind, the better.

      I was jerked back into the present by the odour of cooking fat crawling up my nose. As Gabriel set a tray laden with drinks and three bowls of chips down on the table, Lisa raised an eyebrow and asked, ‘You still want to head into town to go dancing to the crack of dawn?’

      Gabriel’s joyous response made a stark contrast to the images on the screen. ‘Hell yes, I do. Nobody puts Baby in a corner!’

      Lisa made a puzzled gesture but then laughed and agreed to join in. Gabriel found several takers.

      ‘Y’all can count me in,’ Brian said. ‘We’ll shoot out the lights.’

      That made everyone laugh. ‘Brian, you and I are from the same country,’ Gabriel replied, ‘and I still can’t understand half the things that come out of your mouth.’

      He tipped an imaginary hat. ‘Aw shucks. I know I get y’all confused as a goat on AstroTurf sometimes, but you wait. Lord willing and the creek don’t rise, by the time y’all get your asses on up to Mars, Texan’ll be the official state language.’

      What he’d just said made no sense to me, and I suspected he was hamming it up for effect, but I clinked my glass with his anyway.

      Gabriel grinned. ‘I’ll try my luck with the bartender another day. Drink up, folks! We got a town to paint red.’

      I decided to head back to my flat and spend what was left of the night finishing the third of my new books.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘They said what?’

      Gurdeep wasn’t normally loud – she asserted her authority without raising her voice – so this was unusual. Setting my wooden spoon on its holder next to the hob, I turned the burner down to minimum. I went to her and looked a question at her, but she motioned for me not to interrupt. Silently breathing in the heady scents of garlic, cumin, paprika, and mint wafting up from the pot, I waited for her to finish.

      The low mumble of a voice was audible on the other end of the line. I peered through into the dining room. Sure enough, our guests were all holding themselves stock-still. Helen was poised with her wine glass halfway to her mouth. Faz and Davy were both carefully looking away from the kitchen. Everyone could feel something in the air.

      ‘They can’t. They can’t.’ It was never a good sign when she started repeating herself, as it meant she was struggling to find a way out. She silently hugged herself as the caller spoke. ‘Okay, okay. I’ve got everyone here anyway. We’ll put our heads together and see what we can think of. Call me back when you get anywhere.’ Another pause. ‘Okay, thanks. Speak soon.’

      It was clear we had a lot of thinking and talking ahead of us. Davy was closest, so I beckoned her to join me in the kitchen. I ladled soup into mugs rather than bowls so we wouldn’t have to think on empty stomachs. Davy accepted the full mugs and carried them through to the dining room.

      Tom walked in and began refilling the water jug. I nodded at his good sense and pointed to the cupboard where he could find a second jug. I was pretty sure we’d need clear heads for this; the wine could wait. We returned just as Gurdeep took her seat at the head of the table. She put her hand over her mouth then clenched her fist.

      ‘The Russians are threatening to shoot down our ships.’

      The room exploded into a cacophony of questions and exasperated outrage. Gurdeep, deep in her own thoughts, ignored it for a few seconds.

      Looking from Gurdeep to Iulia, I eyed the latter quizzically. ‘You’re in contact with your government, no?’ All eyes turned towards her as she nodded. ‘So, couldn’t you speak to them about this?’

      ‘I will, but I do not see how this will help.’

      ‘Couldn’t you ask them to…’ I let my voice trail away.

      ‘I will ask my government to speak to Russian government, yes. However, this may not have desired effect. China is not on best terms with Russia at present.’

      It took me a sec to digest that. ‘Wait, China? How do you represent the Chinese government?’

      Iulia shrugged. ‘I am from part of China where people are white and speak Russian. My government’s co-operation in this mission is no secret. I think everyone knows this already.’

      Looking around the room, I wondered if everyone else was as confused as I felt. Sure enough, the others shook their heads or looked perplexed. When I raised an eyebrow in Gurdeep’s direction, she raised her hands helplessly.

      Tom looked troubled. ‘How did they even find out about the launch?’

      Gurdeep frowned. ‘We’re about to enter the Hohmann transfer window and we’ve been amassing people, materials, and launch vehicles at the spaceport in Cornwall. We’ve tried to be discreet, but it’s hard to keep something so big a secret. It wouldn’t take a genius to work it out, just keen observational skills and a bit of deductive reasoning.’

      Gabriel spoke next. ‘Have they said why?’

      ‘Laura danced around that. She usually knows more than she lets on, but we’ll never find out whether she’s holding anything back. Reading between the lines, I gather Russia is having a strop at not being invited to play in our secret fort.’

      Faz flexed her fingers. ‘So, the Russians aren’t part of the group that’s behind our mission? Do we know who is?’ Always astute, she knew what questions to ask and never shied away from the difficult ones.

      Gurdeep rolled her neck. ‘We all have our suspicions, but no one knows for sure. To be honest, I’m not even sure Laura knows everything.’

      ‘Chinese government is active participant,’ said Iulia.

      ‘Plus,’ replied Davy, ‘we have reason to believe the Canadian government is part of that group.’

      Gurdeep looked confused. ‘Do we?’

      Now it was Davy’s turn to be puzzled. ‘Um, who pointed you in my direction?’

      Both Santosh and Gurdeep replied straight away, each saying the other had. Then they looked at each other incredulously. ‘What?’

      ‘Hang on, you gave me Davy’s bio. You gave it to me, not the other way around,’ said Gurdeep, briskly rubbing her arms.

      ‘You asked me to,’ replied Santosh.

      ‘I … asked you?’ She raised a hand in front of her face. ‘Stop. Tell me exactly what happened.’

      ‘It was maybe two weeks after I joined your team,’ he said. ‘I came in one morning to find a sticky note on my computer screen. It just said, Arrange meeting with Davy Mills, Toronto. It was signed GS. So I got you the info and, well, here we are.’

      ‘A note? A paper note?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Okay, so I guess we can safely assume someone wanted you here,’ Gurdeep said. Then she paused. ‘But for whatever reason, they didn’t want to employ the same heavy-handed tactics they have with other candidates. No offence, Iulia. I don’t mean to imply you haven’t been a great addition to this team, because you have.’ Iulia gave a single nod of acknowledgement. ‘But, Davy, it sounds like you’re not as sure as Iulia is that you’re here as a representative of your government. What makes you suspect you might be?’

      Davy furrowed her brow, taking a swig of the lentil soup in her mug followed by a deep breath. ‘When I resigned as an MP, I had a conversation with my party leader – the Prime Minister. She was far less surprised than I expected her to be, particularly given the fact I provided no reasons. As I was leaving, she smiled coyly and told me, “Some opportunities are too out-of-this-world to pass up.” I think she even winked at me. I’ve only spoken to her twice since then. But now that I think of it, her messages could be interpreted as subtle requests for info.’

      Gurdeep chewed her lower lip for a few moments. ‘Right, we all need to wrack our brains and evaluate our positions and relationships with our respective governments and anyone else who might be helpful. Make calls or whatever you need to do. Let’s reconvene in a few minutes and put our metaphorical cards on the table to figure out what resources we can call upon. Hopefully, we can count on support from the Chinese and potentially the Canadian governments. Nigel, with all his money, may have some powerful friends. While he hasn’t always been our biggest fan, I’m confident he’ll support us in this.’

      We spent about twenty minutes thinking. Tom and Helen bounced ideas off one another. Davy and some of the others sat in various seats around the house and stared into space, seeking answers inside their own heads. Iulia and Mehmet both headed outside where they could puff away on their e-cigarettes and make phone calls.

      Gurdeep and I relocated to the bedroom. She reached into the wardrobe, adding a grey hoodie over the top of her black jumper, which made me smile. I was sweltering. As I undid a button on my blouse to get a bit of air on my skin, I hazarded a thought. ‘Babe, I think we may be overlooking a source of potential support.’

      Suddenly, her eyebrows shot up as she had a eureka moment. ‘ESA! Of course.’ I had worked for MELiSSA, an ESA project. We regrouped at the dining table to discuss relationships that could be called upon to help.

      Gurdeep looked around the table as she spoke. ‘Georgie and I discussed our connections and she reminded me of her contacts within the European Space Agency, some of whom we believe may have contacts within the EU Commission. They might be in a position to help.’

      Turning to her left, she gestured for Helen to speak next. Helen laughed bitterly. ‘Sorry, everyone. I grew up dirt poor, which means I have no powerful contacts in Brazil. My work in the US has given me a few contacts with health officials’ – her voice pitched upwards uncertainly as she spoke – ‘but I don’t think they could be of any help on this.’

      Faz breathed out forcefully. ‘The US government has been persecuting my people for a decade. My family and I left when I was sixteen. So no, I have no government contacts. Sorry.’ I put my hand on her arm. I could only imagine how it had been for Faz and her family.

      Tom hadn’t been back to Denmark in more than five years and had no contacts we could rely on. Mehmet said he had a few contacts in the Turkish air force, but he figured they’d be disinclined to help us even if they could.

      Gurdeep nodded. ‘Okay, if they won’t help that’s one thing, but maybe you can still try to find out what they know.’ Mehmet gestured ambiguously, but nodded.

      Gabriel laughed at the idea. ‘Sorry, all… I’m in exactly the same position as Faz. No way the US will help us. Besides their government is corrupt as all crap. It wasn’t always that way, but the last few years caught us all off guard.’

      Gurdeep looked like she was about to move us on, when I suddenly thought of something.

      ‘What about the other three? Andrea, Mike, and Katya? They were foisted on us by Laura’s mysterious employers. Do we know who they represent, why they wanted them involved? Maybe their backers could help.’

      Gurdeep looked up, thinking hard. ‘What do we know about them?’

      Twisting her mouth into a funny shape, Helen leaned forward onto her elbows. ‘Andrea was raised in Portugal, but he’s half-Italian. I suspect he has high-ranking friends, but I’m not sure whether they, and by extension he, represent Portugal or Italy or the EU as a whole,’ replied Helen. ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’

      Iulia was impassive as she spoke. ‘Katya is Ukrainian, of course. However, I believe she was placed with us by private businesses or individuals rather than government.’

      Gurdeep chewed on her lower lip as she nodded. ‘Okay, so he might be able to help, but she probably can’t. Davy, what intel do we have on Mike?’

      ‘Very little, to be honest,’ was Davy’s forthright answer. ‘Seems a decent person, someone who means well. But Mike is not someone who talks about background or connections at all.’

      Nodding, Gurdeep said, ‘Right, those of you with useful contacts, we need you to spend a few minutes seeing if you can get in touch with them. The rest of you, please continue your efforts to think of a solution. We’ll get back together in half an hour.’

      I ran into the bedroom to call my contact at ESA. My former manager in the biology team suggested I talk to someone he knew in senior management, who suggested I call someone else, who gave me another name.

      Eventually, I got through to Erika, who spoke with a nudge-nudge-wink-wink that told me she knew exactly who I was and why I was calling. She hinted that a political resolution was being sought, before speaking more openly about our alternatives. ‘I’m still hopeful your efforts to find another solution will be for nought. No offence.’ There was sadness in her voice. ‘I’ll tell you what, though. I’ll get someone from our launch team to talk to you about a backup plan. Have you got an astrophysicist on hand?’

      I nodded at the phone before remembering the call was voice-only. ‘Yes, I’ve got someone here with me,’ I said aloud while leaning out the bedroom door and beckoning Iulia over to join me.

      ‘Great. I’ll get Dr Quinn to call you on this number as soon as possible. Good luck. We’re all pulling for you.’ I didn’t ask her who she meant by ‘all’; she wouldn’t have told me anyway.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      I checked my watch – seventeen minutes past midnight. Saturday morning. Hard to imagine that five hours ago we’d been chatting about nothing, waiting for Georgie to finish making the soup. And then my phone had emitted a simple bleep.

      That bleep had flipped everything on its head. For the second time in eighteen months, the universe had pulled the proverbial rug from under me. Only this time it wasn’t just me; the whole mission was in jeopardy.

      No time to worry about that now. First, fix the problem.

      We hunched over my laptop now on a conference call. Iulia, Georgie, and I gathered in our small home office. If it had been up to me, I’d have left the house as it was with magnolia walls, but that was never Georgie’s way. She had insisted on painting every room in our little traditional stone bungalow a different colour. The office was a lovely sky blue.

      On the screen, we were joined by a few members of Lisa’s crew from the site in Cornwall. Ife and Artie had the advantage of having done this before.

      Not this exactly. No one had done this. But Ife had piloted a low-Earth orbit craft on her previous mission to the ISS. And few people on Earth had worked on more launches than Artie, our payload specialist. We were waiting for the woman with ESA’s astrophysics department in Germany to ring us.

      ‘How would they shoot our ships down? From where, I mean?’

      Lisa replied to Georgie’s question with her jaw tightly clenched. ‘Guided missile. Possibly from a fighter jet. Probably launched from an ocean vessel.’ Lisa’s calm demeanour impressed me – she had to be terrified. ‘Of course, the other possibility is that they don’t mean “shoot it down” in the literal sense. They could be planning to sabotage the launch.’

      Lisa rolled her neck. I bit my lower lip as I considered the calm façade she was maintaining. I could only imagine the turmoil she must feel on the inside. Still, I was thankful for the way she held not only herself but her crew together.

      I opened my mouth to reply when my laptop and phone both bleeped with another incoming call. ‘Hang on, this should be the expert we were promised. Back in a sec.’

      I clicked to accept. A freckle-faced young woman appeared on my monitor against a backdrop of books and crookedly hung pictures. ‘Hello, is this Gurdeep? My name is Aisling Quinn,’ she said with a heavy Irish brogue. ‘I was told you’d be expecting my call.’

      A relieved chuckle escaped my lips. ‘It is and we are, Dr Quinn. I apologise for interrupting your weekend.’ Georgie laid a comforting hand on my hip. ‘I gather you’ve been brought up to speed already, so my colleagues and I can skip the rehash, yes?’

      ‘Indeed. And please, call me Ash.’

      ‘Er, sorry… I should mention, I’m Gurdeep Singh.’ With my left hand, I gestured towards my wife. ‘This is Dr Georgiana Ionescu, and on my right we have Iulia Petrova. Let me loop our launch team in.’ As I clicked a few buttons, the window featuring Lisa, Artie, and Ife reappeared. I made the introductions swiftly.

      Ash nodded at both groups quickly before diving straight in. ‘Right, so yous have got these ships, some of the biggest ever to be launched, and you need to get them up and out of here, avoiding the vague but definite threat to destroy them in some way, yeah?’

      Georgie cracked her knuckles and glanced upwards at me as I answered. ‘Yep, got it in one.’

      On screen, Ash rubbed her chin thoughtfully. ‘Right, so the Hohmann transfer window is open for about three weeks. Sunday, wait… Er, hang on, it’s Saturday now. Tomorrow is the optimal departure day, meaning half the window is behind us and we’re left with’ – she bobbled her head as she considered the possibilities – ‘eleven, maybe twelve days of wiggle room. If the powers that be don’t find a way out of this with their gobs, we might still make this work.’

      She looked up as she thought, then leaned forward and started scribbling calculations I couldn’t see on the desk in front of her. ‘So, tomorrow’s prime launch day, like. With each passing day, the window decreases, but for the next week or so we’ll have at least a thirty-minute window each day during which we can launch.’

      Artie pursed her lips as she nodded. ‘Mm-hmm. That matches my calculations.’

      Ash raised a hand to add emphasis to whatever she was about to say and instead knocked over a glass of water on her desk. ‘Ah, feck me. Mam always said I was a butterfingers.’ She reached below the desk, whipped out a towel, and dried the desk as she continued. ‘So, what I’d suggest is we let the optimal go time pass us by. I warn you, though, for each day that passes, you’ll have to offload a certain amount of cargo from each ship to replace it with extra fuel.’ She tossed the towel somewhere off screen. ‘I’ll work with your folks to make the calculations.’

      I pursing my lips for a moment. ‘If the politicians can’t talk their way to a resolution, and if we can’t get around the threat, we’ll proceed as Ash has proposed.’

      Georgie touched my arm. Lisa closed her eyes for an eternal second before nodding.

      Already proving how good she was in a crisis, Ash calmly nodded. She seemed resourceful and intuitive. ‘I’m available day and night. I can’t promise we’ll avoid loss-of-life scenarios, but we’ll do everything we can.’

      Georgie licked her lips. Iulia began to pace. ‘Understood,’ came Lisa’s voice from my laptop. I released the breath I hadn’t realised I’d been holding. ‘But I’ll need to discuss it with my crew. They deserve to know what they’re getting into.’

      ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Is there anyone who might back out? If so, we’ll put a replacement on a plane to you ASAFP.’

      ‘The one I’m not sure of is Devon. I can’t quite puzzle her out.’

      Georgie snapped her fingers and made a quick tapping motion in the air. ‘Two secs. Let me talk to Davy. She knows Devon pretty well.’ I nodded as she slipped out into the lounge.

      Something had changed a few months ago. Davy had moved from being wary of Devon to developing a friendship. I had no idea where they’d found their common ground, but it worked. Outside work, they were often found in one another’s company.

      Georgie returned, nodding her head. ‘Davy says absolutely Devon’s in this all the way. She won’t cop out, not even if it means… Well, she won’t.’

      ‘Okay, but we should get backups on standby just in case. Lisa, you go talk to your team. We’re working on this and we hope to find a resolution, but it looks like they may have to sit on a beach for a few days longer.’

      ‘We’ll manage.’ As she cut the link, I caught the beginnings of her hastily released breath.

      ‘Ash, you get those calculations made. For as long as the window’s open even a crack, please. If you want to be in Cornwall with the launch or here in Scotland with the rest of our team, we’ll make it happen.’

      ‘On it. Speak soon.’ She hung up.

      The three of us returned to the living room just as Davy finished a call. ‘That’s fantastic, thank you. Okay, let me know how you get on. Bye.’ She raised her head. ‘Canada will do what they can for us. The PM’s not sure how much she can achieve, but she’s on our side.’

      ‘Excellent. Who’s next? Where are we at?’

      ‘Helen’s gone to talk to Andrea to see if he can do anything to help. She called Charlie and got her to go along with her to … well, to be nice,’ replied Tom. He shook his head. Helen meant well, but she could be a bit brusque. ‘Mehmet’s popped outside to see what he can find out from his old air force buddies.’

      Iulia moved towards the back door saying she would join him outside. ‘I need to speak with my government contacts.’

      As I forced the air out of my lungs, I leaned on the back of a chair. ‘I’ll put some coffee on. We’re in for a long night.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      We breathed sighs of relief as the ship left Earth’s atmosphere.

      In our meeting room, the blinds were pulled, completely obscuring the view of the rain pouring into the firth. The opposite wall’s large display showed a five-way video link. Our own image looked back at us along with four other windows: the Chinese president and a few ministers in a small boardroom, the Canadian PM and Minister of National Defence, Artie crying with joy inside the control centre in Cornwall, and the crew of the Goble-Johnson, now hurtling through space.

      Alongside the large monitor were several smaller ones. Two showed a different view of Vaughan, our one remaining ship, due to launch tomorrow. A third screen showed a closeup of the control board monitoring our three ships. Two of the panels were lit up in green, indicating everything operating within tolerance; another showed everything in black, waiting for tomorrow’s launch. Jackson and Vaughan were unmanned cargo ships. Goble-Johnson had all eight of our people.

      Ash had flown in over the weekend to help coordinate things, stopping first in Cornwall to confer with the team there. We’d pushed our take-off dates out by two days, which in the grand scheme of things wasn’t that bad. Laura’s team had managed to get the Russians to agree not to shoot us down, but no one was entirely sure whether to believe them. The Chinese, Canadians, and Germans all had fighter jets roaming the area, keeping an eye out for trouble.

      I clutched my hand to my chest, my relief palpable. ‘Excellent work, everyone. That’s two down and one to go. Mr President, Madame Prime Minister, thank you both from all of us. We are grateful for your support and honoured by your willingness to make time for us today. Thank you.’ Both their screens winked out as they acknowledged my words. ‘Artie, keep us informed of any developments. But hopefully, we won’t speak to you until tomorrow.’

      I turned to face the people with me. ‘Right, we can breathe again. For a few hours at least. I think we could do with a break. Santosh, can you get us a table for an hour from now at Henderson’s, please? Everyone, lunch – or early dinner, or whatever you want to call it – is on me. Let’s go.’ As everyone filed out of the room, I looked at Ash.

      ‘Ash, we owe you an enormous debt. If there’s anything – anything at all – that we can do to return the favour, you let me know, yeah?’

      ‘Nows you mention it. You got a spare seat on this mission of yours?’

      ‘It’s yours. Come on, we’ll talk over lunch. I’m famished.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Aberdeenshire

      Helen hung up the phone with a sigh. The last few weeks had been as stressful as any I’d experienced in my work with MSF. I needed to get away from it for a bit and I knew Helen well enough to see she did too, though she didn’t like to admit it.

      ‘Come on,’ I’d prodded her. ‘You push yourself too hard. Just three days. We’ll take Friday off and drive up north to my mum’s for a short break.’

      We’d been jogging along the firth at the time. Instead of answering, she’d taken a long drink from her water bottle. There was meant to be a Roman fort somewhere along there, but I didn’t remember where. Mum had shown me when I was wee. I could see the lights on the Forth Bridge off in the distance. It was still a few hours before sunrise.

      At length she replied, ‘I can’t take a whole day off.’

      ‘You can. Gabriel will cover the medical update at the exco.’

      It had taken all my powers of persuasion, but eventually we got away at lunchtime on Friday. I’d practically had to drag her, but now we were here, she seemed to enjoy herself. Or at least, she had been until her phone rang as we were finishing breakfast.

      She looked out over the North Sea before she spoke. It was a beautiful February morning, and we were sitting in my mum’s conservatory watching the sun lazily rise as we ate breakfast. ‘Gurdeep says we’re abandoning the idea of waiting for the next Hohmann transfer window.’

      Up here in rural Scotland, away from what passed for civilisation on this planet, it was easy to forget what a dark and brutal place the world was becoming. We’d all known this was a possibility.

      Jackson and Goble-Johnson, our first two ships, took off without incident a few weeks ago, so we had assumed Russia would stick with the hastily flung together agreement to let the third one go. But then a few hours after our second ship launched, a news outlet had to go and speculate about our mission – getting almost every detail wrong, naturally.

      The next morning, when we gathered to watch the launch of Vaughan, the last of our advance ships, the mood in the room was cautiously optimistic. But the Russian president, probably the most powerful man on Earth, had taken issue with the news reports of our team’s departure. As our team went through pre-flight checks, the Russians scrambled their fighter jets. Our side had sent ours to follow them.

      In our little conference room at Double Star HQ, we counted down to lift-off with our hearts in our throats. Though Vaughan was remote operated and had no crew, the supplies it carried were vital to our colony’s survival.

      Tom had been sick in the rubbish bin when we saw the Russian jets had launched missiles at our ship. Several others in the room held their hands to their mouths, clearly fighting back similar instincts. I curled and flexed my fingers, stretching and bending them. Taking a cleansing breath, I had closed my eyes and envisioned my piano in front of me. As I began to play, my fingers involuntarily reached for Ani DiFranco’s Out of Habit.

      There was nothing we could do but wait. It felt like an age passed before we realised they had missed. As one, we breathed a ragged sigh of relief. I ran to the toilets to splash cold water on my face and rinse my mouth.

      I had always been in favour of doing away with the needless waste of paper towels, but I had to admit they would’ve come in handy that day. As I struggled to wipe the excess water off my face with only my hands, I noticed I wasn’t alone. Without a word, Gurdeep handed me a couple of clean, dry paper towels from the kitchen. She was prepared.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said as I accepted the offered towels. ‘I’ve lived and worked in war zones, but that was the most scared I’ve ever been.’

      She closed her eyes and breathed deeply before responding. ‘Likewise,’ she said. ‘On both counts. I’ve been afraid for my own life before, but I’ve never known true fear for the future of the whole human species.’ Behind me I heard someone still being sick in a toilet cubicle.

      Since then we had been looking at ways to ensure we didn’t advertise the launch of our main ships. The most obvious one was something called ballistic capture. If I understood what Iulia and Artie were saying, and I think I mostly did, then ballistic capture was superior to Hohmann transfer in almost every way: it was cheaper, it could be done at pretty much any time, and was supposedly safer. The catch? It was a lot slower.

      So what? I had asked at first. We’d be there for the rest of our lives; what difference did it make if it took us a bit longer to get there?

      But then Artie had set the stage one night in the pub. ‘Imagine it. One hundred and fifty-two of us travelling in four ships. That’s thirty-eight people in each one. We’ll be packed in like… I don’t know. Sardines are a cliché, but an accurate one.’

      ‘With no room for apple to fall,’ Iulia ventured.

      ‘Sure, yeah. No room for an apple to fall. We’ll be eating together, hanging out together, working together, washing together, sleeping together, and’ – she gestured in Charlie’s direction with her beer bottle – ‘as someone keeps reminding us all – pooping together. Using the Hohmann transfer method, we’d be locked in those tin cans for at least 258 days. That’s eight long months.’ She tapped the table to underscore her point.

      Faz raised her juice to Artie and nodded. ‘Tom and I have been saying our time in space is gonna be hard—’ She cut herself off and scuffed her chair on the ground as she tried to squeeze in closer to the table. ‘So incredibly hard on our mental health.’ I found myself nodding as she continued, catching some of her enthusiasm. ‘These are supply ships with only the bare minimum space for us to do all the aforementioned things that would constitute living for the duration of our life in space.’

      ‘But,’ Artie had said, ‘if we opt for the ballistic capture method, our flying time will increase dramatically. The time varies, but it looks to be almost a year.’

      Qiang, who rarely had more than one drink due to his aldehyde dehydrogenase-2 deficiency, the so-called ‘Asian flush’, set his low-alcohol beer down on the table. Thankfully, that was something I didn’t share. I got my alcohol-processing genes from my Dutch mother. He held up both hands in front of himself. ‘A year with no gravity. No space … in space. That’s irony, yes? No walking. No showers. We will suck our drinks and our dinner from packets. We will need to use—’ He whispered what appeared to be a question in Iulia’s ear.

      She nodded before translating. ‘We will require complex suction contraptions for bodily functions.’ That didn’t sound like fun.

      ‘A year with no privacy,’ he concluded.

      Artie and Qiang were amongst our only people who’d ever worked on active space missions, so they knew what they were talking about. She’d been ground crew on several ESA missions and he’d been to the Chinese large modular space station.

      I shook my head to clear out the weeks’ old thoughts and reorientate myself just as Helen finished what she was saying. ‘And that’s why I’ve renounced science and taken up homeopathy.’

      ‘Of course you have. I’ve got some wonderful herbal remedies that will help focus your mind. Maybe we could do a cleanse?’

      ‘So you were paying attention? I figured you zoned out a few minutes ago. Sorry, my bad.’

      ‘Nah, you were right. I totally did. I’m sorry, what were you saying?’

      Helen smirked. ‘Well, I was explaining the mysteries of the universe, but since you missed it…’ She let her voice trail off.

      ‘I’m sorry, Helen.’

      She rolled her eyes melodramatically. ‘Well, whatever. It’s only the end of the world.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Okay, maybe that’s a bit of a hyperbole,’ said Helen. ‘Besides the Russians, there’s also the back-and-forth terrorist attacks between the Muslim extremists and the Christian extremists.’ She put on an aggressive, masculine-sounding voice. ‘If you kill ten of my people, I’ll kill a hundred of yours!’ She made a disgusted noise. ‘And then there’s the constant exploitation of the planet that’s given us life. And the threat of nuclear war.’

      For decades the world had bought into deterrence. If competing world powers each had enough nuclear weapons to destroy the other, then surely neither party would use those weapons for fear the other side would do unto them before they could be done unto. Or something. Mutually assured destruction. Except it was no longer holding so securely. Certain governments were huffing and puffing and threatening to blow everyone’s houses down whatever the cost.

      ‘So, I’m assuming something must’ve happened overnight to precipitate this decision?’

      Helen blew out her breath forcibly. ‘Remember the terrorist attack a few months back?’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘The one in Bradford. So-called Islamic extremists drove a van into a museum, killing twenty-seven people and injuring dozens more. Well, in retaliation last night, a so-called Christian paramilitary group drove to mosques in Chicago, Sydney, and Berlin. They got out of their cars and walked into the various mosques and gunned down 184 people while they were at prayer.’

      She held her breath for a moment. ‘Like the New Zealand attack a few years ago, they also live-streamed their actions – but these assholes sold tickets to their show. They told people in advance that something big would go down, but no one knew where or when or what. According to Laura, a few other attacks that were part of the same network were only foiled at the last second. Police tackled a gunman in Calgary only as he walked through the door of the mosque. The gunman was killed and one of the cops was badly injured. Security services all over the world were on alert this week, but there’s only so much they can do when they don’t know where to look.’

      ‘Oh my gosh. How did the terrorists even find out where the groups were meeting?’ Most mosques in the Western world had closed up shop in the last decade. Supposedly enlightened governments had advised them to close their doors ‘for their own protection’. Those Muslims who didn’t flee to more sympathetic countries met in secret now. ‘And how does this escalate to a planet-wide threat?’

      ‘Most of the mosques they targeted were still public, so finding them wasn’t hard. One imam said he refused to be cowed into subservience. He sounded like a good man. He helped organise a local multi-faith anti-hate group. Anyway, news of this attack hasn’t gone down well with ISIS. They’re threatening and posturing and talking about retaliation. In response, the Russian and American governments are threatening— Ugh. Whatever. It’s the same old snowball effect. With each new incident, the snowball gets bigger. Laura’s people think it’ll swallow the world sooner rather than later, and it’s kind of hard not to agree.’

      I put my head in my hands. It was all so depressing. Just then, my mum emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray with a teapot and three cups. ‘Morning! I brought tea. It’s one of my own blends made from herbs in the garden.’

      As Mum set the tray down, I leapt up and hugged her close.
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      Mars Transport Ship, Goble-Johnson

      Today was our 133rd day aboard the ship. That is, it had been 132 days since we left Earth, and 132 is eleven sets of twelve days. If the total trip was meant to last twenty-one and a half sets of twelve days, then we were now past the halfway mark. Ten and a half sets of twelve days left to go – 126 days.

      It’s hard, life on the ship. I don’t like it. I mean, it wasn’t so bad. But it is. Was? Is? I don’t know. Time is all jumbled up now. I can’t tell now from then.

      I kept losing myself.

      Was I a girl dreaming of a horrible future in a massive tin can hurtling through space? Or am I a girl on a space ship remembering life on a planet? Have I will been on a new planet remembering the future on a ship?

      I’m not sure. I can’t tell. Couldn’t tell. When was now? When will this have happened?

      It was boring. So, so, so boring. But hard. How could a thing be both boring and difficult? That made no sense. I figured if I’d lasted one full set past the halfway mark, I could do this. I could; I’d be okay. What if I couldn’t though?

      So many stimuli. It stinks. Blinky lights everywhere. It’s noisy, always noisy. Everything makes horrible noises. I don’t like it. Buttons and lights and little noises you never notice until they’re all you can think about.

      Noisy lights. Bright smells. Nauseating sounds.

      Red warning lights and green operating lights and blue safety lights. Voices and laughter and arguments and chatting. Bleeps and beeps and hums and thrums. Scents of piss and plastic and plantain curry from last night’s dinner and cleaning products and sweat. It was always too hot or too cold; I was never sure which. I couldn’t even tell. This temperature was wrong, all wrong. The air was dry and staticky, but the closeness of the people with their breathing made it seem sticky.

      Flashing and clashing and bleeping and blinking and stinking.

      Too much.

      I tapped my lip and then shook my head. Six taps. Six shakes. Six was a good number. Only half a full set. If I could recover myself and calm my brain with only six taps or six shakes, then I would be certain I was okay.

      But I’m not okay. I will be all right. Someday. I know I will. But that day is not today. Six taps isn’t enough.

      I scratched my nose six times. Tapped my lip six times. Rubbed my chin six times. Shook my head six times. Pulled my left earlobe. Started over again. Repeated the cycle.

      Can’t.

      I stopped mid-cycle and flapped my hands. I was hyperventilating, gasping for breath. Why was there no oxygen? Every gulp of air I swallowed down had been breathed in and back out by everyone else on this ship multiple times over.

      How many times? I could do the maths on that. How many—

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Am I thinking that, or did I hear it with my ears?

      Silence. Well, relative silence. It was never truly quiet on this ship. I hugged my knees.

      ‘Devon?’ Brian’s voice.

      ‘I’m not here right now, but if you leave a message, I’ll be sure to get back to you as soon as normal gravity is restored.’ I can’t talk to people right now. No.

      ‘Devon, sweetie?’

      ‘I am not sweet. I taste of salt and sweat and copper and filth. Not sweet.’

      ‘May I come in?’

      I moved my hand to slide the door to my bunk open a crack. Brian pulled it open further and climbed in. It wasn’t locked. The doors didn’t lock anyway. Safety reasons. When he opened the door, he was upside down from my perspective. He floated in and righted himself so we were ‘sitting’ the same way up.

      He pulled the door to behind himself and we floated side by side in the confines of my bunk. The interior space is 190 centimetres long, 110 centimetres tall, and 61 centimetres wide. Sixty-one is a stupid number. Why? What did that extra centimetre get you? Why didn’t they use sixty? Sixty was divisible by thirty, twenty, fifteen, twelve, ten, six, five, four, three, two, and one. Plus itself, obviously. Sixty was a good number.

      ‘Sorry, were you sleeping?’

      ‘No. No, I was just, er, I was…’ I scratched my head while I tried to think of an answer that made sense. Something socially acceptable. My hands flapped in front of my face of their own accord. I tried to count their movements, but I couldn’t.

      ‘Oh, it’s just it’s dark in here.’ He sounded worried. I wondered what he was worried about.

      ‘I took the light bulb out. It was bothering me. I needed to think. It was bothering me.’

      His voice was soporific, soothing. ‘I’ll see if I can get one that’s a mite dimmer. Would that help?’

      I looked at him. I mean, what little I could see of him by only the soft glow of the emergency notices. Brian was my friend. What did the brightness have to do with anything?

      ‘I can feel you looking at me, kiddo. Your eyes are drilling into my soul. I’ll get you a bulb that’s not so bright if you want.’

      ‘Why?’ I didn’t understand. I felt like I didn’t understand anything anymore.

      ‘You said this one was too bright.’

      ‘Did I? Why would I say that?’

      ‘Oh, kiddo. You’re as bright as a new penny, if you can stand the pun. But trying to understand you is like trying to put socks on a rooster.’

      ‘Roosters don’t wear socks, Brian.’

      ‘I know, kiddo.’

      ‘The light isn’t too bright. Here, let me show you.’ I put the bulb back in its socket and turned it on. ‘See?’

      ‘So, you don’t mind the light?’

      ‘Shh, Brian, listen.’ He was silent for a minute. We could still hear the hum of the ship and the dull movements of the people on board. Somewhere in the distance I caught faint voices, but I couldn’t make out the words. And above all that…

      ‘I don’t hear anything.’ Brian shook his head. Like he was sorry for letting me down.

      ‘Listen.’ I put my ear right up near the light bulb and motioned for him to do likewise. He pushed off the wall and lifted himself the decimetre or so to press his ear to the light.

      ‘Whatever it is, I don’t hear it. If it’s defective though we can swap it out.’

      I cocked my head to the side. ‘It’s not defective.’

      ‘Well, then what’s wrong?’

      ‘You really don’t hear it?’ He shook his head. ‘It’s light bulb noise.’ He looked at me weirdly.

      ‘Huh.’ I had read about this. Studies showed that most neurotypicals couldn’t hear electricity, but I hadn’t believed them. You know that horrible sound a TV makes when it’s muted or on standby? Or light bulbs, obviously… It’s not electricity itself. I know that. But it’s the noise made by tiny moving parts. I hated it. ‘I guess they were right, after all. You swear you honestly can’t hear it at all?’

      ‘I pinky promise. Even though I still have no idea what you’re talking about.’ Brian hooked his little finger around mine. I smiled.

      ‘Can I turn it back off now? Do you mind if we just sit in the dark for a bit?’

      ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some guided breathing exercises on my phone. We could try those for a bit? Maybe they’ll help you feel a mite calmer. You know … if you want?’

      ‘Okay.’

      His phone projected a blue mandala image onto the bunk’s ceiling. It grew to fill the space. ‘Breathe in,’ the phone said in a calm, low voice. After four seconds the light pattern began shrinking, and the phone instructed us to breathe out. I was vaguely aware of the white noise, like the sound of a babbling brook, coming from the phone beneath the words it spoke. I focused on the changing image on the ceiling and let my breathing slow to match it.

      After a minute or so, the lights continued to inflate and deflate slowly, but the hypnotic voice started running through multiplication tables instead of merely telling us when to breathe. ‘I’ve never used this setting myself, but I figured it might suit you.’

      ‘Mm-hmm.’ I didn’t want to interrupt my breathing rhythm.

      Brian was right. It helped a bit. I’d have to see if I could get that app from him.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      ‘None of yous are drinking this eve?’

      I suspected Cayleigh was making conversation rather than showing any serious interest in what we were up to. Still, our contracts required us to be cautious what we said to whom. The staff here at the White Hart all knew we worked for Double Star, but they had no idea what we did. Our cover was that we were the marketing department.

      The NDAs we’d all signed specified that we could talk about things that were public knowledge and everyone knew Double Star was reaching for the stars. What we were expressly forbidden to reveal was anything to do with the self-sufficiency or independence of our colony.

      ‘Not that you lot are big drinkers or anything, but it’s unusual for none of yous to have anything.’

      ‘We’ve all got to go back to the office later,’ I responded. ‘Big presentation tomorrow.’

      ‘Cool. Anything interesting?’

      Caceta! Georgie was the one who did the seat-of-her-pants thinking. She would invent a story so plausibly boring as to end the conversation then and there. I brushed my hair behind my ears to give myself a moment to think of a reply. Come on, Helen. What would Georgie say?

      ‘We’re pitching a new software designed to increase fuel efficiency in rocket engines by up to nearly one per cent,’ replied Georgie.

      Where had she come from? Was she reading minds now? I watched her with a mix of confusion and gratitude. Even I was bored by that lie – no way would that net us a follow-up question. ‘I figured you could use a hand,’ Georgie said to me. My eyes flitted involuntarily to the bartender in a panic, before moving back to her. ‘With the drinks.’

      ‘Right, thanks.’ I paid for our order and the two of us carried everything to our table. ‘Thanks,’ I whispered as we walked.

      ‘Lying has never been your strong suit.’

      ‘Fair.’ As we reached the table, I set my tray down. ‘I’ve got five pints of Nanny State here.’

      ‘And I have juices and ginger beers,’ added Georgie. We distributed the drinks and took our seats.

      Gabriel leaned over to me and asked, ‘Did Cayleigh mention me at all?’

      ‘What? No, why? You didn’t, Gabriel!’ Between Tom and Gabriel, it was a wonder we could still show our faces anywhere in town. They both left a trail of broken hearts in their wakes. Personally, I couldn’t see it. Although they were both my friends, I’d never consider sleeping with either of them. Not that they hadn’t both expressed interest, but no thanks.

      ‘I keep trying to find the right woman, but never finding her. I have plenty of fun along the way, but I always bungle my exit once I’ve realised it ain’t working.’

      ‘Oh, Gabriel.’

      ‘I don’t mean to hurt anyone’s feelings! Honestly, I don’t. I’m just lousy at letting people down gently.’

      What could I do but roll my eyes and laugh? I turned to Georgie. ‘What time should we head back?’

      ‘About another twenty minutes,’ she replied. ‘It’s gone by like a flash, don’t you think?’ I shrugged. ‘What about you, Ash? Time sure flies when we’re having fun, eh?’

      Ash took a sip of her low-alcohol beer, spilling some down her front. She wiped her chin with the back of her hand as she responded. ‘Oh yeah, it’s been non-stop craic for the past six months.’

      I looked at her. ‘Has it really only been six months? It feels like you’ve been part of the team for ages.’ Tucking my hair back, I paused as I considered what we were doing tonight. ‘And yet weirdly, it kinda feels like it was only last week the first ships took off.’

      ‘Tell me about it,’ she replied with a wave of the hand. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to tell her that she didn’t already know. But she kept speaking. It was a figure of speech! I never could get the hang of those; even in Portuguese, I found direct language easier.

      ‘It’s been eight and a half months since I met yous, but it was another three months before I moved over full-time. Time’s flown by, but when I think back to my time in Germany, it seems like a lifetime ago.’

      There was an edge of tension underpinning all our conversation. About twenty light-minutes away, things were already happening. At last, Gurdeep stood up. As if on cue, people swallowed the last of their drinks and put on their jackets.

      It was time.
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      I checked the clock on the wall: a bit after midnight. A new day. Not just any new day, though. This was a new era. Humanity was now a bi-planetary species! We’d done it. Jackson, one of the supply vessels, had landed the day before. About three hours ago, Goble-Johnson – and with her our advance crew – had set down on Mars.

      With the video from the ship’s cockpit livestreaming, it felt almost like we were there with them during the landing. The G-forces were too high for the crew to talk. In the room, I noticed the tendons in everyone’s necks stood out as we all responded to forces we imagined ourselves straining against. Charlie’s fingers bled where she’d chewed them so hard, she’d broken the skin.

      As the ship touched down, we’d broken into a relieved cheer. We whooped and hollered and celebrated and cracked open a bottle of Prosecco to celebrate. Charlie and Georgie clasped hands and danced in a circle around the room, while Gurdeep watched silently from the corner, grinning from ear to ear. Nora clasped her hand to her chest, hyperventilating. I was so excited I kissed Tom. Well, I’d definitely never do that again – even if it wasn’t half-bad.

      Within a few minutes, the crew began to recover themselves. Brian and Habi had vomited; the rest reported feeling dizzy and light-headed. Sun and Leah checked one another’s vitals and then went around the group to check everyone out. Once they’d declared everyone fit and healthy, they began checking the ship and their location.

      Ife put Goble-Johnson down right where we’d planned. They were about a kilometre from Jackson and twelve kilometres from the permanent site. We couldn’t get any closer because of the topography. The colony location would give us some shelter from meteorite strikes and dust storms, and it was close to a water supply. The temporary downside was that we couldn’t land all that close to it, since we needed a large, flat space to set our ships down.

      Lisa laid out the plan for the next few days. It was funny to think about how a ‘day’ on Mars was similar in length to a day on Earth, only thirty-nine and a half minutes longer. But a ‘year’ was a lot longer, almost two Earth years. We’d already decided to redefine the meaning of a ‘second’ so that an hour was still sixty (slightly longer) minutes and a day was twenty-four hours. As we weren’t coming back to Earth, why would we base our units of time on a planet we left behind? The difference in the minutes, hours, and days wouldn’t be noticeable. Years would take some getting used to, though.

      They’d get the small habitat set up on the edge of the site. Tomorrow they’d drive both rovers, each with a train of supply containers behind it, to the colony site. Then they’d begin constructing the first permanent dome – clearing the ground, levelling it, setting down the foundation, and building the dome. They’d live in the temporary shelter next to the main site for a few weeks until the dome was airtight and the life-support systems were up and running. Everything was prefab and modular, so assembly shouldn’t be complicated, just hard work.

      They also had to get the radioisotope thermoelectric generators – RTGs were essentially just big batteries – positioned safely away from the site where they could provide much of the colony’s electrical power. Then there were the solar panels to position and configure. Besides building the domes, they had to hook up the plumbing and electrics, set up the telecom towers, get the oxygen scrubbers and temperature regulators running, and then start planting enough crops to feed 160 people. They had a busy few years ahead of themselves.

      Lisa signed off to get her team to work. We all sent a quick congratulatory video before heading our separate ways to go get some sleep. Except I figured most of us would spend the night staring at the ceiling, minds swimming with the possibilities. Ooh, maybe I should go for a run instead. I had excess energy to burn.
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      Mars, Temporary Habitat

      ‘It’s funny. Back on Earth, it would be rude to lick your plate in polite company – now it’s our new normal. No scrap wasted. It’s interesting how quickly we’ve adapted. Finish your meal, then lick your dish to get every last scrap of nutrition. Waste not, want not. It’s only been two weeks, and it doesn’t even seem weird anymore that we’re licking our bowls in front of one another after every meal.’

      When Leah didn’t respond, it took me a moment to realise she didn’t have her hearing aid in. Or maybe it was switched off. I moved closer to where she stood at the kitchen worktop. She was rinsing traces of oatmeal left clinging to the pot into the garburator, where the solids would be pushed into our composting units and the water would be directed to our recycler. She loaded the pan into the dishwasher.

      As I moved into her field of view, she did a little hop.

      ‘Eek!’ As soon as the sound was out of her mouth, Leah tilted her head to the side with a puzzled look. ‘En, to, tre.’ She spread her hands in the air before pulling out her phone and calling up the app that controlled the device.

      I positioned myself so she could read my lips. ‘Not working?’ Good thing our alerts and alarms were multi-sensory.

      ‘It was fine at breakf—’ Her eyes shot open. ‘Ah, wow! Well, it’s back now. Anyway, sorry… Were you saying something?’

      I waved my hands dismissively. ‘Nah, nothing important. Still, while it’s only the two of us, maybe we can have our mental health catch-up a bit early?’ We were due to sit down for our weekly discussion about twenty minutes from now, which was why we were alone in the habitat this morning. The six other colonists had headed out a few minutes ago to get started on the day’s work on the enormous prefab dome, which would be the first of several that would form our colony. I looked out the porthole-like window at the site of the colony’s permanent home. Already the ground had been cleared and the outline of the structure was taking shape. Two people – I couldn’t tell who from this distance – were assembling the walls.

      I grabbed a cloth and began wiping the dining table. ‘If you don’t mind working while we chat, that is.’

      Leah leaned into my field of vision as I bent over the table. ‘I hope it’s okay, but I much prefer to see your face when we talk. Comes from a lifetime of reading lips, I suppose.’

      ‘Sure,’ I replied with a smile. ‘It won’t take us long anyway. There isn’t much to clean.’ I took a step back to look around the bijou bachelor-apartment-sized habitat we shared on the edge of the long-term site. The only entrance to our habitat was the airlock. To the right of it, behind the wall and out of view, was the bathroom. This side of the washroom was Brian’s agricultural workbench, with its greenery and hydroponic lights. Opposite that, we had the first-aid station used by Leah and Sun, our medical team.

      Turning so I had my back to the airlock, I looked at the stacked rows of bunks: four lower and four upper. Each one had a sliding door that provided a modicum of privacy. As I continued my slow pirouette, I took in the small kitchen area with its tiny round dining table and even smaller curved benches. On the other side of the kitchen wall was a walk-in closet that housed all our encounter suits and other gear.

      It had seemed like paradise two weeks ago. Now, it felt cramped and dingy. It wasn’t much more than a tent. The smell of the chemical toilet blended with the breakfast leftovers and Brian’s potting soil to form an Earthy miasma.

      Earthy – ha!

      On the day we’d landed, it had taken a while before we recovered our faculties and coordination. Once we were up and moving, though, it had only taken us a few hours to set everything up. All the bits were designed to be snapped together with minimum fuss. Even the plumbing and electrics were modular and simple.

      Before too long, we had ourselves sealed into our temporary dome on our new home planet – and the number one thing on everyone’s mind was understandable: a shower.

      Oh man! That was the greatest few minutes of my life. It wasn’t the nicest bathroom or the strongest water pressure. It wasn’t the biggest cubicle or the hottest water. But yeah, best shower ever. There was only one stall, so we drew lots for who’d go when. I agreed to quadruple the normal water allowance for that first shower because we were all so gross.

      After we’d refreshed ourselves, we broke open a storage container to dig out some fresh duds. That night, we treated ourselves to some of life’s forgotten little luxuries. We boiled an actual kettle and made tea that didn’t have to be sucked through a nipple. We cracked open a few packets of microwave meals that we were able to eat at a table with forks, knives, and spoons. To finish it off, we popped open a bottle of Prosecco. Luxury!

      Giddy with a combination of relief and utter exhaustion, that night we giggled like a gaggle of school kids on a class trip until we all fell asleep where we sat.

      Next morning, we got back to work. Two weeks later, and we hadn’t stopped yet. I wasn’t afraid of getting my hands dirty, but this had been unlike anything any of us had ever done. The list of things that needed doing would wrap around the planet several times.

      That day we checked all the containers and crates and verified the contents were as expected. Brian and Sun inspected the plants and the non-human travellers: bees and worms. Brian didn’t want to start transferring the trees and plants to their new gravity-friendly pots and planters until we were in our permanent facilities, but they did all have to be looked over and watered. He got a few lighting rigs set up for them. The ones I was looking at now only made up about ten per cent of the total; the rest were still in the ship.

      I bent down and peered into the tiny apiary at the edge of Brian’s workbench, trying to glimpse his bees. A waxy honey scent filled my nose. Most bees have a lifespan that’s significantly less than the time we’d spent in space. The only original bees that remained were the queens; the others were all new to this gravity malarky. There were more of them than we’d hoped.

      The bees we brought with us were not the first ones in space, surprisingly. There had been previous tests done by NASA. They had taken a colony of bees on a seven-day mission. The queen had laid only thirty eggs during that time, a seriously low figure when you consider they normally lay over a thousand per day. And none of those eggs had hatched.

      Our bees had fared better, but they did spend their first day sat on the floor of their enclosures looking confused. Similarly, our worms coped well but took a while to readapt to the cruel pull of gravity. We’d lost about half of each – more than we’d expected, but not enough to bust our contingency planning.

      That second day, we’d split into teams. Ife and I focused on the remote landing of the third ship, Vaughan. Leah and Devon went to check the contents of the earlier ship, Jackson, which had landed the day before ours. Everything had been packed into containers and then, where necessary, the excess volume was filled with a near-weightless foam that acted to protect delicate materials. The containers had wheels that popped out to convert them to trailers, so all we had to do was flip them down and hook them up to the rover. They also collected the parachutes, the fabric of which would be put to good use at some point.

      I started as Leah tapped me on the shoulder. Clutching my chest, I laughed. ‘Yeesh! Sorry, I was miles away. I mean, no. Days away. I was reminiscing about the past two weeks and how quickly we’ve all adapted.’ As I spoke, I motioned for her to take a seat at the table and sat down facing her.

      Leah nodded slowly. ‘This place is already feeling pretty grotty, isn’t it?’

      I grimaced as I glanced down at Habi’s dirty laundry in a heap next to her bunk. ‘Yeah, there is that. But I was thinking of how easily we’ve all adjusted to our new reality.’

      She looked me in the eye. ‘Devon.’

      ‘Specifically, yeah. But all of us.’

      ‘The change in Devon’s character was evident pretty much from the moment we landed, don’t you think? She was almost back to herself by the end of day one on Mars. The rest of us may not have thought we were as badly affected as she had been, but it took us a few days to recover ourselves.’

      I nodded. I’d been worried about Devon on the journey to Mars. The time aboard Goble-Johnson was hard on all of us, but her more than anyone. She sat with her tablet, researching various combinations of materials, tweaking her designs for products she thought we’d need, checking and rechecking her printers, cleaning equipment. She fidgeted, squirmed, tapped everything in the ship with her long fingers. But mostly she hid in her bunk with the door closed.

      I had Leah spend extra time with her. After a couple of months, Sun had prescribed anti-anxiety meds. They helped, but still I worried. What if she couldn’t cope on Mars? It wasn’t as if we could send her back. What could I do? I discussed the issue with the planning committee, but there wasn’t much we could do.

      ‘And her recovery seems to be holding strong. At least, in my unprofessional opinion,’ I added. ‘But you’re the shrink. You tell me. Is she doing as well as she appears?’

      ‘She really is, I’m delighted to report.’

      Pursing my lips, I considered her words. ‘And everyone else?’

      ‘The hard labour has benefited us all – mentally, I mean. There’s been no time to think about how we’re feeling, because we’re too busy when we’re working and too exhausted when we’re not. We’ve been working our way through all the debriefs, but everyone should be able to subconsciously deal with a lot of the ordeal of the journey before the pace lets up.’

      I blinked a few times. ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘Well, if we were all sitting around with nothing to do, we’d be trying to work through the trauma of the past year more directly before our subconscious minds were ready. We’d be driving ourselves nuts trying to process things.’

      I tapped my lip, then smiled gently to myself at the gesture I’d clearly absorbed from Devon. ‘Huh, yeah. That makes a kind of sense.’

      Most of the first week had been spent clearing and levelling the ground. The Martian surface is covered in a regolith of dust, sand, gravel, and loose rocks. We needed a flat, level surface for our structures. This space would be where all the heavy equipment and plumbing and cables would be stored. The domes themselves would be elevated a few metres above ground level.

      I glanced outside at the giant space where we’d set up a series of columns to support the dome’s platform. The columns had been filled with regolith to give them stability. Then we put up a sort of curtain around the outer edge of the columns, creating the circular outline of where the dome would sit.

      The door in the curtain wall was open and I could see someone driving a forklift out from DownBelow. Brian had chosen the name from a 1990s TV show called Babylon 5. Today’s task, which Leah and I were due to join in an hour, was to begin snapping in place the subfloor insulation, which would separate the pressurised, climate-controlled living area from the much colder space underneath.

      Each of us in the advance crew had the privilege of naming one of the colony’s facilities. I had proposed the name Sacagawea for the first dome. Everyone had heard of Lewis and Clark’s famous expedition across what would eventually come to be part of the United States. Most people, though, hadn’t heard of the Native American woman who served as their guide and interpreter. Being half-First Nations myself, her story had always appealed to me. When I explained to the others why I chose the name, they agreed unanimously.

      The plan was for this dome to be more of a garage and workshop than anything else. To mitigate risk in the event of a life-support failure, crop failure, or – heaven forbid – decompression, all domes would be suitable for mixed use: residential, agricultural, commercial, and civic.

      Ultimately, Sacagawea would have fewer residents, but it would still have community facilities, such as a kitchen, bathroom, and laundry. Only two houses, though.

      Leah followed my eyes, looking at the efforts going on outside. The forklift had driven up the ramp to the dome’s floor level. Two suited figures, who’d followed the vehicle up the ramp, pulled an insulation panel from the front and began manoeuvring it into position. The panels could be walked on as soon as they were secured into position. ‘Hard to believe that’s going to be our new home, isn’t it? It was just empty space a few days ago.’

      I beamed with pride. ‘The moment it’s up, we’ll move in. We’ll spread out into each new dome we build as we go.’

      The workers had affixed the panel and were moving back to the forklift for the next one. One of them did a bit of a funny little dance as he walked. It had to be Brian. Ever the class clown. ‘But look how quickly it’s coming together. It’ll be airtight in no time.’

      Leah made a circular gesture, indicating the surrounding habitat. ‘It’s going to be luxury compared to this little tent. Are you sure we’ll get it done on schedule?’

      Grinning, I tilted my head slightly. ‘Yeah, I’m hoping we can get it up and running a day or two early. I don’t want to tell the team on Earth just yet, though, as I’d rather we under-promise and over-deliver than vice versa. They’ll have to just wait and see.’
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      I looked across the breakfast table at Georgie – unkempt hair, ratty bathrobe, and crumbs on her chin. I loved her so much. The idea of saying goodbye to her – no, I wouldn’t think about it.

      Georgie took a sip of her coffee and wiped her chin with the back of her hand. ‘Well, go on. Spit it out.’ Her voice jarred me back from my thoughts.

      ‘Are we going to be okay? Either of us, I mean.’ We’d been postponing this conversation, an unspoken agreement that we’d deal with the issue when the time came. There was still almost a year before we’d need to face reality, but we couldn’t put it off forever. Well, we hoped we still had a year. The whole point of switching to ballistic capture was the flexibility it gave us on our take-off date. As of now, we were still sticking to our originally planned departure date – about two years away. There was still time.

      ‘We will,’ she responded. ‘We’ll muddle our way through and find what works – because we have to be. You and I, we’re pragmatists.’

      I reached across the table and took her hand. ‘Do we have to be? Can’t we just be…’ I flapped my hand helplessly as I tried to find the right words.

      She smiled sadly. ‘If you ask me—’ she began.

      I slammed my fist down on the table far harder than I meant to. ‘Don’t you dare finish that sentence. Don’t you dare. I’m not having it.’ As if I’d let her stay behind because of me! No way.

      She sighed sadly, then stood up and walked around the edge of the table to me. She leaned down to kiss my forehead. ‘Give me a sec, babe. I’ll throw some clothes on and we’ll walk in together, yeah?’

      A few minutes later, she emerged from the bedroom wearing a flouncy, multi-coloured sleeveless dress adorned with teacups, flowers, and cupcakes. She pulled on a pair of tartan wellies as I looked down at my black jumper and ordinary blue jeans.

      We headed out the door into the grey Scottish springtime. Our little house was just over the road from Double Star, but in this semi-rural area over the road meant almost two kilometres. Most people here drove everywhere; we preferred not to.

      As we set out, Georgie put her arm in mine. ‘Don’t worry, love. It’s much too soon for worry. We’ll need to face facts eventually, but not yet.’

      ‘I know,’ I replied, taking her hand. We walked the twenty-odd minutes clinging to one another tightly.

      It had been twenty-nine days since the advance guard landed on Mars. Suddenly Georgie asked, ‘Do you think they’ll have the dome up and running tomorrow?’

      ‘Huh. You know, I’ve been wondering the same thing myself. I hope so. It’s not a problem if they miss the target by a day or two, but it would be a nice morale booster if they get it done on time.’

      ‘Don’t you worry. Lisa will pull it off,’ came Davy’s voice from behind us as we arrived at the Double Star campus. I turned my head round and looked at her – umbrella in one hand, coffee in the other.

      ‘Morning,’ Georgie greeted her cheerily. I hoped Davy was right.
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      We gathered in the conference room to watch Lisa’s group message. Each day, she spoke to us by video and told us how the team was getting on. With our two planets at almost maximum separation in their orbits, the closest we could get to real time was about a twenty-minute delay.

      As she entered the room, Faz told me Leah had mentioned in her latest message that Devon’s recovery from the stress of the journey was holding strong. ‘Of all of them, Leah says Devon’s actually coping the best with the new routine.’

      Good. We’d all been troubled by the reports during the trip to Mars. Davy worried more with every fresh update. Having grown so close to Devon, she wanted her initial take to be proved wrong.

      ‘Good morning, Earthers!’ Lisa’s triumphant voice greeted us as the video kicked into life. ‘Are you ready for some exciting news?’ The screen was zoomed in on her face. Behind her, the background was featureless and dim – until she turned her tablet the other direction. The camera took a second or two to refocus, but what it showed us when it did was incredible.

      Seven people were gathered at a dining table with their glasses and mugs raised. And not squeezed around a postage-stamp-sized table in the corner of a dull, cramped room, either. This was a solid, stylish, family-sized table made of maple wood – with plenty of elbow room for eight people to eat in comfort. Black dishes adorned the tabletop and contrasted starkly with the brightly coloured mugs the team held aloft.

      Beyond the table we could see what looked to be a new, but ordinary, kitchen: microwave, induction hob, sink, oven, kettle. The sand-coloured worktops gleamed in the light. There was a pot on the hob with a turquoise spatula sticking out of it. It looked like they were having porridge.

      Lisa’s voice cheerfully spoke from somewhere off screen. ‘Welcome to Sacagawea dome!’

      Georgie stabbed a button to pause the video feed. ‘Saca-ja-hoo-haw? Saca-ja-what-now? What?’

      Davy laughed delightedly. ‘Sacagawea. She was the Shoshone woman who served as a guide to Lewis and Clark. I love that she called the dome that.’ Feeling giddy with pride that they’d achieved so much in so little time, I hit the button to resume the video.

      ‘Recall that this dome is meant to be quite basic,’ announced Lisa’s disembodied voice. ‘In the habitats yet to come, this community space will be set up as a living room. There will be couches, coffee tables, lamps, and a screen for watching movies. But for now, just having an actual kitchen is amazing.’

      Lisa flipped the tablet’s camera for a moment, so we could see her face. She grinned elatedly as she continued. ‘We’re going to make dinner together tonight. I’ll see if I can turn Georgie’s mycoprotein into a decent burger. We’re cracking open our flour reserves for the first time. Habi’s going to make flatbreads to eat with the burgers and Devon’s going to use some of our frozen fruit on a crumble. Anyhoo, let’s go have a look around, shall we?’

      As she walked, she held the camera up so it almost felt like we were there with her. She turned a corner and showed us to the small loo off the kitchen. The composting toilet didn’t look that different to a normal water-flush model, but the idea of it was something I found hellish, but I supposed— I caught myself just in time. I supposed they would get used to them.

      Lisa took us out the door of the communal building into the open air under the dome. The building next door held a shower room, a small utility room, and a laundry area. A rhythmic whooshing sound was soon revealed to be the washer. The window in front showed a jumble of multi-coloured fabrics swirling around. Everything looked basic but high quality and shiny and new.

      ‘The scent of plastic is still pretty strong,’ Lisa explained. The video was so immersive I could almost smell the newness of everything. I had to keep pulling back from including myself – I would never smell the domes, never set foot on the soft, spongy ground or touch the exterior walls that were already beginning to sprout shoots of new plants.

      Next we visited the two cramped one-room houses where the eight colonists were living. ‘We’ll live like this for the next few weeks as we build the next dome,’ Lisa said. ‘Once the next one is up, we’ll be able to spread out more and really make ourselves at home.’

      We continued the tour, moving on to the workshop. Paxton and Devon had moved from the kitchen-diner to get to work. Paxton described the chemical makeup of the regolith they’d shifted to make way for the dome. Devon told us she planned to use it to create new materials with her 3D printers. They would be busy. Some of the materials we needed to create the new colony were shipped from Earth, but a lot would be made on Mars using Martian materials printed to designs we created.

      ‘The dishes you saw in the kitchen are ones I’ve made from the Martian regolith,’ Devon explained with a proud grin.

      Lastly, Lisa led us around outside under the dome. ‘And this, all this blank greyness you see everywhere around me, it won’t stay grey or blank for long. While most of us begin work on the next dome, Brian and Paxton will be in here mixing soil, laying it down, sowing seeds, replanting the trees and plants we brought with us, getting the green walls started, and arranging lights for maximum effect.’ Already, here and there, little clusters of green were visible. Unlike inside the buildings, out here I imagined the odours were fresher and more natural.

      Every available surface inside the domes would eventually be covered in plant life of some form or other. The buildings would have green exterior walls and rooftop gardens. Vertical sections of the domes themselves (up to two metres high in most domes) would be host to either green walls or vertical farming. The ground not dedicated to farms or orchards would soon be covered in a mix of moss and ground-cover plants chosen for maximum air filtering ability.

      Lisa took us around to the section of the dome with the largest airlock. The domes would have two different sizes of airlocks. The most common ones, which led from one dome to another or from a dome to the planet’s surface, were about three metres wide and a little over two metres tall. They could be used by multiple people or the little golf-cart vehicles we’d need for transporting heavy objects.

      There would be just a couple of oversized airlocks for bringing rovers in for service and for bringing bulky materials in. The plan was for there to be one airlock leading into this new Saca dome and, ultimately, two more leading to various sections of the underground system.

      It was all coming together even better than we’d hoped. We agreed to save questions and concerns for tomorrow. For our group-response video, we took turns congratulating them on a job well done.
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      Earth, Scotland, Bodotria

      My head felt as if it had been stomped on by a whole herd of elephants – and none of your Asian elephants, either. These were full-grown African males trampling on my head. My mouth felt stuffed full of used gym socks.

      A hangover. It’d been a while since I’d had one of those.

      I considered how different my life was compared to four years ago. No, three. Had it really been so little time since I first got caught up in all this Mars business? It felt like a lifetime ago. I’d been living like some jackass freshman. My accommodation was the most basic I could find. Eating, drinking, and smoking like some dumbass kid. Working just enough to support my lifestyle. Filthy all the time. Strung out most of the time. No thoughts or cares for the future. And definitely no thoughts of the past.

      These days I was so caught up in the future, I was barely aware of the present. In our little village on the fringe of the Scottish highlands, it was easy to forget how dangerous and scary the world was becoming – or at least, easy to ignore it if you had other priorities dragging your concentration away from the not-so-far-from-here-and-now.

      We still enjoyed relative freedom. Gurdeep and Georgie were able to walk around town holding hands without getting spat on. Faz could walk down the street wearing her hijab without anyone freaking out. Gabriel could go to the shops without anyone calling the police. We all went to work each morning knowing our human rights wouldn’t be violated, knowing we had rights as workers that would be respected. Iulia could speak Russian on the phone in public without being attacked.

      Well, okay. That last one might’ve been a step too far. She’d probably be okay to do so, but I wouldn’t advise her to try it.

      Last night I’d gone out dancing with Gabriel, Iulia, her husband Qiang, and a few others. Fairly early on a woman had suggested we go back to hers. Instead of accepting, for no reason I could explain, I got trashed and came home alone. No idea why I did that. Back in the day, I would’ve gone home with pretty much anyone who asked. If they didn’t ask, I would have. Helen would roll her eyes and tell me I was getting old.

      I was just beginning to wonder why I was awake when my phone rang. Ah, I’d missed a few calls. Gurdeep’s face flashed on my screen. Even in my bleary state I recognised the fact she wouldn’t be calling on a Sunday morning without good reason. I stabbed the Answer button with my index finger. Voice only. Even cracking my eyes open to find the button meant being stabbed in the eye socket by a rusty pencil.

      ‘Hey,’ I growled into the device. I didn’t say anything else. For starters, I was in no shape to think quickly or coherently enough to add anything worthwhile. But I also knew she must have something worth listening to.

      ‘Tom, I’m sorry to interrupt your weekend. You’re going to come over. We’ve got an issue. We’ll get you something to help clear that hangover you’ve got. I’ve called you a cab. It’ll be to yours in ten minutes.’

      I grunted in reply. As I downed a pint of water, I swallowed a couple aspirins before hurling myself into the shower. The cool water helped shock me into a greater alertness. I emerged and threw jeans and a t-shirt on as the promised taxi pulled up out front. Deciding to put them on in the car, I grabbed my socks, shoes, and a button-up shirt. I could’ve walked to Gurdeep and Georgie’s in about ten minutes, but she knew I was in no fit state to do so. Somehow.

      By the time I arrived, I was beginning to feel slightly more human. Georgie opened the door and handed me a glass of thick, green liquid. ‘Trust me, you’ll need this. Get it down you and I’ll fetch you a coffee.’

      Mehmet arrived as I accepted the glass. I poured the goo down my throat; it wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. As I passed the empty cup back to Georgie, I nodded my thanks and walked into the living room. Gabriel glanced up at me with bloodshot eyes from the floor in front of the orange velvet sofa.

      I’d left her still dancing the night away only – I checked my watch – four hours ago. She held up her coffee cup by way of greeting. Perched on the edge of the sofa, Iulia somehow looked as professional and put-together as always. Seated on a striped chair, Helen tilted her head as she looked at me with bemusement – or was it pity? She smirked as she told me Gurdeep had caught her on her way out for a jog. I reached into my pocket for my e-cigarette before remembering I shouldn’t use it anymore. I fiddled with the buttons on my sleeves instead.

      Georgie swept into the lounge with a plate of muffins. Gurdeep followed with mugs of coffee and a tea for Faz.

      ‘I’ll get right to the point,’ Gurdeep began. ‘There’s a pandemic coming. Global. Yesterday Dutch authorities uncovered a terrorist cell working in Schipol posing as janitors. They went through the toilets, replacing the perfume canisters in the automatic air fresheners with ones that dispense plague bacteria.’

      Helen’s mouth quivered as she pushed her hair behind her ears. ‘Puta que pariu! Pneumon—’ She tripped over what she was saying, then waved the words away.

      ‘That’s okay, Helen. Let me finish telling everyone what I know, and then I’d like you to give us your take on the implications.’

      I looked at Faz, who began silently shaking. Gabriel breathed in and held it. All three of our medical professionals, utterly terrified. Helen nodded gravely. Gurdeep leaned back into Georgie’s embrace and drew in strength from her. When I met them, I thought Gurdeep was the strong one. She wasn’t. Gurdeep had resilience, but Georgie gave her what seemed like limitless reserves. Georgie gave off the impression of a bubbly, frivolous, good-time girl, but she was solid. I wondered idly what kind of horrors she’d faced in her past that had developed such fortitude.

      ‘I’ll tell you everything I know, but it’s not a lot. Further investigation revealed they hit ten of the world’s busiest airports. They covered men’s and women’s toilets in pre- and post-security areas in international and domestic terminals. The contaminated canisters have been removed and safely destroyed, but we can’t be certain how many people have been exposed. With the incubation period, we know they weren’t at this for more than a few days as the first cases are only being reported now.’

      She took a deep breath. ‘One thing is certain: exposed individuals are flying all over the world and exposing people everywhere they go.’

      Our collective intake of breath formed a sharp sound.

      ‘I know we all thought we’d have a few more months to continue testing and preparing and … well, being together, but that’s not the case. We knew this day could come at any time. The ships are ready. It would be great if we could keep tweaking, but they’re ready. The supplies can be finalised quickly. It means we may not get all the diverse array of consumables we’d wanted, but we – you – will have enough for everyone.’

      Gurdeep closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Helen, please tell us what you can about the plague.’

      Helen swallowed, still holding her hand in front of her mouth as if she might be sick. ‘If the contaminants are aerosolised, people who are exposed will contract the pneumonic form of the disease. Without treatment, the fatality rate for pneumonic plague is virtually a hundred per cent.’ She shook her head, a gesture of helplessness. ‘Even with treatment, it’s frequently fatal.’

      Gurdeep pursed her lips before replying. ‘The contaminants are still being tested to see if it’s been modified at all, but yes, I think we should assume fatality rates will be high.’

      Helen leaned back into the brightly coloured chair, picking up a cushion and unconsciously hugging it to herself. ‘Treatment of unmodified Yersinia pestis is reasonably effective, but only if it’s delivered within twenty-four hours of initial transmission.’

      She looked up at me, smaller and more vulnerable than I’ve ever seen her. ‘From the time of exposure, the bacteria multiply and spread. Exposed individuals will remain symptom free for’ – she waved her hands – ‘anything up to seventy-two hours. Which means that they will continue to go about their daily lives, spreading disease to everyone they come into contact with. If one exposed person gets onto a flight, by the time it lands, it’s highly likely that every single person on the aircraft will be a carrier. If someone gets on a train, goes to a shopping centre, stops at a cafe… Everyone around them will be exposed.’

      Collectively, we held our breath as she spoke. We were talking about the big one. There was no going back from this; we had to leave.

      We’d planned for this. Well, not specifically this. But we had planned for a short-notice departure. We would need to modify our plans slightly to account for the contagion aspect, but it was doable.

      At length, Gurdeep nodded. ‘We need to get everyone together. Go into quarantine. Limit our team’s exposure to anyone who might have been exposed. We’ll call in all the colonists who aren’t local. Tomorrow morning, we’ll relocate to the launch site in Cornwall. Once there, we’ll be sequestered in our hotel. Santosh is making the arrangements now. I’m sorry, there won’t be any long goodbyes with friends and family who’ – her voice cracked, and I remembered all over again what she must be going through – ‘who won’t be joining you.’

      Gurdeep and Georgie – Gurdeep and all of us who’d come to think of her as a friend – would have a week or two to say goodbye. Did that make it easier?

      Laura arrived as Gurdeep was running through the plan. Laura’s face was ashen; she’d clearly had less sleep than I had, though presumably for different reasons.

      She looked weary as she spoke – bags under her dark, bloodshot eyes. ‘I’m sorry to report that Nigel flew back from Beijing the night before last. He passed through two airports that we know to have been impacted. As such, he’s going directly to hospital and won’t be permitted to have direct contact with any colonists.’

      None of us liked Nigel; he was a sleazy, over-privileged cad. But still, we felt bad for him. You wouldn’t wish biological warfare on your worst enemy. Well, we wouldn’t. Clearly enough people on this planet would.

      On the bright side, my hangover seemed to have disappeared.
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      ‘No offence, but I still don’t get why we’re allowing religion at all.’

      I looked away from the group, past the tables and chairs, beyond the edge of the glass railing surrounding the patio, out at the ocean. The sun was setting, casting a warm glow over the water lapping quietly on the beach below. In the distance, I heard a dog barking and children playing. The icy salt breeze on my face contrasted with the warmth of the heat lamps on my back.

      Even our little corner of the world, isolated as it seemed, had been impacted by the new plague already. From my vantage point within the gilded prison of the hotel though, it appeared there was at least a pretence of life carrying on as normal. I took a breath and marvelled again at the tranquil beauty of Cornwall before turning back to the conversation.

      Faz wasn’t taking that. ‘Sorry, Mehmet, can I ask why you thought it necessary to direct the “no offence” to me?’

      ‘You are religious.’ He had the temerity to seem puzzled.

      Faz’s mouth hung slack for a moment. ‘Yeah, but I mean, I’m hardly the only person in the room who is!’

      ‘I suppose, but—’ Mehmet waggled his hands in a gesture I supposed referred to her hijab. ‘You know…’

      It was Georgie’s turn to pounce. ‘What are you getting at, Mehmet? Either you’re picking on Faz because she’s Muslim or else you’re singling her out because she’s the only one whose religion you can see at a single glance – so which is it? Either you think she’s somehow more to blame for the state of the world than others, or you’re saying the rest of us don’t take our religions seriously because you can’t tell what they are just by looking at us? Which did you mean?’

      Next to her, Gurdeep leaned back into her seat and put an arm around her partner. It had been two and a half years since Gurdeep had told us she wouldn’t be joining us – and even now I couldn’t imagine how she was holding it together. The mission was so close she could touch it, yet it was completely out of her reach. How much would that sting?

      Georgie’s survivor guilt must be horrendous – what would it be like to leave your one true love behind in search of a new life? Could I do it?

      Once we left, Gurdeep and Laura would make for a longer-term quarantine facility somewhere in Wales. Apparently, ours wasn’t the only backup plan for humanity that Laura and her mysterious employers had up their voluminous sleeves. Around the world, they’d established several well-hidden, well-stocked, secure bunkers designed to keep as many people as possible alive and well for up to a decade following pretty much any kind of disaster. All of them had communications facilities, but – so far as I knew – only the one in Wales could communicate with Mars.

      Gurdeep and Laura would keep working for the mission for as long as possible, as long as they could, as long as civilisation survived. No longer in charge, reduced to messengers – the only link between two independent worlds.

      Mehmet gawped at Georgie like a fish out of water. ‘You’re married to a woman!’

      ‘And? So what? What has that got to do with anything?’ I could see Georgie was in her element. Nobody challenged her on her faith. Not if they wanted to walk away unscathed. He made a sort of baffled, helpless gesture. ‘Oh. I see. Okay, so it isn’t about Islam at all, it’s just that you’ve bought into this claptrap about God hating fags and dykes? Is that what you’re telling me?’

      ‘What? No, of course I don’t believe that! I don’t even believe in God, let alone have views on what He may or may not want.’ Mehmet was spluttering now.

      ‘But you think to be religious one must be a right-wing, anti-gay, misogynist, anti-everything fundamentalist? Is that it? Either I can be a Christian or I can be gay, but heaven forbid I dare to be both. That’s what you’re telling me, right?’

      ‘That’s what Christianity is all about though,’ Mehmet exclaimed.

      ‘What, the same Jesus who went around preaching love and self-sacrifice? You think he founded a movement based on hate?’

      Mehmet looked around the table. ‘Someone please help me out. Religion is destroying everything good. I don’t see why we’d bring it with us.’

      I’d sat quietly up to this point, but I turned to Mehmet as I spoke, choosing my words with care. ‘Religion hasn’t destroyed anything; people have hidden behind religion while they’ve destroyed things.’

      Mehmet threw up his hands in frustration. ‘Not you too. Another Christian?’

      I smiled. ‘I’m Jewish, actually.’

      He looked around the table in desperation, but he wasn’t giving up. ‘Come on, you guys. Religion’s time has come and gone. Who’s with me?’

      Gurdeep made a classic don’t look at me gesture as she stated she was both Christian and Sikh. Charlie said she was Catholic. Santosh told us he’d been brought up as Hindu, but now considered himself spiritual rather than religious. Nora said she didn’t adhere to any organised religion, but she did believe in God. Iulia said she was Buddhist. Tom made a vague, non-committal gesture.

      From talking to people, I knew we had a real hodgepodge of religious views. Besides the above (and variations thereof), we also had Baháí, Taoists, Wiccans, and a few people from minor religions I’d never even heard of.

      But Mehmet was on a roll and he wasn’t giving up so easily. ‘Religion poisons everything. Religion is the reason the world’s in the state it is today. Look, I was raised Muslim. I grew up in a country with a state-sponsored religion. Not that long ago, it was a secular nation with separation of church and state. But things began to shift, because inevitably respect my religion becomes my religion is better than your religion, which in turn becomes convert or die.’ He made a last-ditch attempt. ‘Helen, you’re being uncharacteristically quiet. You’re usually the first to speak up when the topic turns to religion. Aren’t you going to back me on this?’

      Helen rubbed her chin. ‘I’m with you in part,’ she replied. ‘Personally, I don’t understand why anyone would choose to believe in God or to adhere to a religion. It makes no sense to me. And I’d be happy to argue my case with anyone, anytime, anywhere.’

      As if she were trying to grasp something elusory from the air, Helen made plucking motions. ‘What’s your lovely English phrase about cake?’

      Unsure of where she was going with this, I looked around the room, but I met with equally blank faces before Helen continued.

      ‘If I want to decide for myself whether to accept religion, but I also want to tell other people whether they have to accept religion, it’s like trying to eat the same cake twice. Everyone has to be free to make up their own minds. I would no sooner tell someone they can’t worship their sky fairy than I would want them to tell me I had to.’

      Mehmet tilted his head and rolled his shoulders forward as Helen spoke. ‘Davy’s right – religion isn’t the reason people are killing people. It’s not the reason we’re destroying the planet. It’s not the reason we have to leave so early or at all. That’s merely an excuse. People choose violence. They choose power. That’s not religion – that’s people using religion to rationalise their own bad behaviour. If it wasn’t religion, they’d blame their behaviour on sex or money or skin colour or anything but themselves.’

      Mehmet conceded with a noisy breath. ‘You’re wrong, but fine. We can disagree.’

      I smiled. For all Helen’s sarcasm and flippant jibes, at her core she was a thoughtful and respectful person.

      ‘I’m curious about one thing though,’ Georgie rounded on me as she cut back into the conversation. ‘If I’m not mistaken, Mills isn’t exactly a traditional Jewish name.’

      Inwardly, I admired her skilful steer of the subject. ‘I don’t talk about it much, but it’s not a secret. I was born to a Ukrainian Jewish family in Alberta. My father was killed in a car accident when I was a baby. When I was three, my mum was diagnosed with breast cancer. I went to stay with my mum’s best friend and her family for a bit while she recovered – only she didn’t recover. After my mother died, the family adopted me. Anyone who travels with kids will tell you how hard it is if you don’t have the same surname as a child, even if it’s your own. They changed my name to match theirs. My birth surname was Kravets.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ both Helen and Georgie said at the same time.

      ‘Thank you,’ I replied. ‘I had a good childhood. It could’ve been a lot worse.’

      Georgie stood up. ‘Right. Helen’s wonderful turn of phrase reminded me. Gurdeep bullied the kitchen staff into letting her make this incredible Mars bar cake. Who’s going to help eat it?’ Georgie rested her arm on her wife’s waist as she spoke.

      Hands shot up. Oh man, how were those two going to cope without one another? It broke my heart just watching them.
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      ‘How long have we been here, cooped up in this jail?’

      Helen glided past me into the office we shared and began a series of stretching exercises as she spoke.

      I smiled. Helen disliked being kept indoors and our only access to fresh air was on the patios in the hotel’s bar and restaurants. Santosh made sure she had one of the rare rooms with a balcony so she could exercise outside, but she wanted to run free. She was a wild animal trapped in a concrete and steel cage. I wasn’t sure whether the serene views of the stunning landscape outside our walls made her imprisonment easier to bear or all the harder.

      ‘This is day twelve.’ I wondered again how someone with such a powerful urge to be free would cope with a year in a tightly packed shipping container. For myself, the only time I felt how isolated we were was when I stopped to think about it; most of the time I was just too busy to worry.

      Helen took a long drink from her ever-present water bottle.

      ‘Have you checked on the incomers yet this morning or d’you want me to go?’ I knew the answer before I asked, but I figured it was better to be safe than sorry.

      With the bottle still held to her lips, she shook her head. As she set the now-empty flask down, she said, ‘I went this morning after my run.’

      I allowed myself to smirk at my friend. ‘You didn’t injure any of the staff again, did you?’

      Helen began each morning with a long run, usually at least ten kilometres. Not used to being trapped indoors, she was finding it hard to adapt. She tried doing her morning run on the treadmill, but found it too stifling – so she’d taken to running through the halls, restaurants, and patios of the hotel compound. One morning she’d crashed into a poor frightened kitchen worker, bruising her own shin and scaring the wits out of her victim.

      Helen sneered at me mockingly. ‘No. For your information, the hotel manager suggested it might be useful to put a treadmill into the bar on the patio, so I can run outdoors while looking at the ocean.’

      That made me chuckle. ‘Aye, I can imagine how much badgering went into that suggestion.’

      Putting her hands on her hips and glaring at me in mock indignation, Helen replied, ‘How dare you! I resent that insinuation.’

      I cocked an eyebrow. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, really! I am a lovely person and I am wounded by your unkind suggestion.’

      ‘Aye, sure you are.’ I crossed my legs and leaned forward in my chair. ‘You know full well you’re not an easy person to say no to.’

      Helen looked down her glasses at me. ‘You never seem to have any trouble.’

      I shrugged. ‘So, anyway… I assume everything was all right with the recent arrivals?’

      Helen dropped into the chair at the opposite desk. ‘Yeah, all good today. Haven’t had to send anyone else home. Yesterday was heart-wrenching. Having to send that poor woman home was the worst thing I’ve ever had to do.’

      ‘I can imagine. I mean, I can’t imagine, actually. But what was she thinking bringing a child?’

      Helen blew out her breath sadly. ‘Her sister was one of the first to get sick. Apparently the two of them were estranged, but well… Nothing brings a family together like a life-altering illness. She promised to bring the boy with us.’

      ‘She must’ve known we couldn’t. I mean…’

      Helen put her elbows down on the desk and buried her head in her hands. ‘Hope and desperation combine to form a powerful drug. She’d convinced herself we couldn’t say no once they were here. But we had to. Everyone who comes with us needs to be trained for space flight and bring vital skills and the ability to – you know – do manual labour.’

      I stood up and draped an arm around her shoulder.

      ‘Caceta, Nora! Can’t you see I’m having a moment here? And you pick now to subject me to a hug? Are you trying to make it worse?’ The words were cruel, but she reached up and clasped my hand. We stayed that way for a moment before I finally broke the silence.

      ‘Honestly, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m starting to feel pity for Jupiter. She and Santosh have borne the brunt of the work in organising people and our pris— er, quarantine facilities.’

      Helen and I had been working to sort out the colony’s medical supplies and materials while Jupiter contacted our team. It was up to her to make sure they were available, ready to go, and hadn’t been exposed.

      ‘There’s an issue with one of our vets. Jupiter ran through the list of questions with Hana. Was she still committed to the mission? Was she ready to go now? Had she flown anywhere within the past week? Had she visited any airports recently? Had she shared food or drink or been in close contact with anyone who had flown anywhere in the past few days? Blah, blah, blah.’

      Helen moved her hands in a circular motion, telling me to get to the point. ‘Hana has been staying with her parents in Jakarta. Her mother had returned from a trip to Dubai two days earlier. Jupiter took down all the info and promised to get back to her.’

      That was the process. Take down the answers. Check to see if there were any flights the individual ‘forgot’ to mention, validate the rest of the info provided. If everything checked out, then she would make arrangements to get her to us as soon as possible and get her set up with accommodation. There wasn’t much else we could do.

      ‘So, I told her to pass Hana’s details over to the psych team for them to deal with.’ I sat back down in my chair. ‘Do you know what she said to me?’

      Helen raised an eyebrow in reply. ‘She said the psych team had too much on their plates and offered to call her herself. She’s changed. Can you imagine the spoiled child we met two years ago volunteering to take on … well, pretty much any kind of work?’

      Helen smiled sadly. ‘Those calls can be intense. You told her she didn’t need to handle it herself, I hope?’

      ‘Of course. She got one of the backups: Chris Ngata. She’s getting on a flight from Christchurch right about now.’

      ‘Good, good.’ Helen turned back to her desk and started working on her tablet.

      ‘When I thanked her for all her hard work, she seemed genuinely pleased by my small compliment. She’s growing on me, like athlete’s foot, but I hadn’t banked on having to live with her.’ Living with Jupiter wasn’t exactly ideal, but everyone had to share rooms. I was lucky I only had to share with one person.

      ‘Mm-hmm.’ I’d clearly lost Helen’s attention now, so I got back to my own work.
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      Around three I left the office I shared with Helen and headed back to my room. I sat down on the bed, pulled out my phone, and called up the info Santosh had given me.

      Then I sat there staring at the screen.

      I’d start to dial and then change my mind. And again.

      Eventually I just sat there, gazing into the depths of my phone. My reverie was broken when Jupiter walked through the door singing tunelessly and with abandon. The look on her face when she spotted me was enough to make me crack a smile.

      ‘Oh! Nora, my gosh. My bad, I didn’t think you’d be here. I can’t sing for crap.’ Her tawny face was flushed as she cocked her head to one side. ‘Hang on. What are you doing here?’

      As I looked up at her, I realised there was a tear in my right eye. I brushed it away, hoping she wouldn’t notice. No way was I going to show weakness in front of Nigel’s perfect daughter with her untroubled life and fabulous hair and perfect everything.

      She was quick though. ‘Hey, hey, hey! Come here. Tell me what’s wrong.’ She knelt down in front of me and put her hands on my knees.

      I tried to play it cool. ‘It’s nothing. Honestly. I’m just overreacting. I’m being silly.’

      ‘You? No way. You are way too dignified and elegant. Nope, don’t buy it.’

      I peered at her, perplexed. ‘I’m what?’

      ‘Please. You’re, like, class personified. What my dad wishes I was. You know you’re perfect.’

      My jaw hung loose. I’d been lost for words before she came into the room, but this… This was something else altogether. Why would she think that? Jupiter, only surviving child of Nigel Hartley-Richards, one of the wealthiest people on Earth. Who was she kidding?

      ‘Oh, I see,’ she said. ‘You’ve made assumptions about my life. You think I’ve had everything handed to me. I suppose in some ways I have, but not by the person you think. Tell me this, were you born rich?’

      I paused. I’d definitely never had access to the kind of money Jupiter did. ‘No. I mean, I’ve never been poor, but I’ve also never been rich. I guess I’m rich by the standards of most people on the planet, but nothing like your kind of rich.’

      She snorted in an entirely unperfect way and her voice took on a completely unrecognisable accent. ‘My kind of rich! What d’you even know abah me, fam? I’s born in sarf ees London wiv nuffink to my name, innit? Di’n even know who my dad was ’til I was nine, mate. You feel me?’

      Jupiter sat down on the floor and curled her legs under herself, resuming her story in the cultured estuary accent I was used to hearing from her. ‘My name was Jupiter Dixon, and I grew up in a one-bed flat in Deptford with my mum and grandparents. Mum and Granny worked as cleaners. Grandad was an alcoholic.’

      I could barely believe what I was hearing – I had no idea.

      ‘He died when I was five. They wouldn’t tell me what happened, but I think there was a fight. I missed him, but things did get better, I suppose. We were still poor, but at least nobody was drinking our rent money. Mum and I moved into the bedroom, and Granny slept on a little bed in the living room.’

      I sat there gawping as she continued her story. ‘Granny died a couple years after that. Mum started to spiral out of control, drinking and staying out all night. Once the landlord pushed an eviction notice under our door though, Mum leapt into action.

      ‘She sat me down and told me my dad was rich. At first, I assumed she was drunk. She brought home a newspaper one day with a picture of some old white guy and told me he was my father. “I’m all you got left, pickle. An’ what if something happens to me, huh? Who’s gonna look after you then? It’s unfair, innit? Well, we’re going to do something about it.” I didn’t believe her at first. But the next week we were sitting in a lawyer’s office.’

      ‘What?’ I wasn’t even sure which bit of her story I was questioning, it was just the only word I could form.

      Jupiter snorted again. ‘The battle lasted more than a year. Nigel’s team of lawyers tried to deny he’d ever had an affair with a house cleaner who’d been sent to his penthouse in Mayfair. But my mum had evidence. The court demanded he take a DNA test, which showed what we all now know. And it turned out my old dad was having a bit of bother at the time on account of being a racist, sexist pig. Having a black daughter and heir would be good PR, his people argued. And so he made my mum an offer. He’d pay the court-ordered support and not a penny extra and no visits – or I could take his name, start spending time with him, be seen at a few key functions. If she chose the latter route, he’d support both me and my mum for the rest of our lives.’

      That undignified laugh again. ‘He got a bit of a bargain with Mum. The rest of her life turned out to be about six months. Suddenly I had to go live with this strange man who didn’t seem to like me. He imagined I’d be his spoiled princess and, over the next few years, I lived down to his expectations.’

      Her head fell forward. ‘I spoke to him this morning, you know. He’s not sick, but so many people are. He figures it’s only a matter of time.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Jupiter. I honestly had no idea. It was wrong of me to assume and I’m sorry I never considered how hard this must be on you. He’s been so closely involved and now you’re leaving him behind.’

      Jupiter bit her lip. ‘So anyway,’ she replied. ‘What’s your issue? Right now, I mean. What’s upsetting you? You’ve heard my rags-to-spaceship story.’

      ‘Well… It’s about my father. I’ve been sat here staring at his phone number, trying to persuade myself to call. But I’m not sure what to say.’

      ‘How long has it been since you last spoke to him?’

      I chuckled at that. ‘I’ve never met him, never even spoken to him. Until this morning, I didn’t even know his name.’

      ‘Whoa. Does he know you exist?’

      I sniggered. ‘He knows people like me exist.’ Jupiter looked puzzled, so I told her the story about Mum and her friend picking sperm from a catalogue.

      ‘Hang on, are you even allowed to have his number?’

      I looked downwards and flexed a finger against my forehead. ‘Well, Laura pulled some strings.’

      She took my hand. ‘I can stay with you while you call if it would help.’ I looked at her hand uncomprehendingly. She released my hand quickly and began to stand up. ‘Or I can go. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.’

      ‘No.’ I took her hand again. ‘I think I need the moral support. I could use a friend. Thank you.’ She squeezed my hand gently. I pressed the button to dial the number one more time.

      ‘Hello,’ said the strange man’s voice.

      ‘Here goes nothing,’ I mouthed to Jupiter.
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      We were supposed to have another eighteen months before the new colonists arrived. But everything changed around fourteen months ago, when Gurdeep switched the plan to ballistic capture. On one hand, it appealed to my desire for efficiency. It was cheaper, faster, more fuel efficient, safer. On the other hand, no way in hell. Our trip was 259 days in a giant tin can with only eight of us on board. The other colonists would travel in ships cram-packed with thirty-eight people each for more than 360 days. I couldn’t have done that.

      Still, I was glad I was here. This was my home. Devon Island. Devon’s Island.

      Yes, yes. I know they named the colony for the home of the Mars analogue facility on Earth; it wasn’t actually named after me. But it was my home in a way no place on Earth had ever been. I hoped the others considered it theirs as much as I felt like it was mine. Lisa’s Island. Brian’s Island. Soon it would be Gabriel’s Island and Davy’s Island and everyone else’s. It was ours. We could make of it whatever we wanted. And I wanted us all to feel like we owned it.

      As I ran my fingers over the moss I was sitting on, I breathed in the herby fruity scents of the orchard. I was far enough off the main path through the dome that the sensors wouldn’t turn any lights on, spoiling my pre-dawn thinking time.

      Two weeks ago, there had been a global outbreak of plague. I’d messaged my dad and urged him to get to safety. He knew I was gone, but I’d been told not to tell him details of where or how it all worked. Everyone’s families had been speculating. Lisa’s mum thought we were on the moon. Leah’s parents were convinced we were in a bunker in the Arctic. Brian’s hippy sister thought we had stepped through a magical portal to an alternative universe.

      My dad knew. I’m not sure how; he just did.

      I thought about the video I’d made, curled up in my bunk in my very own house. ‘Please, Dad. There’s a pandemic coming. It’s going to kill millions of people, maybe even billions. Don’t ask me how I know about it and don’t argue with me. Take Mum right now, today, and go to the address I’m sending you now. Please.’

      The video from Gurdeep and the others had included details about schools that had been designated as plague-free zones. People had to go through a four-day quarantine before being allowed in. But the communities inside should be safe. For now. I gave my dad the address of the nearest one and begged him to go.

      I’d had a reply from him last night. His wi-fi was more miss than hit, so it had taken four days for the video to get to me. It showed him sitting on a bunk in a big room filled with people. I felt the relief wash over me when I saw he was safe. But…

      ‘Where’s Mum?’ I asked my tablet. The four-day-old video didn’t answer. It was just my dad talking about life imprisoned in the school.

      ‘I went to boarding school? Did I ever tell you that, kiddo?’

      ‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘I know.’ I touched his face on my screen.

      ‘Well, as you can probably see, your mother’s not here with me.’ His voice cracked on the last word. His Adam’s apple bobbed a few times. ‘She told me I was overreacting. Refused to come with me. Even as I walked out of the house with my suitcase in hand, she chased after me doing that whisper-shouting thing she does so well. Followed me out to the car telling me I was embarrassing her.’

      Of course she did. I hoped she survived, but at least he was safe. Why was my hand shaking?

      The other colonists were due to leave two days from now and would be here in about twelve months. Half a Martian year. I tapped my lip. We had so much to get done in that time.

      We’ve got four domes built so far. Mostly they’re all just big gardens for now. Saca, Hatshepsut, Thunberg, and Seacole. Each one began life as a bland, boring dome. Brown walls and beige ceiling flecked with clear Perspex windows looking up at an amber sky. Well, during the day the sky was amber. As of now it was still starry.

      As advance crew, we’ve each been allowed to name something. Lisa named Sacagawea. Brian picked DownBelow. Thunberg was mine.

      Today I’d made myself get up early to come and sit in the orchard in Thunberg dome. The name was in honour of a role model of mine. Greta Thunberg was about my own age, and she rose to fame when I was a teenager. She made people sit up and take notice that the world was burning, and she achieved amazing things for environmentalism even before she turned twenty. She was kind of my hero.

      Thunberg dome was better than anywhere else on Mars. I had moved in here the day it opened, and I was going to live here forever. I wouldn’t take no for an answer. Even the way it smelled pleased me: apples, herbs, and geraniums. All our domes were filled with plants and trees, but this one was home to the largest orchard.

      We were all working hard to get a good crop of fruit and veg by the time the rest of the colonists arrived. Once we got the first four domes up and running, there was less demand for my services and so Brian put me to work in the gardens. I couldn’t say I enjoyed it, but it was rewarding to be able to taste fruits of my labour – literally.

      Lisa wanted to make a big celebration dinner on their first day here. I would’ve liked it if somebody had cooked me a homemade dinner after eight months in space. Those ration packets got a bit samey after so long, even for me. I mean, we still had to eat them but these days we paired them with fresh salads and fruit. We were beginning to get some of our own grains and root veg too.

      A streetlight came on a few metres away. ‘Howdy, kiddo. I thought I might find you here.’

      Kiddo. Brian is younger than I am by two years. Wait, no. Two Earth years. Anyway, whatever. He was born to be a parent.

      ‘Morning,’ I called back. ‘What are you doing up so early?’

      With a few silent steps, he crossed the orchard to where I sat. ‘Just fixin’ to get a head start on things. I need to check on my babies.’ His babies. All five-thousand-odd of them. From the newest seedlings only a few days old to the apple trees that were already approaching my height… From the mycoproteins growing in vats in his lab to the gerbera daisies popping up in beds in every pressurised dome… From the microalgae growing in his ponds to the areca palms all around us… They were all his babies.

      In a way, that kind of made us Brian’s grandkids. His plants were keeping us alive. Not only were they feeding us, but already our oxygen scrubbers were doing only a tiny fraction of the job they did when we first landed. Most of the carbon dioxide we exhaled was being converted back into oxygen by his plants. Not only that, but they were hard at work scrubbing all sorts of other contaminants out of the air too. I touched the petals of a nearby daisy.

      ‘Humans need at least 550 litres of oxygen per day,’ he said – reading my mind in that way he sometimes did. ‘That’s if they’re at rest, you understand. Plus a-course, a Martian day is about thirty-nine minutes longer than an Earth day. An active human might use closer to 650. If we had 600 small plants or one big ol’ mature tree per person, we wouldn’t even need those mechanical oxygen scrubbers all y’all have chugging away DownBelow.’

      I chuckled. He didn’t really want us to turn off the equipment; he was employing a sort of hyperbole. It had taken me a while to get used to that. ‘I know, Brian. But I think we’d better keep them in proper working order. You know, just in case.’

      ‘Uh-huh.’ Suddenly he leaned in conspiratorially, as if he was about to impart some deep, dark secret. ‘Come, let me show you something.’

      ‘You know you don’t have to whisper, right? We’re the only ones in this whole dome. In fact, we currently represent twenty-five per cent of the population on the entire planet.’

      With a wink, he whispered, ‘Can’t have this getting out.’ Brian took my hand, leading me along the pathway to the building kitty corner to my house. We entered and walked through the lab, between his workbench and his hydroponic mini greenhouse table of seedlings before passing through another door into a smaller lab.

      ‘Welcome to my inner sanctum.’ The little room was brighter than I’d expected. Brian stood there grinning like an idiot as he pointed at six pot plants each about a metre high.

      ‘Ta-da,’ he sang. He gently brushed some of the bright green leaves aside to reveal long cylindrical clusters of red berries.

      As I’m not a botanist or even a gardener – at least not by choice – I waited for him to clarify.

      He waggled his eyebrows and gave his head a slight nod, like he was willing me to understand what I was looking at. ‘Take a whiff,’ he implored me.

      ‘Smells, er … fruity, I guess? I don’t know, Brian. Sorry.’

      ‘Fine. Let’s head to the mess. Let me fix you a cup o’ joe and you can keep guessing.’ He looked me dead in the eye – I wished he’d stop that – and waggled his eyebrows again. We turned and walked back out the way we’d come in.

      ‘Hang on! Are those coffee plants?’

      ‘Don’t be shouting it for the whole world to hear!’

      ‘You’re growing coffee? Actually growing coffee on Mars? I thought you said it would take years before you got any coffee beans. Those were beans, right? That’s what those red things were?’

      He nodded. ‘Coffee cherries, if you please. The beans are inside the cherries,’ he clarified.

      ‘But how have you grown them so quickly?’

      He tapped the side of his nose in reply. ‘Been working on a new hybrid variety. Trying to balance productivity with flavour. Now I might get enough coffee beans this season to brew us up a pot or two. But by next year, if lady luck is on our side, we’ll have more’n enough to shake a stick at. Just you wait.’

      I’d long suspected Brian’s bizarre speech patterns, which he insisted were authentic Texan, were purely for show. I opened the lab building’s main door and walked out into the open dome.

      ‘Hang on, let me pick something to go with breakfast,’ Brian said. We wandered through the large garden next to the lab building. He squatted down by the rhubarb plants and delicately felt the stalks. Selecting three, he cut them near the base, then stood up. He paused again to grab a few mint leaves from a hanging pot.

      We headed for the airlock leading to Hatsh. As it didn’t have to repressurise, we were able to open the door on the other side straight away. It was brighter on this side than it had been in Thunberg. People were starting to wake up and move about.

      We walked to the kitchen and Brian set about making breakfast for everyone. I measured out Earth-grown coffee grounds, set the pot to brew, and removed bowls and cutlery for eight from the drawers. One of the bowls had a small chip in it, so I set it aside. I’d crush it back down and print up a new one later this morning.

      Returning to my task, I started measuring out soy milk powder for people to add to both their coffee and their porridge. Long habit meant I knew precisely how much to prepare. Brian had the porridge and an apple-rhubarb compote bubbling away on the induction hob.

      Leah and Ife walked into the kitchen hand in hand. Ife plunked herself down at the table and yawned. ‘Morning.’ Leah seemed reluctant to let her hand go as she went to check on the coffee.

      ‘I’ll bring it over in a moment,’ I assured her. She nodded her thanks.

      Lisa and Habi were next to arrive. They muttered their greetings and joined Leah and Ife. I put the milk down and returned to the counter as the coffee finished brewing. I brought it to the table and sat down with the others. Paxton and Sun followed a few minutes later, in time to help Brian ferry steaming bowls of porridge to the waiting crew.

      Overhead, a new day was dawning on Mars.
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      Earth, England, Newquay

      I stood on the tarmac at the launch site, watching Laura as she watched people load their gear. She seemed to pay most of her attention to one person.

      ‘What’s the deal with Mike? Are you ever going to tell me?’

      Laura looked at me, puzzled. ‘Mike?’

      ‘Mike,’ I replied.

      I don’t think I’d ever really looked at Laura before. Not properly. For the first time I studied her face. It occurred to me she was older than I’d thought. ‘Oh, you mean Michaela?’

      ‘Yes. Who is she? Who is she to you?’

      Laura smiled at me sadly. ‘Did I ever tell you about my daughter, Captain?’ I shook my head. I hadn’t even known she’d had one. ‘She was my pride and joy, my everything. Lovely girl. So strong and brave and smart. She was a teacher, working in the US as part of a year-long exchange programme.’ Laura put on a brave face and looked me in the eye, pausing for a moment. ‘She was murdered in the mass shooting in Spokane six years ago.’

      I remembered the incident. The US had announced a nationwide ban on admitting the children of Muslim parents into state schools. The primary school was one of a handful around the country that defied the ban. Armed activists broke in. Their first act was to kill the school’s armed guards. They then went on a rampage, killing more than a hundred people, mostly under the age of ten, in a protest against the school’s refusal to abide by the ban.

      ‘She died saving the life of a child. Those bastards targeted anyone who they thought looked Muslim. My daughter was shielding a young boy. He’s American, as are his parents, but his grandparents had migrated from Peru, so he was a bit brown.’

      Her story sounded familiar, but then there were so many like it in the past few years. Maybe I’d heard of her, maybe I hadn’t.

      ‘She left behind a daughter, you know. A stubborn, strong-willed girl. She was in Paris at university at the time but I’ve always kept watch over her.’ She looked so sad and yet so pleased. I put my hand on her elbow. She turned to me and smiled, placing her hand on mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. ‘Promise me you’ll look after her.’

      Obviously, I wasn’t in a position to look after anyone, but I knew what she meant. ‘I’ll pass that along to Georgie. I give you my word, she’ll do everything she can.’

      ‘Thank you.’ She walked away, heading towards where Mike was lifting a crate.

      ‘Let’s get drunk tomorrow night and you can tell me about yourself,’ I called after her. She turned and saluted, then made a slight bow of her head before continuing on.

      Mehmet stepped out of the coach, putting his sunglasses on as he did so, and began shepherding the teams loading crates into the storage space beneath the coach. It looked as though it was the cultural and engineering teams loading up now – tools and equipment and books.

      A few people stood breathing in the bracing spring air. This was the only real outside space we had: from one back entrance of the hotel to the coach, fifteen metres away. The only other outside space we’d had access to in our time here was the patios, which provided stunning views out over the ocean or the landscape, but which also felt closed in.

      Iulia held the door open for me as I wandered back into the hotel. As I passed, she stroked my shoulder – an uncharacteristic gesture of sympathy. Nodding my thanks, I set off in search of my wife. I wandered the corridors, office spaces, working areas, and cafes of the hotel.

      This was our last night together, and I wouldn’t let her keep avoiding me.
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      ‘There you are,’ I called out. I’d found Georgie in conversation with Santosh. Georgie smiled as she saw me. Santosh flushed as I approached. Poor lad, he was torn between his loyalty to me and his devotion to the mission. Clearly he was feeling embarrassed about leaving me behind. I wished there was something I could do or say to alleviate the guilt he must be feeling.

      ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Twenty-four hours left until launch,’ I said to Georgie, pointing at my watch. ‘I intend to enjoy every minute with you.’

      She took my hand in hers with a sad smile. ‘You took the words right out of my mouth. I was on my way to find you when I ran into Santosh. He’s been updating me on the crew.’

      ‘Er, yes.’ Santosh gestured awkwardly at his tablet. ‘Unfortunately, we’ve had seventeen primary colonists who’ve either been ruled out due to contamination or who we couldn’t reach, but we’ve got backups here or en route for most of them.’ Looking around like a panicked animal about to take flight, he added, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got calls to make, and I’m due at the airfield to collect the latecomers.’

      He took off at a run without another word. I loved the boy like he was my own kin, but my gosh, he could be odd sometimes.

      Georgie had passed as many of her duties as possible off to Desmond and Korri so we could spend our last hours together. I suggested we go for lunch. After all, the way to a woman’s heart, as I’d learned so many years before, was through her stomach.

      We found a secluded spot in the hotel’s restaurant. We avoided the tables with views of the countryside, which faced towards the launch site, opting instead to watch the waves roll up onto the coastline only to be sucked back out again. Rain fell from a grey sky into the ocean.

      After tomorrow Georgie would never see rain again. None of them would. Not real rain. Sprinklers meticulously calibrated to shower a dome with a precise amount of water at carefully calculated intervals, sure. But water falling from the heavens at random? Not so much.

      The hotel was running on reduced staff numbers, as everyone who worked had to be quarantined with us. Instead of table service, there was a lunch buffet. We started by helping ourselves to fresh salads and baps. Then we heaped our plates with a heavenly smelling lasagne. As we returned to our table, Georgie’s eyes flashed when she spotted my little surprise at the dessert station.

      ‘Are those what I think they are?’

      I raised my hands in mock self-defence. ‘Depends. What do you think they are?’

      She set her tray down on the nearest table and stood on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek. ‘You think I wouldn’t recognise your handiwork?’ I smiled as she gathered up her food.

      The kitchen staff were gracious enough to work with me this morning to prepare Georgie’s favourite: Bakewell tartlets.

      As soon as we sat down, I heard a commotion. Sam burst in and accidentally ran into a couple on their way out. She spotted me and ran over. ‘Gurdeep, I’m sorry to bug you. It’s just… I can’t find Kiran.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I’ve called him and texted him. Emailed. Everything. No response. All of his social media accounts have disappeared, and I’m freaking out.’ She danced from foot to foot.

      A pang of resentment grabbed me. I only wanted to share my last-ever lunch with my beloved wife, who I would never touch again after tomorrow. Unworthy, I chided myself. It wasn’t Sam’s fault. And it was my job to ensure we had our full complement of colonists ready to leave within the next twenty-four hours.

      I stood up. ‘I’ll find Santosh and see if—’

      Georgie grabbed my arm and pulled me gently downwards. ‘I spoke with Santosh just a few minutes ago. He’s on top of it. If you let us have our lunch, I promise I’ll ring him to see if there’s anything more we can do.’ Her tone made it clear that she cared and would do everything to help, but she wasn’t going to argue. She wouldn’t allow anything to impede our rapidly dwindling time together. God, I loved her.

      Sam sniffed back tears and thanked her. ‘I’ll keep trying Kiran too.’ She turned and left.

      I told Georgie about Mike and Laura. She nodded. ‘I thought there was a relationship there. I didn’t know what, but I figured it had to be family.’ Of course she’d already puzzled it out. I’m not stupid; I like to think I’m smarter than the average person. But Georgie’s mind leaves mine in its dust. She almost invariably beats me to every answer.

      For about the thousandth time, I wished I was going with her. I wished so hard, sometimes I didn’t think I could continue. It hurt so much I couldn’t even form words to describe how I felt.

      But the colony didn’t need me. Sure, I could add value, but they didn’t need me. Not really. They needed Georgie though. She was the smartest person on the team. Helen and Devon might be geniuses, Davy and Charlie might have people-smarts, but no one else combined lightning intellectual reflexes with such a deep understanding of the human condition. And no one else on this Earth could feed the colony half so well as she would.

      ‘It’ll be okay,’ she said, taking my hand. ‘We’ll still have each other – virtually if not physically.’ She kissed my hand and added, ‘Now, finish your lunch. I need to take you back to our room and have my way with you.’

      I brushed a non-existent tear from my eye and smiled. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’
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      Earth, England, Newquay

      I lay in bed in the grey pre-dawn light staring at the featureless ceiling. As I listened to the rain falling outside our open window, I could feel Gurdeep’s eyes on me. She was watching me, memorising every detail – though she’d done so a thousand times before. Gurdeep understood me; there was nothing she didn’t know about me. Well, except that obviously. She must never learn that.

      After a moment, I whispered, ‘I bet you’re wondering if you turned the iron off before we left Scotland, aren’t you?’

      She laughed through the tears as she sat up. When I held a box of tissues up for her, she took one and dabbed at her eyes.

      We stayed in bed for a while until I almost couldn’t bear the guilt. There she was thinking – knowing – she’d never see me again. Knowing she was doomed to stay on a dying planet surrounded by dying people. That I was leaving her for a new life.

      But it had to be done.

      We had breakfast brought to our suite. To leave would mean facing up to what day it was, so by unspoken agreement we postponed it as long as possible.

      Gurdeep put a brave face on, whereas I was a tangled mess of mixed emotions. Eventually I’d packed all my belongings and we couldn’t procrastinate any longer. As we left the room, Gurdeep checked the door to confirm she’d locked it. Old habits and all that…

      ‘Hey!’

      She turned at the sound of my voice.

      ‘Where’s your wedding ring?’

      Gurdeep blinked several times. ‘Oh! I took it off when I was showering. I’m in such a state I guess I forgot to put it back on.’ With a shrug, she started to walk towards the offices.

      ‘No, you don’t! Go back,’ I demanded.

      Her tone was flat. ‘It’ll still be here when I get back. Afterwards.’

      ‘Nuh-uh. Not today, babe. You’re not turning your back on our marriage before I’m even gone. Besides, we need all the luck we can get our hands on and that’ – I waved my hands at her – ‘feels way too omen-y, too foreshadow-y. Go back,’ I ordered her.

      She rolled her eyes at me but did as she was told, re-emerging a moment later to hold her now properly dressed hand up for me. ‘Better?’

      ‘Yes, thank you. Sorry, babe. I can’t help being a bit superstitious today,’ I said. She nodded. ‘I get that it seems silly, but we’re banking on so many things going right, so many moving parts working perfectly in tandem. The future is on the line. If it doesn’t work today, there are no second chances. This is it.’

      She put her hands on my face and kissed me. I placed my hands over hers, breathing in deeply. ‘It’ll work. You’ll be fine. You’re going to be better than fine.’

      I closed my eyes for a sec. ‘Babe. I’m so sorry. I wish—’

      She stopped me there. ‘Come on, you’ve got space ships to launch. Let’s get a move on.’ With ballistic capture, all four were able to take off on the same day, so we had successive launches planned, only an hour apart.

      I planted a gentle kiss on her cheek. ‘I gotta go check a few things with my team, but I’ll catch you up at the team meeting in an hour.’

      She squeezed my hand before heading off in the direction of the hotel’s loading dock. As soon as she was out of sight, I tapped a few buttons on my phone screen. Santosh’s face appeared, looking exhausted.

      ‘Oh good, it’s you.’ His normally bright eyes had dark shadows. ‘I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.’

      ‘I know, sweetie. You’re doing a brilliant job. Just a few more hours, I promise. Once we’ve left, you’ll have all the rest you can bear.’ I tried to smile encouragingly. ‘What’s the latest update?’

      He took a deep breath and referred to his tablet. ‘Chris, the backup vet, arrived this morning and is starting her quarantine now. The backup pharmacist is due to land in a few minutes. I finally got through to Taylor, the dietician. She’d been camping in Nevada and had her phone off. She’s on her way now. That takes us down to three people short. I’m working as fast as I can.’

      Where people were unable to complete their quarantine before take-off, they’d be sequestered inside their space suits until ninety-six hours had passed. The incubation period was seventy-two hours, but we were being overly cautious as we couldn’t afford to bring any plague bacteria with us.

      There were a couple of new joiners arriving this morning. They’d spend four thoroughly disgusting and claustrophobic days inside bulky, uncomfortable suits, unable to wash or get comfortable. They’d get their only nutrients through intravenous drip. Catheterised. Nil by mouth for at least twelve hours on the journey here, as any bowel movements would make their time in the suit even more unpleasant.

      Forcing a sympathetic smile, I said, ‘I know you are, sweetie. I know, and I appreciate your efforts. Now, about that engineer?’

      Santosh bobbled his head and looked upwards for a few seconds before responding. ‘I’ve found someone to take the last chemical engineer slot. She’ll be here right in time for lift-off. I’m still unable to get a hold of Kiran or any of the backup mechanical engineers. The colony will have two if you count Habi, who’s already on Mars, but that leaves us with only one on the voyage.’

      He let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Georgie, are you absolutely sure this is going to work?’

      I bowed my head slightly. ‘Yes, I am.’ I prompted him to continue with the words we’d agreed. ‘You’ve been unable to reach our mechanical engineer.’

      He picked up the narrative from there. ‘I can’t get through to Kiran at any of his contact numbers,’ he recited. ‘One of the backups is already sick and the other had to be ruled out due to close contact with someone who’d been exposed. I’ve been trying to get in touch with Frieda’s backups too.’

      ‘Good, good,’ I replied as I checked the time. ‘No one’s going to get here in time unless they’re local. Where is the nearest one?’

      ‘Aiko is meant to be in Lisbon. If she is, she might conceivably make it. Just. But I can’t get through— Georgie, I don’t know. I’m not sure I can say that.’

      ‘You’re doing so well, Santosh. Thank you. Keep up the great work. Only a little while longer, then you’re home free.’

      ‘Well, you say that,’ he began.

      ‘I do. I do say that. Now go and get yourself some brekkie. And Santosh…’ He looked into my eyes before looking away. ‘I’m so sorry we put this on you. If there was any other way, we wouldn’t have.’

      ‘I know.’ He clicked the button to end the call.

      You’ll forgive me for this, won’t you, Lord? Please tell me you understand. God remained silent, not voicing an opinion either way.

      I’d finished walking to the office I shared with Desmond a minute or two ago, but I’d stayed outside while I was on the phone. Once I hung up, I opened the door and walked in. Desmond looked up from his phone. I could see Mike’s face on the screen, so I waved hello to her.

      ‘Cool, she’s here. I’ll sort it out and get back to you as soon as I can. Bye.’ He cut the line and looked up at me. ‘Whoever came up with the idea of putting an accountant in charge of calculating our take-off weight is a genius.’

      I wiggled my eyebrows. ‘Hey, needs must and all that. Laura sent us a number cruncher, so we put her to work crunching numbers.’

      We spent the next twenty minutes working out which specific plants and seedlings to bring with us. Every gram had to be accounted for. We’d been assigned a precise mass allotment for food, botanical, and agricultural resources. The exact complement of seeds, spores, tools, etcetera had been settled on ages ago, but we couldn’t control the weight of living plants in the same way – their mass had changed in the two weeks since we’d received our figures.

      A few of our team had been based here in Cornwall for most of the past year. Artie and her crew oversaw the completion of the ships. Desmond and Korri kept a rotating crop of young plants to transport. Not knowing our launch date meant continually sowing new seeds as well as relocating more mature plants to farms here when they became too large for our purposes.

      In addition to our own hothouses, we’d made an arrangement with the nearby biodome to keep an evolving crop of plants at various life-stages

      Once Desmond and I finalised our selection, I headed over to the last-ever management meeting. After this, the exco would become the provisional government of the new nation.

      Tom and Faz were already chatting when I arrived. Tom put his hand on mine. ‘You holding up okay?’

      It took me a second to parse that. Gurdeep. He meant Gurdeep. ‘I’ll be okay. Trying not to think about things. Focusing instead on my new life and the positives.’

      ‘Okay.’ He patted my arm gently before withdrawing his hand. ‘We’ve been discussing the psych assessments.’

      We’d been pretty thorough throughout the mission planning. ‘No more last-minute rejections, I hope?’

      Four days ago we’d had to cut a colonist loose after she tried to sneak her little nephew into the colony. Laura had made the decision to allow the pair into the shelter in Wales with her.

      ‘No,’ Faz replied. ‘We’ve got a few people who are struggling, but to be honest, I think that’s true for all of us.’ Everyone knew someone who was sick by this point and every day the death toll grew. The numbers reported on the news differed wildly, with one station saying the death toll was in the millions and another saying it was already into the billions.

      According to Laura, scientists were hopeful that no more than a quarter of the global population would die from the plague before all was said and done. A quarter – around two billion people. The countries with higher-density populations would likely see a higher rate of loss. And that was the best-case scenario. My stomach clenched thinking about it. Would society even function with that kind of loss?

      The meeting room door opened again and we all turned our heads towards the new entrant. ‘Ah, excellent. Dr Ionescu, just the person for whom I’ve been looking,’ said Laura. ‘I need to speak with you about the final delivery of mycoprotein spores.’

      ‘Of course. If you’ll excuse me for a minute?’ Both Faz and Tom nodded. ‘I’ll be right back.’ Grabbing a few Bakewell tarts from the tray in the centre of the table, I acknowledged Gabriel and Mehmet as they strode into the room.

      Laura paused as she passed Gabriel. ‘Good morning, Sergeant Mifsud. We’ll return as swiftly as we can if you’ll excuse us.’ Nodding her head, she greeted Mehmet. ‘Mr Kücük.’

      ‘Of course.’

      Once we were alone, Laura got straight to business. ‘Status update, please, Dr Ionescu.’

      ‘Still missing a mechanical engineer.’ I held a tart out for her, but she waved me away. ‘There is one relatively local. As of this morning there’s a chance she could get here on time.’ I raised my hands. ‘If we spoke to her, that is.’

      ‘I assume you’re referring to Aiko Diaz in Lisbon. Yes, it seems her phone and internet were both disconnected yesterday for some reason. I believe she may also be experiencing difficulty locating any mobile signal in her town.’

      I blinked at that. Laura’s reach must be even further than I had thought. ‘He won’t have called her, you know. He’s doing what you asked. Santosh is a terrible liar, but he’s completely trustworthy. You can count on him.’

      ‘Still’ – she tilted her head slightly to the side – ‘a precaution.’

      ‘Why are you doing this? Why are you saving us? Her, me, whatever… Why are you helping?’ I bit into a tiny tart.

      ‘We selected the pair of you for this mission. I selected you.’ She stabbed a finger at her own chest. ‘As a couple, a family, a heart around which to build the colony. It would have taken something far worse than a defective gene to displace either of you from the mission.’

      ‘You understand why we set the rules about genetic viability though, yes?’

      Laura nodded. ‘Absolutely. You made the right calls in your crew selection. I am and have always been in agreement with your decisions. To be frank, I thought your approach to the sexes was utterly rational. However, setting that aside, one person with a defective gene will not derail that plan.’

      ‘You knew,’ I replied. ‘You knew she’d never override the rules to keep her place in the colony, didn’t you?’

      ‘Of course. And I dare say you can never reveal what we’ve done here or your marriage will be over.’

      Too bloody right. I hated lying to Gurdeep, but this was necessary. ‘Touché. She’d never forgive me, but I won’t let it come to that,’ I replied. I’d do anything to protect my relationship.

      ‘She’s far too noble for her own good.’ That made me smile. ‘But you and I, we’re prepared to make the difficult decisions when necessary.’

      ‘The greater good,’ I said.

      Laura nodded. ‘The greater good.’

      I focused on my breathing for an impossible moment and wiped a bit of icing sugar from my chin. ‘Thank you.’

      She inclined her head almost imperceptibly. ‘I think we’d best be getting back to that meeting. The shuttle bus will be here in twenty minutes, and you’ve got a ship to catch.’

      I popped my last remaining Bakewell tartlet into my mouth and followed Laura to my new life.
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      If you want to go back and see a glimpse into Devon’s life as she prepares to join the Double Star gang, read Stardust Wake. To find out how Devon Island colony fares, check out Livid Skies. For a little taster of life in the colony, read Past Imperfect (exclusive to newsletter subscribers).

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The end (but not really)

          

        

      

    

    
      Reviews

      If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on GoodReads, Readerly, or the ebook retailer of your choosing. Reviews mean so much to indie authors like me. A few words from you can make my books discoverable to new readers. Even just adding the book to your shelves helps.

      Psst! Want a free book?
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        Click the image above to get Past Imperfect for free
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      It feels disingenuous to call myself the author of this book.

      Decades ago, I read a story – not because I wanted to, you understand, but because I had to for school. I can’t recall the writer’s name. The story may (or may not) be called The Five and Twenty. Whatever it was called and whoever wrote it, it planted a seed.

      That seed grew into the first draft of this book. Over the past two years, a whole army of people have helped shape this story. I learned so much from my alpha readers, beta readers, editors, and diversity readers, as well as from a week-long course in character development at the Faber Academy.
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      On the other hand, if you hated this book, I’m pretty sure that’s all on me.

      Specifically, I’d like to call out just a few of my army of readers. I owe the biggest thank yous to: Cassandra Chaput, Cate Pearce, Eva Monteiro, Gail La Carbonara, Geoff Lapthorn, Dr Heather Stein, Isabelle Everington, Marta Paraschiv, Nia Howard, Stephanie Hoogstad, Stu M, and Swati Hegde. Without them, this book wouldn’t be much more than a list of facts I found interesting. Before they came along, my characters had names and PhDs, but not much more. They helped cultivate the people they became.

      My search for a copy editor was long and arduous. Along the way I learned that there are many competent editors out there – even some great ones. But just because someone is good at what they do, doesn’t mean they’re the right fit for my story.

      After many false starts I found Michelle Meade. If you’ve read the book, you’ll understand what I mean when I say it has a niche audience. Most of the editors I spoke to advised me to change the very thing that makes the story what it is in order to give it broader appeal. But I wasn’t interested in any of that; I have only ever cared about making this story the best version of itself.

      Michelle wasn’t just willing to work with me in that journey, she treated me as if I mattered – as if this story mattered. I couldn’t have asked for more.

      I also need to thank a couple of other people who’ve helped make this book what it is. Hannah McCall of Black Cat Editorial Services provided expert proofreading services. Any mistakes you find now are because I forgot to incorporate her corrections.

      Stuart Bache of Books Covered designed a more stunning cover than I could have imagined. Seriously, how gorgeous is that cover?

      For two years, my friends and colleagues who’ve asked me to socialise with them have received the same reply: I’m sorry I can’t come to your party; I need to stay home and play with my imaginary friends.

      I owe an astronomic debt to Anna, who was gracious enough to allow me to borrow not only the story of Nora’s conception, but her name, as well. And yes, Anna really does hate polenta.

      Lastly, not only did my legally contracted hetero life mate, Dave, serve as science consultant for this book, he also put up with more than any human being should ever have to. He’s listened to me talk about this story every single day for two years. And although he’s never read this book, he knows it better than anyone who’s read it from cover to cover. He’s good people.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      Core

      
        
        Gurdeep: Head of mission. Mechanical engineer. Captain in the Royal Engineers. Amateur baker. Married to Georgie. British-Indian.

        Georgie: Head of food and agricultural planning. Biotechnologist. Food scientist. Multi-faith chaplain. Married to Gurdeep. Romanian.

        Devon: Advance mission crew member. 3D printing specialist.

      

      

      Additional Narrators

      
        
        Tom: Co-head of crew selection. Psychologist. Teacher. Nanny. Danish.

        Faz: Co-head of crew selection. Psychiatrist. Doctor. Palestinian-American.

        Charlie: Economic historian. Bartender.

        Davy: Head of culture and society planning. Former economics lecturer and theorist. Member of Parliament in Canada.

        Gabriel: Trauma surgeon. French Foreign Legion. American.

        Helen: Head of medical sciences planning. Foetal surgeon and researcher. Brazilian.

        Nora: Former Médecins Sans Frontières worker. Trauma nurse. Dutch-Scottish.

        Lisa: Communication and information systems specialist. Canadian Special Forces. Electrical engineer. Commander of advance mission. First Nations-Chinese-Canadian.

      

      

      Others

      
        
        Nigel: Owner of the company managing the mission.

        Laura: Mission team’s liaison to the consortium behind the mission.

        Santosh: Gurdeep’s PA. Former journalist. Researcher.

        Jupiter: Daughter of Nigel. Spoiled teenager.

        Iulia: Co-head of science and engineering planning. Astrophysicist. Former CEO of a large business.

        Mehmet: Co-head of science and engineering planning. Civil engineer. Former pilot in the Turkish Air Force.

        Rosa: Plumber. Musician.

        Brian: Advance mission crew member. Botanist. Texan.

        Katya: Software engineer. Roboticist.

        Mike: Accountant.

        Desmond: Botanist. Biotechnologist. Farmer.

        Ash: Rocket scientist. Irish.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            It’s Science, Bitches

          

          What’s Real?

        

      

    

    
      Some of my early readers questioned which bits of the book were based in reality and which ones were purely from my own imagination. Below I’ve compiled a list of some of the real science behind the story.

      Gendered Bollocks

      ‘What Are Little Boys Made Of?’ is nonsense designed to teach children that boys are adventurous and girls are pretty and delicate and helpless.

      Degrees

      The vast majority of the degrees or theses mentioned in the book are based on real-world examples. In most cases, the characters are situated near the institution offering the degree I found.

      MELiSSA

      The European Space Agency’s closed-loop life-support project, MELiSSA, is indeed real. Find out more about it from the links below.

      
        
        ESA

        Wikipedia

      

      

      Applied Behaviour Analysis Therapy for Autism

      To say that ABA or behaviour modification ‘therapy’ for autism is controversial is an understatement. Many parents say it has helped their autistic children interact better with the world around them. On the other hand, many autistic people say it is abuse.

      One of the founders of ABA was Ole Ivar Lovaas. He had this to say on what it was all about:

      
        
        ‘You see, you start pretty much from scratch when you work with an autistic child. You have a person in the physical sense – they have hair, a nose, and a mouth – but they are not people in the psychological sense.’

        

      

      So, yeah, he seemed nice (sarcasm alert).

      I’ll leave you with a thought from Shona Davison, an autistic woman with two autistic children, who is working towards an MA in autism at Sheffield Hallam University. ‘Most people can see how unethical it is to use ABA to teach gay people to behave like straight people. Why then is it still deemed acceptable for autistic people? I have never heard a good answer to the question.’

      The Davison quote is taken from her essay on ABA, published here.

      The Lovaas quote is taken from an interview here, though I should warn you, it’s horrifying. He was, to put it mildly, not a very nice man.

      Devon (Island) is a Place on Earth

      Devon Island is situated in Canada’s far north, and it is the largest uninhabited island on Earth. It is notable for two reasons: the Haughton impact crater and the Flashline Mars Arctic Research Station project. The Haughton impact crater is considered one of Earth’s best Mars analogue sites. It has been home to a series of Mars simulations.

      
        
        Devon Island

        Mars Institute

        FMARS

      

      

      Low-Gravity Bone Loss

      One problem real astronauts face that our colonists would need to deal with is bone loss due to being in low- or no-gravity settings. I have assumed muscle wastage can be dealt with by exercising with heavier weights than one would on Earth; however, this wouldn’t do anything for the loss of bone density the colonists would be faced with. That’s where TSG-6 comes in.

      
        
        TSG-6

      

      

      X-linked Severe Combined Immunodeficiency

      X-SCID is caused by a hemizygous pathogenic variant in gene IL2RG. It results in near-complete absence of T and natural killer (NK) lymphocytes and non-functional B lymphocytes. X-SCID is almost universally fatal in the first two years of life, unless reconstitution of the immune system is achieved through bone marrow transplant or gene therapy.

      
        
        X-SCID (wiki)

        X-SCID (NCBI)

      

      

      Minimum Viable Population

      Much research over the past few decades has been done into this concept. The competing theories are, broadly speaking, as discussed by Tom, Faz, and Helen.

      
        
        Magic number

        Populating a planet

        How many people

      

      

      Ectogenesis

      Ectogenesis is gestation outside of a biological womb. It sounds like science fiction and, really, it still is. But in 2017, a team of scientists made history by developing an artificial womb for lamb foetuses in later stages of gestation. And as far back as 2002–3, a fertility and reproductive health researcher named Dr Helen Liu (for whom Helen Souza in the book is named) grew mouse embryos almost to full term in a womb she grew in her lab.

      
        
        Artificial wombs (The Verge)

        Artificial wombs (Scientific American)

        Ectogenesis (wiki)

      

      

      Hohmann Transfer Windows

      Space missions using a Hohmann transfer must wait for the required planetary alignment to occur, which opens a so-called launch window. For a space mission between Earth and Mars, these launch windows occur every twenty-six months. A Hohmann transfer orbit also determines a fixed time required to travel between the starting and destination points.

      
        
        Hohmann transfer window (wiki)

        Hohmann transfer window (Stack Exchange)

      

      

      Ballistic Capture

      Unlike Hohmann transfer window missions, ballistic capture flights can be undertaken at any time. Additionally, they don’t necessitate the dangerous and expensive braking manoeuvres that Hohmann transfer journeys do. As stated in the story, the disadvantage is the longer duration.

      
        
        Ballistic capture (Scientific American)

        Ballistic capture (wiki)

      

      

      3D Printed Dishes

      These are literally and actually made of Mars. For real.

      
        
        Printing with Martian materials

      

      

      Ship Names

      All seven of the colony’s ships are named for female astronauts, space scientists, and engineers.

      
        
        Mary Jackson

        Katherine Goble-Johnson: I took a bit of liberty with this name. This was partially to differentiate the ship from the Jackson, but also because in the film, Hidden Figures, she was known by her previous name, Katherine Goble. At time of writing, Ms Johnson is 101 years old.

        Dorothy Vaughan

        Maggie Aderin-Pocock

        Kalpana Chawla

        Samantha Cristoforetti

        Roberta Bondar

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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      SI CLARKE is a misanthrope who lives in Deptford, sarf ees London. She shares her home with her partner and an assortment of waifs and strays. When not writing convoluted, inefficient stories, she spends her time telling financial services firms to behave more efficiently. When not doing either of those things, she can be found in the pub or shouting at people online – occasionally practising efficiency by doing both at once.

      As someone who’s neurodivergent, an immigrant, and the proud owner of an invisible disability, she strives to present a diverse array of characters in her stories.
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            Also by SI CLARKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Find a complete list of my books on my website at whitehartfiction.co.uk/books/.

      If you buy books directly from me, get 20% off with the code ‘DEVON’.

      Keep in touch

      
        
        Join my newsletter for:

      

      

      
        	snippets from what I’m working on;

        	photos of my dogs;

        	reviews of books I’ve enjoyed recently;

        	links to promos with other authors (including free books); and

        	more free stories from me.

      

      
        
        whitehartfiction.co.uk/newsletter
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