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      For Sarah, because what the hell do I know about babies?

      For Dave, because who else would put up with my nonsense?

      For you, because you cared enough to read this far.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 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.

      And, of course, 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.

      A metric tonne of research went into this story. There’s an overview all that in the back as well.

      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.

      Oh, and there’s a map, too. All right. Now I’m really done.

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      This work contains the following:

      
        	Pandemic

        	Domestic violence and emotional manipulation

        	Suicide

        	Injury by fire

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

        	Pregnancy, miscarriage, and babies

      

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEVON’S ISLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Although this novel follows on from the events of Devon’s Island, it has been designed to be read as a standalone. If you enjoyed Devon’s Island and want to read more, all your favourites are back. But if you’ve not read it, don’t sweat it.

      As for the fact we’ve got a character sharing a name with the colony… I’ll let Devon explain that in her own words.

      
        
        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. And I wanted us all to feel like we owned it.

        DEVON’S ISLAND

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      We can have fully automated luxury gay space communism when we find a supply of unlimited resources – until then, we’ll have to make do with partially automated queer social liberalism.
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          1 DEVON

          MEAR -1, DAY 299

        

      

    

    
      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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        * * *

      

      SACA DOME, DEVON ISLAND COLONY, MARS

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 NORA

          MEAR -1, DAY 598

        

      

    

    
      TRANSPORT SHIP BONDAR, 253 DAYS FROM EARTH

      ‘Go fish.’

      After eight months on the ship, my mind was always wandering. We all took a share of the general duties – cleaning, inventory management, handing out rations. Like bairns doing chores to earn pocket money. There was nae to focus on.

      Those of us with certain skills had extra responsibilities. Botanists looked after their plants; engineers did repairs and maintenance; pilots kept us on course. And, of course, as the only nurse on board, I helped deal with scrapes, bruises, and sniffles. There was no end to the minor injuries. Take a metal tube filled with heavy machinery and supplies, add in thirty-eight people and crates full of stuff, and subtract gravity. It got messy.

      And the illnesses were even more prevalent than the injuries. If one person sneezed, a few days later, the whole ship would be a chorus of coughing, sneezing, snorting, and hacking. And that time the norovirus went around… I shuddered just thinking about it. It had taken weeks of cleaning to remove all the— Nope. I fought the urge to boak. Two months later, we still occasionally found unknown globules hiding in nooks and crannies throughout the ship.

      Still, the monotony was enough to drive you into madness. When you threw in the fact that live signals from Earth were fewer and further between… Well, people needed more of a distraction than our ships could offer. A couple days ago we’d seen what looked like a rocket launch from Earth, but we were too far away for it to be aimed at us. The gossip had already died down.

      Fingers brushed my hair from my eyes and grazed my forehead, drawing my attention back to the present. I looked up into Jupiter’s brown eyes. On Earth they’d been clear and open. Here, they were puffy and red – just like everyone else’s.

      ‘You asked me if I had any sevens. I said, “Go fish”. Then you were away in outer space,’ Jupiter said. When I raised an eyebrow at that, she rolled her eyes. ‘Fine, whatever, you were on a planet somewhere. Wherever you were, it wasn’t here.’ She stroked my hair again. ‘We need to stay here – we can’t let ourselves dwell on what’s happening on Earth. Not yet. There will be time to grieve, but if we start now, we’ll never be able to dig ourselves out again.’

      I looked at Jupiter as I considered her words. She’d buzzed her dense brown curls down to almost non-existence. It enhanced rather than diminished her beauty. She had gorgeous skin that looked only slightly sallow in the artificial light. When did she get so smart? No, not smart; she’d always been that. When did she get so wise?

      We were sitting in her bunk; the card game she referred to was on our tablets. Beyond the thin plastic door, I could hear people moving around. I’d been lost in thought long enough that my screen had gone dark.

      ‘I’m sorry. You’re right – we cannae afford to get stuck inside our own heads. That’s not a safe place to be. We all joined this mission knowing we’d never be able to hug our friends and families again, that we’d never have a real-time conversation with anyone we left behind. But we didnae expect to lose contact almost completely. We didnae sign up kenning it was either this or an immediate death sentence. My mum, my uncles, my friends, my ex-boyfriends.’ I heaved a sigh as I forced myself to stop.

      She shushed me gently and gathered me in her arms. ‘We can’t let it consume us – we can’t. If we stop to think about things now, they’ll destroy us. We have to stay focused on the present. Stay here with me.’

      Being friends with Jupiter was funny. Not funny-ha-ha, just unexpected. When I’d met her four years ago, she’d been a spoiled sixteen-year-old. She’d been thrust onto this mission at the behest of her father, the man who owned the company that managed the logistics of our mission. It had been a surprise condition he’d added once the planning was well underway.

      I’d resented her presence right up until that day she held my hand as I called the Danish-Korean sperm donor who was my biological father – two nights before we launched. I saw her in a new light in that moment. Maybe it was nae only politics that made for strange bedfellows. The end of the world did, too. The start of the world? An interplanetary road trip?

      Without stopping to think about it, I leaned forwards and kissed her. I wasn’t even attracted to her, not really. Just randy – randy and bored.

      She pulled away, eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

      Bollocks! ‘Oh man, I’m sorry, Jupiter. I’ve no idea what I was thinking. I mean, I was nae thinking. I just, I dinnae ken, I guess I was wondering what it would be like. Shagging a woman, I mean.’

      She blinked saucer eyes. ‘I’m straight.’ Blinked again.

      Ugh, Nora, you eejit. ‘Me too. I’m so sorry.’

      She smiled. ‘No, I meant I’ve been asking myself the same thing.’ Her eyes twinkled like the stars on the other side of the opaque wall – except stars didnae twinkle in space. She reached for the handle on the bunk wall and used it to pull herself closer to me. As she touched my face tentatively, she began to float away from me. I reached out and drew her back. Our faces were almost touching.

      ‘With a hundred and fifty women and ten men, I suppose we’ll have to. Sooner or later.’ In order to achieve the best outcome for humanity, including likelihood of survivability and maximum genetic variation, the colonists were almost all women. Unless we wanted to become nuns, this was the future.

      ‘Nine,’ she whispered, her mouth so close I could feel her breath in my ear.

      ‘What?’ I was having trouble focusing.

      ‘Gurdeep changed the balance, remember?’

      Gurdeep had been in charge of the mission until three years ago, when a test revealed she had a faulty gene, ruling her out from coming to Mars. She’d continued to serve as our leader up to launch day, but Gabriel was in charge from the moment we took off. Except somehow we were short a mechanical engineer – meaning Gurdeep had to join us after all.

      ‘Oh, aye. Sure.’ I kissed her again. ‘Just our luck the only man on our ship is taken, anyway.’

      Jupiter shifted her body gracefully in the small space. ‘We need a distraction.’ To my surprise, she wrapped her legs around my waist.

      I nodded. ‘Something to keep our minds off everything.’ I kissed her harder, letting my hand trace the line of her arm. Up and over her shoulder and then back down, following her collarbone.

      With her legs still around me, she arched her back and pulled her top over her head. Her breasts were restrained only by a purple sports bra. I watched as my hand slowly reached out to touch her smooth brown skin. ‘Just to pass the time, you understand,’ she said. Her top floated towards me, so I shoved it into a drawer without looking. I pulled her closer again.

      ‘Just two straight women adapting to what life throws at them,’ I added.

      ‘Making do.’

      As I pulled my own shirt up over my head, I tried not to panic. I was nae wearing anything underneath. It wasn’t as if Jupiter had never seen me naked – after a few weeks of trying to maintain a sense of decency, we’d all given up. Decency. Dignity. Propriety. They’d all gone out the windows we didn’t have. Still, we usually managed to avoid looking at one another – but in that moment I wanted Jupiter to see me.

      I struggled to find words in my head to describe how I felt.

      My breath caught as I reached behind her to unhook her sports bra. She ran her tongue along my neck.

      The ship-wide tannoy kicked into action. Seriously? Now? Three quick tones and flashes of light. Three meant a full-blown emergency.

      ‘Attention: Nora Sanna to medlab. Nora to medlab now, please.’ Caoimhe’s voice. Our ship’s doctor would nae call me unless it was something big.

      I groaned – but not in a good way. Pulling my shirt back on, I whispered, ‘I’m sorry. Still totally straight, though.’

      ‘Me too. We’ll continue this experiment when you get back.’

      ‘I’ll hurry.’ I drew myself back into the bunk and kissed her once more.

      She bit my lower lip teasingly. ‘No rush.’

      I used the ship’s handholds to propel myself through three different sections, the taste of Jupiter still on my tongue. In the medlab, I spun around and discovered Davy right behind me. Anxious face and short mousy brown hair. Of course, it made sense that the ship’s leader would respond to the alarm as well. I squeezed a glob of sanitiser onto my hands and rubbed it in. I handed the bottle to Davy, who did the same.

      Caoimhe had her hands full. Sam was dancing – there was no other word for it – around the room maniacally, opening cupboards and drawers and gleefully flinging the contents as Caoimhe struggled to catch things and re-stow them safely.

      ‘Have you ever thought about how beautiful it is? Motion, I mean…’ Sam’s voice sounded raw, pained. ‘Watch as all the little plasters start out in such neatly ordered stacks, but without gravity to hold them in place, entropy works its beautiful magic as soon as the drawer is open.’ She opened medicine bottles, sending pills and liquids everywhere.

      ‘Sam, Sam, Sam.’ Caoimhe put on her best soothing voice and reached for the woman’s hand. ‘I need you to stop that now. It’s going to take us a long time to put everything away again.’

      Sam’s brown eyes were wide and bloodshot. The light caught her fine ash-brown hair, giving the appearance of a halo. ‘Why? Why bother? There’s no point to any of it. Just let the beauty be true to itself.’

      I processed the sores on Sam’s lips as Davy spoke. ‘What have you taken, Sam?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Sam and I said in unison, as the meaning of what was going on sucker-punched me.

      Caoimhe turned to me and I saw understanding dawn in her eyes as she raised a hand to her mouth. Sam continued to speak as she manoeuvred herself towards me. ‘You are so beautiful – you move with a grace that resembles entropy, but it belies a tightly controlled order. It’s wonderful! Kiran was beautiful, too, but now he’s gone.’

      Kiran was the mechanical engineer who could nae be located when we left Earth. He was the reason Gurdeep had unexpectedly joined the colony. I’d heard a rumour that he and Sam had been in a relationship.

      Davy was getting impatient. ‘Would one of you please explain?’

      I pulled myself closer to Sam as Caoimhe applied light restraints to stop her wilful destruction of the infirmary. ‘Sam, you’ve not taken anything, have you?’ She shook her head sluggishly, her shoulder-length hair drifting in response to her motion. ‘Nothing at all for what – about five or six days? Am I right?’

      She turned her head languidly, looking at the restraint Caoimhe had placed on her right arm, then her left. Her head swam and bobbed. ‘Nothing.’

      I bit my lip as I checked her gums and her skin. Her lips and gums were burnt. Closing my eyes for a moment, I turned to Davy. ‘She’s dehydrated. Severely.’

      Davy looked cross. ‘So hook her up to an IV.’

      Caoimhe stroked Sam’s hair gently before coming over to where Davy and I were floating. Sam’s eyes drifted closed as she lost consciousness. ‘It’s not that simple. What Nora’s saying is that she’s taking her own life.’

      Davy whisper-shouted at Caoimhe, harsh words slapping me in the face. ‘You’re her doctor. Stop her!’

      I grimaced; this was a touchy issue. Suicide prevention was one thing – but we’d already missed the boat on this one. Sam had made her decision and taken action. To force treatment on her now would be assault.

      Caoimhe shook her head slowly, a raw reminder of Sam’s response mere moments before. ‘We need to get the ship’s counsellor to assess her. If she’s fit to make this decision, it’s hers to make. If that’s the case, I won’t treat her.’

      Davy took a deep breath and held it for what felt like a long time. ‘I believe in death with dignity. Terminally ill patients who are of sound mind should be allowed to make their own choices. I accept that – I don’t like it, but I accept it. But Sam isn’t terminally ill. She’s a healthy young woman with a bright future ahead of her.’

      I touched Davy’s arm. ‘There’s never been a situation like this before. Three-quarters of the human race are dead.’

      Davy clenched and unclenched pale fists. ‘You think I forgot? Surely that’s all the more reason we can’t afford another death.’

      We glanced at Sam, who groaned. The wave of euphoria had passed; muscles along her jawline trembled.

      ‘Make her comfortable while I discuss this with the leadership team,’ Davy instructed Caoimhe. The colony leaders were spread across four ships, plus Lisa on Mars. They’d have to talk this through by video link.

      Caoimhe nodded. Davy pushed off in the direction of the privacy room – a telephone-booth-sized space two levels down. ‘I’ll be back as quick as I can. And tell that counsellor to get her ass in here on the double. I want to know why this wasn’t uncovered in her weekly session.’

      Caoimhe and I returned to Sam. I took her hand and spoke softly. ‘Sam, can you tell us, are you refusing food and water?’ Sam grunted in reply.

      I asked the question. ‘You’re choosing to end your life, is that right?’

      Sam squinted. ‘Life is beautiful, but its story is ending.’ She removed her phone from a pocket, unlocked it, and passed it to me. Large, unmistakeable letters confronted me. It was a suicide note dated almost a week prior.

      I smiled as I bit back tears. ‘Would you like me to get you some ice chips?’ She struggled against the restraints. ‘No, shh, shh. I dinnae mean to rehydrate you, hen. Just to stop the pain in your mouth. I bet it burns, eh?’

      ‘Mmm. Like fire.’

      We kept her as comfortable as we could. Despite the insulation around the privacy booth, the leadership team’s impassioned argument was audible throughout the ship. Davy never returned to us, but she could be heard crying in her bunk late into the night.

      Sam died four hours later, as dehydration took its toll. I wish I could say she looked peaceful in death, but like most of the dead bodies I’d seen… Ugh, what a tragic waste.
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      TRANSPORT SHIP CHAWLA, 349 DAYS FROM EARTH

      It had been nine months since we’d last had a message from our liaison on Earth. The odd email from friends and family made it through and we still got stray satellite and radio signals. None of what we read or saw painted a rosy picture.

      Billions dead. Actual frakking plague! As in, scourge-of-mediaeval-Europe plague. Fever, chills, massive swollen lymph nodes. Bleeding into the skin and other organs. Dead, blackened extremities. One of our colonists on the Aderin-Pocock survived infection; another didn’t.

      Few people on Earth avoided catching it and of those who were infected, only about half lived. And then there were the secondary deaths.

      Here I was, hurtling through space aboard transport ship Chawla. The ship’s oblong social room was divided into zones. A series of fancy, high-tech baffles bisected the space. Through the leaf-shaped cut-outs, I saw people gathered around the large dining table, their feet looped under the footholds. Several of them leaned back against the bench encompassing the table.

      Above them – at least from my perspective – Desmond, one of our botanists, hung from the ceiling. He’d hooked his knees around a bar, anchoring him where he was. His tablet was open and he was deep in conversation with someone. Mike, no doubt. I’d heard rumours that the accountant had been assigned to us due to a familial relationship with someone important.

      Desmond and Mike had grown close over the course of the voyage – but a few hundred metres or so of empty space between them made theirs a long-distance relationship. Mike was on the Aderin-Pocock – colloquially known as the Poke – one of our other three ships, travelling alongside us in the vast emptiness of space.

      Kitchen facilities lined the far wall. A few people floated along the edge of the work surfaces, prepping snacks or drinks – taking care not to let them float away.

      I caught snippets of a whispered conversation. ‘But how do we even calculate sunup and sundown in outer space? The sun is always just there.’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ came the reply. ‘I’ve been trying to figure it out.’ I looked across the lounge to where two women were sitting. I didn’t know Robin or Rizwana well.

      ‘I’ve been planning to use AST,’ I said aloud. Both women turned to look at me. ‘Arabia Standard Time? You know, as in Mecca?’

      Rizwana’s mouth opened and closed repeatedly. Robin looked like she was desperately trying to form words.

      ‘You guys are talking about Ramadan, right?’

      They both nodded. Robin eventually grunted a single syllable that may or may not have been ‘What?’

      People were watching us. Anything out of the mundane was followed with eager interest.

      I grinned. ‘It surprises you to learn I’m Muslim?’

      They both nodded again.

      ‘What? You don’t think a black American lesbian can be Muslim?’ I chuckled – it was a bit mean.

      Robin held up a single finger. ‘Black. Sure, I’ve known plenty of black
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