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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is written in British English. If you’re used to reading American English, some of the spelling and punctuation may seem unusual. I promise, it’s totally safe.

      This story also features a number of Martianisms. Well, it would do, wouldn’t it? I’ve tried to ensure the concepts are explained clearly in the text, but there’s a glossary at the back if you’re curious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SETTING

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is set on Mars in Devon Island colony. It takes place about three-quarters of the way through Livid Skies and about four mears (Martian years) after the events in Devon’s Island. You do not need to be familiar with either book to read this story.
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          1 MEAR 3, DAY 93

          KATYA

        

      

    

    
      THE CRAFT DOME, DEVON ISLAND COLONY, MARS

      After I finished my lunch, I set about rearranging the furniture in my small space. I folded the table and chairs and slid them under the bed. The bench from the dressing room went into the spot they had occupied. All the pieces had been designed for maximum functionality, but they all had a sleek modern style to them.

      Outside my flat, a couple walked by. The window was open, so I could hear them laughing brightly. One of the women carried a baby in a wrap and they held hands. I waved at them as they passed.

      I surveyed my set up. With my plants on both sides of the window ledge, it would look like I was sitting outside under the dome, maybe in a park. Like most people, I’d applied the gardening knowledge I’d acquired through my shifts in the colony’s farms to my personal life. The herbs gave off a pleasant scent and the flowers brightened the place up. The rest of the small room would be hidden from the camera’s view. Our flats had a sort of Scandi minimalist vibe to them – but I’d decorated mine with my own artwork over the past few mears.

      When I had positioned my phone on its stand, I swung the shelf holding it out from the wall. I sat down and made sure everything was in optimal position. I stood up again to arrange the light to flatter my skin. My hair was looking good – fine and blond, hanging just past my shoulders. What make-up I could fashion for myself was artfully deployed. I’d created a lip from beeswax and beetroot powder and an eyeliner made with cocoa powder. The colony’s shop stocked them and the sales provided me with enough income to buy art supplies.

      At last, I sat down and hit record.

      ‘Hi, Mum. It’s erm … it’s been a couple of months since your last message. I hope you’re still getting these and that you were able to visit the doctor I found for you.’ I loved recording these videos for her – it made me feel like she was here with me.

      Running a hand through my hair, I made a list of things I wanted to tell her about. ‘Last week, I led a team afară – erm, that’s what we call the world beyond the domes. Have I mentioned that before? Anyway, we worked all day to restore the colony’s power supply to full capacity.’ We’d swept the solar panels clear of the dust that had accumulated over the past week – but there wasn’t any need to mention that part.

      ‘And then later in the week there was a major upgrade to the alert system.’ That one really was on me. ‘I completely re-wrote the AI behind it, as it was well past due for an update. I know how disappointed you were that I didn’t become a doctor. Well, I mean, I am a doctor – just not that kind. Still, I guess you could say I’m saving lives. My software helps keep everyone safe. I told you there was an accident about a mear ago, yeah? It was awful – three people died. Well, my work not only makes sure the alerts get delivered to people more effectively when an incident happens but should also give us more warning of impending meteor strikes.’

      I paused the video and went to get a drink and check my hair. After re-adjusting the lights and the camera, I pressed record again. ‘We’re all going to the White Hart later on to celebrate. My friend Georgie was so impressed with our work that she said she’d treat my whole team to drinks tonight. Georgie’s a blast – you’d love her. Have I told you about her before? She’s in charge of the colony’s agriculture. Anyway, the pub’s going to be great. We’ll probably do karaoke again. You know me when there’s a microphone around – am I right?’

      I sighed. ‘Unfortunately, I’m too busy with work to get to the pub as often as I’d like. Still, I’m glad it’s there. The others really enjoy having that outlet. It’s such a great place to relax and chill with friends. I wish you could see it, Mum. You’d love it. I know I’ve said this before, but I really wish you were here. Miss you, Mum! I’ll send another message again in a few days, I promise. I hope to hear from you soon and I trust you’re doing well. Love you. Bye.’

      I clicked to end the video, then slumped back against the wall. Editing could wait a few minutes. I smiled to myself – Mum would be pleased with how well I was doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 MEAR 3, DAY 95

          KATYA

        

      

    

    
      THE CRAFT DOME, DEVON ISLAND COLONY, MARS

      On Sunday evening, I was so absorbed in my book that I almost didn’t notice the door buzzer. Checking my curls in the small mirror on the bedside table, I clicked the button on my phone to speak. ‘Come on in.’

      As the door opened I heard a voice reply, ‘Got your dinner here.’

      I stood up and admired my reflection as I walked to the front door, just as Frankie entered. Dear, sweet Frankie… Once upon a time, back on Earth, we’d shared some glorious nights together. Not to mention a few quick fumbles in my bunk on the Chawla. For a moment, I wondered how life would have turned out if we’d stayed together.

      I beamed at her. She looked as adorable as ever. Never one for glamour, Frankie was more of a down-home, wholesome type. The kind who made you want to wrap her in cotton wool and bubble wrap – if such things existed on Mars – to protect her from the horrors of life in a cruel universe. Her brown hair hung in a loose plait – she never quite managed to get it straight. Today it leaned to the left.

      ‘Come on in,’ I said again, waving my hand in a welcoming gesture. I pointed to the table by the front window. I’d set two places – just in case. ‘Have a seat. Stay for a bit, won’t you? We could sit and talk.’

      She bit her lip.

      ‘It would be nice to catch up with you, I mean. We don’t have to do anything – just chat.’ I smiled at her – like I used to do.

      Setting the food down on the table, she said, ‘I’m with Leah now.’

      I nodded. ‘It’s… That’s okay, I just thought…’ I looked down, away. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any harm.’ I wrapped my arms around myself. ‘I just get lonely sometimes.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m sure you do.’ Frankie shook her head. ‘Enjoy your dinner, Katya.’

      ‘How’s Esk?’

      Her eyes lit up – she never could resist talking about her dog. ‘I’ve got her doing agility now. We set up a course in the animal clinic. You should see how the dogs can move in the lower gravity here – it almost looks like she’s flying. I sent a video to my old university professor back in Guelph. She was amazed. Did I ever tell you that her dog was the stud we bred Esk from? So, in a way, it was like I was showing her her granddaughter.’

      She stopped abruptly, waved at me, and departed – leaving me alone in my flat with only my tablet for company. It was okay, though. Solitude was a blessing, really. I was lucky – not many people were able to live alone.

      I sat down at the table to inspect my dinner. A tray of vaguely African dishes greeted me. Garlic-laced greens. A lentil stew. A dish with potatoes, carrots, and cabbage. For dessert, there was a dish of what appeared to be crumble. Presumably rhubarb. Maybe apple.

      Thinking to continue reading as I ate, I set my phone on its stand on the table and clicked to unlock it. A new message alert was visible. Mostly I got automated messages from one or another of the colony’s systems – but then I programmed most of those and I hadn’t set anything for this evening.

      Curious, I launched the messaging app. Oh! It was a video from my mother. With my left hand I clicked the button to start the video as I took a dainty bite of the greens.

      Her face popped up on my screen. It had been three and a half mears since I’d last seen her in person – almost seven Earth years. She’d aged in that time. No one ever liked to think of their parents as mortal. But she still took the time to do her hair and make-up. Her top was neatly pressed, but… Well, fashion must have changed a lot since I left Earth.

      ‘Katie, doll,’ she said with a smile. She always forgot I preferred to be called Katya. ‘I just watched your latest video – well, some of it, anyway. You’re looking lovely. I could never carry off the no make-up look, but I suppose it must be hard to find decent foundation on Mars. You’d think they could at least provide you with a hairdryer, though.’

      I chuckled at that idea. I’m sure we could make a hairdryer easily enough – not that we could spare the power to operate it. My mother made me laugh – she was always so focused on appearances.

      ‘You really don’t need to send messages every week, Katie. It’s too much for me to keep up with.’ She clicked her tongue against her teeth. ‘I’m just back from Frankfurt. Remember that doctor you told me about? You said she could help with my … condition.’

      ‘Mum, I said she might be able to.’ She couldn’t hear me. Even if I’d had the recorder on, the time delay to Earth was twelve minutes with the current alignment of the two planets.

      ‘Well, she couldn’t do a blessed thing, Katie. And now I’m back home again – poorer for having made the trip to Germany. Poorer and exhausted. With no one here to look after me.’ I wondered what had happened to the tidy sum I’d sent her before I left for Mars.

      ‘How am I supposed to survive like this, Katie? After everything I did for you… I scrimped and saved and worked three jobs so you could have the finer things in life – so you could go to those fancy universities to play with your robots.’

      I touched a finger to her face on the screen. ‘You barely worked one job, Mum. I paid for my own university. I tended bar and waited tables and did … other things. All to get myself away from that horrible place.’

      She wouldn’t have heard my words even if she’d been in the room with me. My mother never did. She hadn’t heard me when I told her about… Whatever. Besides, her memories were different from mine.

      ‘And now you’re gone – off living the high life on another planet. Enjoying the spoils of my labour. I hope you’re happy with yourself. Do your new friends know about you, Katie – really know about you? Do they know you’re the kind of girl who—’

      I forwarded through the next thirty seconds or so. I didn’t need to hear what kind of girl my mother thought I was. She’d said it all before anyway.

      ‘…little hussy who…’

      ‘…probably cocked everything up…’

      ‘…with Bill for a bit.’

      I didn’t know who Bill was, but it was a fair guess he was my mother’s latest paramour. ‘Did I tell you your cousin had another baby? Anyway, this way I’ll be close enough to help out again this time. The poor dear, four kids. It’s nice to be able to play grandmother – since it seems I’m unlikely to have any grandkids of my own. It’s a shame you couldn’t make things work with that boy of yours. I forget what his name was, but you know the one I mean. He always seemed so nice. Too good for the likes of you by half. But of course, I shouldn’t be surprised that you—’

      I stabbed the button to stop the video. Before I realised what I was doing, the phone was flying across the room. It collided with the far wall and landed in pieces on the floor next to the bed.

      That would get me a lecture about being cavalier with colony resources. I turned off the light and lay on the bed in the dark. The phone could wait until morning.

      But I couldn’t rest knowing the mess was right there beside me, so after a few moments, I turned the light back on and cleaned up the broken bits of phone.
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      THE CRAFT DOME, DEVON ISLAND COLONY, MARS

      On Tuesday morning, I fixed my hair and brushed my teeth. The day’s work would be done in a suit, but I still took the time to make sure I looked nice. I poised on the edge of the bed to read my book while I waited.

      A few minutes later, the buzzer sounded. Clicking the button on my phone to reply, I said, ‘Come on in.’ I bounded to the door and met the caller with a smile. My visitor was a petite but plump woman, who was shoving something into one of the pockets of her cargo bottoms. She’d been chubby even before the birth of her daughter, but she was bigger now. Still, none of it diminished her angelic beauty. It was easy to see why she was so popular. ‘Good morning, Georgie. How are you?’

      ‘Get a move on,’ she replied. I stepped through the door and joined her outside under the dome.

      We chit-chatted as we walked down the stairs to ground level. ‘How are the kids doing? Are they letting you get any sleep?’ Her wife had had a baby a few months before Georgie herself did.

      ‘We’re emptying the toilets this morning,’ she replied.

      One of the American soldiers met us at the bottom of the stairs, a black woman with short, neat curls. They’d shown up unexpectedly a mear earlier – half starved and desperate to join us. And they’d created a much-needed source of fresh gossip. Even now, it wasn’t hard to pick them out from our original colonists as they still wore uniforms – though I had no idea why.

      Together, we headed for the airlock leading to the Thunderdome. The soldier looked at Georgie and rubbed her hands together. ‘Ready to head Downbeneath?’

      Georgie cocked her head to the side, studying the younger woman. ‘Downbelow, Cobb. It’s called Downbelow.’ She resumed walking, linking her arm through the other woman’s. ‘Is it really your first time?’ When Cobb nodded, Georgie continued. ‘The area under the colony is home to the guts of our habitat system. The overhead pipes carry clean water, waste water, and air. There are miles and miles of cables.’

      ‘Thought you didn’t use miles,’ Cobb replied.

      Georgie waggled a finger at her. ‘Not as a unit of measurement, we don’t. But some figures of speech endure despite the underlying meaning being lost. Most of the machinery needed for living – and dying – on a planet without a breathable atmosphere or potable water is down there. And obviously, that’s also where the composting drums for the toilets and kitchen garburators are.’

      Georgie raised her arms in a broad gesture. ‘In many ways, Downbelow is a foil to the domes. Above is lush and green – and swelteringly hot.’ The friendly chatter continued as we walked. Vivid colours caught my eye and I looked up to see a flock of birds fly over us.

      ‘By contrast, Downbelow is dim and grey,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s shielded from afară.’ I noticed she still pronounced the word in its original Romanian – as opposed to the Anglicised inflection used by most of the colonists. ‘But it’s not pressurised or oxygenated. We hold the temperature to six degrees Celsius to protect our composting system.’

      As we entered the service block, I made polite enquiries. ‘Your kids are both toddlers now, right, Georgie? How are they doing? Do they like the new art centre in the crèche?’

      But then we were climbing down the service ladder, which put a stop to conversation. At the bottom, Georgie grabbed suits from the locker and tossed me one. ‘Put this on.’ She handed another to Cobb and we all began the process of suiting up.

      ‘These things are such a pain,’ I said. ‘Don’t you think? Do you want any help with yours? I always think it’s so much easier when you help one another out.’ But they didn’t need any assistance.

      We moved into the small airlock leading out to Downbelow proper. As it depressurised, we chatted some more.

      ‘With two hundred and forty-seven humans – and three more on the way – plus assorted dogs and wildlife, we create a whole lot of excrement,’ Georgie said.

      ‘And food waste,’ I added.

      Georgie looked at me before continuing. ‘Even without the kind of waste we tolerated on Earth, there’s still a lot left over. Apple cores. Nutshells. Coffee grounds. Husks and rinds.’

      When the light turned green, we stepped out of the airlock. Without air to carry sound waves, the only way to speak now was to turn our microphones on. Well, we could be heard without them if we were in physical contact.

      Georgie carried on talking. ‘Obviously, we use our veg scraps in stock – but after the broth is finished, the veg is still there. So, it all goes into the garburators and from there, down into the composting drums.’

      When she went to grab the first compost bin, I turned to my other companion for the day, determined to get to know her better. ‘So, Jayne … it is Jayne, right? Am I right in thinking you’ve not been on compost duty before?’

      Before Jayne could reply, Georgie instructed us to follow her to the first vat. ‘The liquid matter drains out – siphoned off to the waste water treatment equipment – so only solid matter goes into the composters. No one likes having to empty them, but it’s a fact of life. Without them we’d die. We all take our turns emptying them out.’ She turned to me. ‘Drum one. You know what to do.’

      Georgie walked away. ‘Cobb, over here. We’ll do drum two together and then you should be able to manage the next one on your own.’ I could hear them discussing the task as I worked. The friendly natter and gentle banter brightened up an otherwise dull day.

      After about an hour of work, I spotted an unexpected lump in the stream pouring out of my vat. I paused the machine and used the net to fish it out. Oh, how sweet. I used my helmet cam to take a quick pic of the metallic toy robot with hand-painted details and fired it off to my companions. Toggling the microphone button, I said, ‘Oh, look at this. I call that a win. Do I get to keep it?’

      ‘Drop it in the contaminants bucket,’ Georgie replied. ‘Occasionally we find larger objects – kids’ toys are pretty common. Wooden ones don’t matter. They decompose along with the rest of the contents. But some materials can leach badness into the humus. Yes, badness – it’s a technical term. Anyway, we have to fish those items out. One time, there was a drum with mercury particles. No idea how that happened, but we had to dispose of almost a hundred kigs of humus. Can’t risk letting it contaminate the food supply.’

      ‘What the hell are kigs?’

      ‘Kilograms, Cobb,’ Georgie said. ‘Isn’t it about time you got used to metric already?’

      Jayne grunted in response.
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      THUNDERDOME, DEVON ISLAND COLONY, MARS

      The morning flew by and before I knew it, we had finished our task. Together, we climbed into the decontamination chamber. Using brushes and buckets of soapy water, we helped one another scrub away the filth of the day’s work from our suits.

      In the airlock, I unlatched my helmet and lifted if off as soon as the light went green. ‘Oh man, it feels good to breathe real air again, don’t you think?’

      Georgie crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Regulations state that helmets are not to be removed until we’ve exited the airlock.’ Such a stickler for the rules.

      Once we were out, we all walked back to my flat together, chatting as we went. ‘I know we didn’t actually touch anything with bare skin,’ I said, ‘but I always feel so gross after a compost drum shift. Don’t you? I can’t wait to have a shower.’ Both my companions nodded in agreement.

      Back in the Craft, we followed the curving pathway between neat rows of crops and tall, leafy trees. As we approached the cluster of buildings where my flat was situated, I remembered what I had meant to say this morning. ‘Oh, Jayne, I almost forgot… I don’t know if you know, but I have a line of skincare products. If you ever need anything, I’d be happy to give you some free samples.’ She didn’t say a word, but I could tell she was considering it.

      When we reached my home, I waited while Georgie fished for the key to unlock the door. She opened it for me and I stepped inside. I bid them both farewell before swinging the door closed. I heard the locks thunk shut behind me.

      My window was still open, so I heard Jayne say to Georgie, ‘After what she did, I have no idea why you guys didn’t just push her out an airlock. That woman’s a monster.’

      Jayne’s words stung like a slap. I wasn’t a monster. My sentence was my penance – when it finished, I’d be a regular member of the community once more.

      One set of footsteps receded down the stairs. Peering out the window, I saw Georgie silhouetted at the railing, her back to me. I watched as she stood silently on the balcony for a few minutes before turning and heading down the steps.
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      To find out more about how this colony on Mars came to be, read Devon’s Island. To learn more about the colony – including what Katya did – read Livid Skies.
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      WANT TO KNOW WHAT KATYA DID?

      All is revealed in Livid Skies, which is available everywhere that sells books. Turn the page for a sneak peek.

      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.
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      Stardust Wake is set on Earth, a year before the first Devon Island colonists depart for Mars.
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      CHAPTER 1. DEVON

      THUNBERG DOME, DEVON ISLAND COLONY, MARS

      Leaning over the balcony railing, I breathed in the scents of life on Mars: delicate apple blossoms, grassy bamboo, loam, and compost.

      The buildings were clustered together at the centre of the dome. From here, I could see clear across the open space. Thunberg was the third of our four domes. We’d opened it a few months ago – and it was already awash with green. The seeds and saplings we’d brought from Earth had flourished.

      We should have been building the fifth dome now – but our plans had been thrown into disarray three weeks ago.

      Somehow I missed the sound of Brian’s door. ‘Hey, kiddo.’ Kiddo... He was two years younger than I was – but he seemed older than his twenty-seven years. Earth years. ‘Bet you’re grateful I ain’t the one cooking tonight, hey?’ He didn’t touch my arm as he spoke, though I could see he wanted to. Brian was a huggy kind of person.

      It wasn’t so much that I didn’t want to be touched at all – more that I wanted to decide who could touch me and when. Most people didn’t understand that.

      I turned to face him. Best (and only) botanist on Mars – like our very own Mark Watney. We were about the same height, though he was a stockier build. His skin had an olivey complexion to my fair, freckled tones. ‘You’re a good cook, Brian.’

      ‘And you’re a terrible liar,’ he said with a shrug. He headed down the stairs.

      It wasn’t a lie, I thought but didn’t say. At the bottom, we turned onto the pathway leading west towards Sacagawea, the first dome we’d built. The centre of the path had turned a muddy brown from months of being trod on, but the edges – where they met the rich reddish-black soil – retained their crisp whiteness.

      All eight members of the advance crew ate our meals together in Saca’s lounge: an open-plan community kitchen-living-dining space. The corresponding areas in the other three domes wouldn’t be opened until the rest of the colonists arrived twelve months from now. Social living was a feature of our life on Mars – now and later. I’d been surprised to find I enjoyed it – I could have privacy when I needed it, but our set-up encouraged me to be more social than I otherwise would.

      Brian touched some leaves as we passed. I tried to remember the plant’s name – I was sure he’d told me. Big variegated leaves. Diefenbaker?

      At the airlock, I cranked the handle to open the door. Once we were inside, Brian pulled it shut behind us. Because the pressure in both domes was the same, we didn’t have to wait for it to equalise. I opened the door to Saca dome as soon as the other one was closed.

      As we stepped outside, I inhaled the different smells and felt the reduction in humidity. The plants had changed, too – hence the slightly altered odours. Brian had been teaching me about which plants liked which conditions, although he’d laughed when I’d pointed out they lacked the mental capacity to like or dislike anything.

      Three minutes after we left home, Brian pushed open the door to Saca’s lounge. He called out, ‘Hey, Lis, is that your loogie-shookem I smell? Love that stuff!’

      ‘Luskinikn, Bri. And yes, it is,’ our team leader replied. She was sitting on the floor where the awful sofa had been, her phone held up in front of her. Her grey T-shirt was neat – almost as if she had ironed it. I looked down at my own clothes: a well-worn long-sleeved top over dinosaur-printed leggings. The quick breads she made – her grandfather’s recipe – were delicious. ‘And Sun’s making soup – mushroom and corn.’

      ‘C’mon, Devon, let’s get the table set,’ Brian said, nudging my side.
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      After we’d finished eating we stayed at the table. ‘Today’s meeting will be brief,’ Lisa said, her hands wrapped around her mug of herbal tea. ‘Thornback, you’re— Sorry! Devon, you’re with me in the morning.’ Sixteen months after leaving Earth – including more than six on Mars – we’d finally persuaded her to call us by our first names, but her years of military training made it hard for her to adapt.

      ‘The two of us will clean the solar array. Ife and Paxton, you’ll be outside-outside doing the weekly inspection. Everyone else will be in the gardens. We’ve got to start producing as much food as—’ She ran a hand over her long black plait. ‘Sorry, you all know that. I shouldn’t keep repeating it.’

      A few years ago, scientists had calculated a high risk of an extinction-level event on Earth. In response, a group of countries, businesses, and ultra-wealthy individuals – not that we had any idea who they were – created plans for a colony on Mars.

      The ships carrying the other 152 colonists and all the supplies from Earth we were ever going to get had launched five days earlier – six months ahead of schedule amidst a deadly pandemic. Lisa took a deep breath. ‘I do have some good news: it looks like Chris Ngata is going to pull through.’

      The haste meant that some people arrived at the launch site in Cornwall just hours before takeoff. Those who couldn’t quarantine ahead of time had been isolated in spacesuits – the reasons for which had become obvious when two people began experiencing symptoms.

      Chris survived. The other woman hadn’t. None of us knew Chris – a reserve colonist – but with at least half the people on Earth gone, anyone who survived felt like a win.

      Once the four ships arrived, our little colony would be independent and self-sufficient – alone against the universe. So to speak.
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      The daily meeting lasted only a few minutes. We had work to be getting on with – although tonight’s project was a break from the monotony. And the benefits would be almost immediate.

      While two of the team cleaned up, Lisa, Brian, and I popped out to my workshop next to the community space.

      ‘Hey,’ said Leah when we returned to the lounge, our arms laden with big cushions. ‘What do you folks think?’

      Lisa set her bundle down. ‘About what?’

      Paxton and Sun walked in, carrying stacks of plastic and wood.

      ‘We need a new word for outside,’ Ife said.

      Brian carefully balanced all the cushions on the dining table. ‘What’s wrong with outside?’

      Ife pressed the button to start the dishwasher. ‘I mean an option beyond inside and outside. When you leave a building, you’re outside – but you’re still in the dome. We need something that means outside the buildings and outside the dome.’

      Lisa moved to the living room area and gave the upended coffee table and stacked armchairs a shove, maximising the open space. A rolled up rug stood in the corner. ‘Yes! I keep saying outside-outside, but that’s not really sustainable, is it?’ She took a few slabs of wood from Paxton’s arms and began arranging them on the floor.

      Brian and I gathered all the pot plants and moved them to the kitchen counter to protect them.

      Leah joined Lisa on the floor and helped sort through the pieces. ‘Hmm… What about al fresco?’

      Habi arrived just then. ‘Hope you haven’t got the party started without me.’ She raised her bag of tools high before setting it on the ground. ‘Though, I’m not sure how you could’ve.’

      Lisa held up a hand. ‘Oh, good, you’re back. Could you pass me the cordless screwdriver, please?’ She balanced a screw between her lips and turned back to Leah. ‘Choo obvush,’ she said.

      ‘I like the idea of looking to another language, though,’ said Ife. ‘It should reflect the multicultural nature of the colony. Who’s got the remote? Can someone call up the video with the assembly instructions, please?’

      Setting the last of the plants down, I said, ‘I’m on it.’ I found the remote and clicked a few buttons. A person appeared on the screen on the room’s exterior wall. We paused our conversation as we worked on assembling the pieces according to his instructions. The video was one we’d found on the internet archive we’d brought with us.

      The man talked us through the process of assembling the sofa’s frame from the pieces we’d created.

      ‘What kind of bastard,’ I demanded for the whatevereth time, ‘sent us up here with ten of the most godawful, literal-pain-in-the-arse-and-everything-else sofas ever devised?’

      Brian and Sun upended the new sofa frame and set about tightening the bolts. Without turning around, Brian said, ‘Probably the same sumbitch that decided coffee was a luxury we couldn’t afford very much of. Lucky for all y’all, I got a plan up my sleeve.’

      Ife scowled. ‘Don’t forget – we’ve still got eight more of those bad boys in storage, waiting to be assembled.’

      Lisa was sitting cross-legged on the floor, shoving one of the cushions we’d brought into one of the covers Paxton made. ‘Nope, no way. Executive decision. Those bastards will be used as salvage. They’ll be repurposed into something that will benefit the colony.’

      I shook my head as I stretched the fabric cover over the arm of the new sofa. ‘Seriously, who designed them? Who approved them?’

      Habi grunted as she pulled the cover over the last corner of the frame. ‘I don’t know – I thought the original sofas were pretty. Very sleek.’

      I snorted. ‘Sleek, yeah… Just like the ones they had at my dad’s office in Canary Wharf. Designed for appearance. No thought spared for functionality.’

      Leah pulled the zip shut on one of the new cushions and tossed it onto the frame. ‘I don’t get it. Why would they go to all the trouble of ensuring we have everything we need for sur— No, not just survival. They considered every aspect of life and how to make it as good as possible for us – and then they were just like, “Here. Have a sofa that feels like a stack of breeze blocks covered in static electricity.” Why?’

      Paxton stopped what she was doing, tears streaming down her face. ‘The Earth is in turmoil – millions of people dying every day. And all we care about is a sofa and our own comfort. Sitting up here in our carefully controlled, plague-free bubble.’ She slammed her fists down onto the striped surface of a sofa cushion. ‘We ought to be doing something!’

      Habi climbed over a pile of cushions and put her arms around Paxton.

      Lisa leaned back, putting her weight onto her hands. ‘We are doing something. We came to Mars – we chose to come here – because we knew this was a possibility. We can’t do anything for the people on Earth. It’s just…’

      She shook her head. ‘But what we can do – what we are doing – is preparing this world for the ones who made a lucky escape. Those people need us. They need food and water and air – and yes, sofas. And we’ve got our work cut out for us. They’ll be arriving six months ahead of schedule. We’re going to have to work harder than any of us have ever done. And for a few minutes at the end of each day, we’re going to need somewhere comfortable to sit and relax.’

      Lisa reached out a hand and touched Paxton’s knee. ‘Okay?’

      Paxton gave a small nod and looked away.

      We all sat in awkward silence.

      After a few minutes, Paxton sniffed and began rearranging cushions around herself. ‘So, back to our earlier conversation about outside-outside… How about ngoài trời?’

      My auditory processing was terrible. Brian’s eyes flitted back and forth. Leah held up her phone. ‘Sorry, could you repeat that for my hearing aid app?’

      Paxton smiled. ‘Ngoài trời.’

      Brian opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again. ‘Why choi? Now, I always said Australian was a beautiful language.’ Paxton rolled still-glistening eyes at him.

      Leah looked down at her phone. She frowned. ‘Okay, my app tells me the spelling and that it’s Vietnamese. It says it means “open air”. I’m still not sure I’m getting the pronunciation. Nway tree?’ Paxton had been raised in Australia, but her family was Vietnamese.

      I tried. ‘Wah tsee?’

      Lisa chuckled as she arranged the last of the cushions on the new sofa. ‘Pax, you’re being cruel – trying to get people who didn’t grow up speaking tonal languages to leap into the deep end.’ Lisa’s first language was English, but her father had taught her Cantonese from childhood.

      Paxton threw up her hands in defence. ‘Not hardly. If I wanted to be mean, I’d try to get them all saying bà ba béo bán bánh bèo bên bờ. But, yeah, I’m not sure I want to listen to your garbled attempts to manage two simple words.’

      ‘No, I like it.’ Ife shrugged. ‘Pax, what time do you want to go—’ She was laughing so hard, she had to pause to breathe. ‘When do you want to go wah tree tomorrow? Can I vote we don’t get started until about eight?’

      Paxton stuck her tongue out at her. ‘Forget I said anything. Who’s got another suggestion? Bri, how about Spanish? Got anything good for us?’

      ‘Well now.’ Brian pinched his lips together. By this point everyone had the giggles. ‘Bajo las estrellas does have a certain ring to it.’ He wiped tears from his eyes. ‘But no, my vote still goes with wai chee.’

      Paxton let out an exasperated breath. ‘I give up. I can’t listen to you people butcher the language of my foremothers anymore. I’m going to bed. You coming, Sun?’

      Sun looked serious. ‘I was thinking I might take a walk ngah tsu first.’ Our doctor’s first language was Cantonese, another tonal language. Surely she should have been capable of pronouncing the words – if she’d wanted to. She cracked a grin.

      I couldn’t help myself, fanning my face with my hand, desperate to quell the giggles. ‘Sun, don’t forget we agreed no one is allowed to go wang chung alone.’

      Paxton clenched her fingers to her thumbs, forming little circles in front of her chest. ‘Ngoài trời. Ngoài trời. What is so diff—’ She doubled over laughing. When she finally looked up, tears were streaming down her face. ‘I love you losers. But I really am going to bed.’ She and Sun walked to the door. She turned back to face us, still chuckling. ‘Good night, you dags.’

      Everyone wailed with uncontrollable laughter even after they’d departed. One by one, the others left until only Lisa, Brian, and I remained – sitting on the floor, gazing up at our handiwork.

      At length, I said, ‘Oh, bollocks. We didn’t even get a pic of us all piled onto the sofa we made.’

      Lisa waved the idea away. ‘Meh. It’s after midnight. We’ll do it in the morning.’

      Brian rubbed his hands together. ‘Well, come on. We’re gonna try it out, ain’t we?’

      Lisa hauled herself to her feet with grace and ease. ‘Definitely.’

      I climbed up – with considerably less decorum than Lisa had.

      We walked over to our creation and turned our backs on it. ‘Right,’ Lisa declared. ‘Three, two, one.’ We all fell backwards into the sofa we’d created together.

      I leaned back into its perfect blend of squishiness and support with a sigh. ‘This is the comfiest sofa ever.’

      Brian chuckled. ‘Not that you’re one to break your arm patting yourself on the back, naturally.’ He had a campy, absurd saying for every occasion.

      ‘What?’ Did he think I was bragging? ‘It was a group project. All I did was…’

      Lisa stretched her arm the length of the sofa. ‘True, but you made the cushions.’ Although she was careful not to touch me, I was aware of her closeness.

      Brian pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘It ain’t the beautiful lines you’re singing the praises of, now is it, kiddo? Nor the way the colours work together. It ain’t even the quality of the craftsmanship.’ He moved his hands as he spoke, making big gestures that reinforced each phrase.

      ‘We’re only teasing you, Devon,’ Lisa said. ‘And it is a helluva comfy couch.’
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      The next morning, I looked through the windscreen at the icy light of the sun against a blue sky. A blue sky – how weird was that? It wouldn’t last long; it would return to its usual dull salmony colour once the sun was above the horizon.

      Once the airlock door was fully open, I slid the gearstick into drive and inched the rover down the ramp.

      ‘I love this time of day – don’t you?’

      Lisa’s voice reminded me I wasn’t alone. I didn’t mind her; she was a good person and an ideal leader. But for a moment I’d forgotten she was there.

      ‘My favourite part is when we come out a few minutes earlier and we see the Earth rise before the sun does,’ I replied.

      I heard her take a sip of the tea she had in her travel mug. We’d driven the route between the colony and the solar farm often enough that the way was relatively smooth. ‘Mmm, yeah. That is good. Would you like me to rejig the duty roster so we’re out in time to see that?’

      Good boss. ‘Thanks, I’d appreciate that. I didn’t want to ask, because people don’t like getting up early.’

      ‘Not a prob. I’m an early bird, too. I’ll switch it so when the two of us are on solar duty, we leave base ten minutes before dawn.’

      I turned the vehicle northwards, away from the rising sun and the crater wall.

      ‘Where we’re going, we don’t need roads.’ Crap, I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Sometimes I couldn’t help myself. Certain words and phrases just popped out of my mouth before I could stop them. A bit of autistic echolalia.

      I hoped Lisa didn’t think I was losing my grip on reality. I glanced over, but she just chuckled. I’d gone off the rails on the trip to Mars and I didn’t want anyone to ever look at me the way they did when I wasn’t okay.

      ‘Livid,’ I said.

      Lisa sniffed. ‘What?’

      I lifted one hand off the steering wheel and pointed outwards. ‘The colour, I mean. The sky. It comes from the Latin word lividus, meaning a dull leaden-blue colour.’

      Lisa clicked her tongue. ‘Really? I didn’t know livid could refer to a colour, but if you told me it did, I’d have guessed it was a sort of angry purple. Like a livid bruise.’

      She leaned forwards in the passenger seat to get a better look at the sky. ‘On Earth, the sky appears blue because blue light bounces off air molecules. At sunrise and sunset, the light has further to travel within the atmosphere, so it scatters more. Volcanic ash, dust from fires, and contaminants make for those fiery sunsets we used to take for granted.’

      Small talk scared the pants off me. I normally hated these two-person drives – much as I adored spending the day doing manual labour under the open sky. People felt compelled to fill the silence with meaningless jibber-jabber. But this was the kind of chat I could get behind. Even though she was cool by conventional standards, Lisa was still a proper geek.

      ‘Here, it’s the other way around,’ I replied, stating the obvious. But isn’t that all small talk ever is – just repeating things everyone already knows? ‘The way sunlight scatters depends on what’s in the atmosphere. Some particles only interact with specific wavelengths, which determine the colours we see.’

      Twenty minutes after we left, I stopped the rover at the edge of the solar farm. The sky had melted back to its usual colour as we drove. I turned the engine off. Time to get to work.
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        Afară: Outside-outside, beyond the dome. Differentiated from outside, which refers to the space under a dome, but not in a building. Loan word from Romanian.

        Day: A Martian day. Equivalent to one Earth day plus approximately thirty-seven minutes.

        Downbelow: Utility area beneath the colony. Full of pipes, cables, large equipment, and disused vehicles.

        Hour: One twenty-fourth of a Martian day. Equivalent to one Earth hour plus approximately ninety-nine seconds.

        Inside: The space within a building. Differentiated from afară (outside-outside, beyond the dome) and outside (space under a dome, but not in a building).

        Mear: Martian year. Approximately 669 Martian days. Equivalent to 1.88 Earth years. So far as I know, the term was coined by science fiction author, Robert J Sawyer in his novel, Red Planet Blues.

        Outside: The space under a dome but not in a building. Differentiated from afară, which refers to outside-outside, beyond the dome.
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