[image: The Loneliness of Distant Beings]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        
          [image:  ]
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        
          [image:  ]
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          LITTLE, BROWN BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS

           

          Published by Hodder & Stoughton

           

          
            978-1-5102-0017-3

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Kate Ling, 2016

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          LITTLE, BROWN BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS

          An imprint of 

          Hachette Children’s Group

          Part of Hodder & Stoughton

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London EC4Y 0DZ

           

          An Hachette UK Company

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

           

          
            
              www.lbkids.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter One
            

          

        

      

      I know that they’re birds, but only because I’ve been told. So many of them, sitting in a long line and waiting, and I don’t know what it is that eventually makes them lift but they do, all of them, all at once, flickering into the sky on a thousand tiny wings. And the sky I’ve only ever lived outside of is blue, so blue, swept across with clouds like brushstrokes.

      They always show this, this same bit of movie, on the big screen at funerals. I guess we all get the metaphor or whatever. Then they show some pictures of the dead person, just a few, normally their crew shots at passing out or Christmas balls or them in their dress uniform or what have you. But this time is different; right at the beginning there is an image of my great-grandmother on the planet she left behind, peach-cheeked, tanned, squinting in the sun, sand clinging to her legs. There’s this kind of gasping sound from everyone when they show it.

      Great Granny Bea had a lot of photographs, some printed on to card so you could hold them in your hand. Hold them and peer into them like windows. And when you looked into them, there she was looking out. Younger. Now she looks out of them alive, when in reality she is dead.

      The funeral is the same as the others. Once we’ve laid the flowers Production have sent we stand and look, look at a box, and then Grandpa makes a speech. He doesn’t even mention the fact that Bea was the last one in this place who ever lived on Earth, but I know we are all thinking it. I know the reason so many people have come today is because this is it – somehow now we really are all alone.

      And then we leave the airlock, leave her there and walk away. Grandpa is the last to leave and it seems he only remembers to go at all because I take his arm just then. I guess that this part never gets any easier, no matter how many times you do it.

      The lock doors slide over and we watch through the thick circular windows as the outer door opens, both sides simultaneously like giant jaws, and then she is gone. Out there, flying through space to who knows where. Just like she was before, really, but now she’s doing it all alone.

       

      I barely hear the first-session circuit announcement. I left the wake early only to fall into a horrible, deep zombie sleep. And this is why I am dreaming still while I pull on my trainers and tracksuit and head to Main gangway where I stand there yawning so much that I am trembling and wet-eyed by the time the runners streak past me and I join them, like jumping into moving water. I have music on my pod but I guess I’m not even listening to it, or even really thinking as we head down Main, irresistibly falling into step with each other until we’re banging along like a beating drum. People on their way home from their third-session shifts walk one side, single file, eyes on the floor. Some of the noisy pumped-up guys at the front reach up and touch the trunking that’s low overhead as we pass, just like they always do, and I could scream for the gaping chasm of boredom that this has become.

      This is prescribed by Dr Maddox. That’s the only reason I do it, have to do it, to keep myself out of Correctional. Dr Mad isn’t a believer in long-term medication for ‘children’, preferring natural remedies, such as telling him all the horrible things that are going on in your head and running around in pointless circles, which he claims will produce endorphins, but I’m pretty much still on the fence about it. I spend quite a lot of time thinking the medication would be the better option, even if it does make you feel like someone pulled your brain out and replaced it with a damp sponge.

      But anyway, this is why I find myself running circuits with all the flyboys from Engineering and the people who have somehow managed to get fat on the miserable rations we get dished out at the cantinas. I have been doing this every day now for more than a year, since I managed to get myself sprung out of Dr Mad’s clutches in Correctional, where I was held for five weeks because I kind of decided to stop speaking for a while and then (one particularly bad night) tried to dig my way out of this place through the metal walls with my bare hands, tearing all my nails off in the process, and everyone decided it was because I was crazy. But look, it’s something that I don’t particularly like to talk about because, you know, it’s pretty embarrassing, and the whole thing created a load of miserable memories I’d rather not take ownership of, whatever Dr Mad says.

      So I do my circuits and I get to be normal again. I get to not be nuts. Except I reckon if you’ve lost your mind once you never really feel like it won’t happen again. You’re always looking over your shoulder. Running from it.

      The best part of the circuit for most people is when we hit View. View on West Main deck is about a hundred strides long. It has a bank of staggered seating up one side and some space in front for walking (or in our case running), and on our right as we pass through is floor-to-ceiling quadruple-pane vacuum-sealed glass and an infinity of galaxy punching you right in the face. I guess you can’t help but look at it but it doesn’t do anything for me the way it does for other people. Well, it hasn’t until recently, anyway.

      These last few weeks we have been nearing star system Huxley, and seeing an actual sun has made me like this view more. There hasn’t been sun for so long and in some way it brings you back to life, regardless of the fact that, being a middle-aged K-dwarf, Huxley is pretty small and dim. Whatever, it wakes you up, wakes you up on a cellular level that I guess we don’t even understand, and don’t have to. Huxley is the first possible life-supporting system that we have passed in eighty-four years. And, OK, the relevance is only limited since we are a First Contact vessel rather than a Pioneer, but we are the first ones here, we are the first to pass through this place, and we have no idea what we could find here; and this is the only thing that makes me want to be alive right now; this is the only thing that makes me want to live in my own skin.

      After running I don’t really feel like going back to quarters, so instead I go to see Emme. She and I haven’t been on super good terms lately, and I am pretty aware that it’s the whole me-being-crazy thing. That’s the problem with going nuts: once you’ve done it, nobody ever looks at you the same way again.

      But when I buzz at her door she lets me straight in and we stand there in the tight grey space of her family’s galley, which is a mess, but thankfully empty of people.

      ‘Where are your folks?’ I ask her, before accidentally zoning out and missing her answer. Then I follow her to her room where we sit on her bunk and I bend forward over my knees, looking at the floor.

      ‘Wanna play chess?’ she says.

      I nod and slide further back on the bed, leaning against the wall where it is cold on my back. Neither of us speaks while we are loading the game on to our pods. I sneak my eyes to her though and she is watching me.

      ‘I’m sorry about your Great Granny Bea,’ she says.

      ‘You know, it’s OK, she was old.’ I shrug, shutting her down.

      ‘Hmm,’ she says. ‘But still… with graduation and everything.’

      ‘Yeah, I don’t care about that though, not really.’

      ‘Yeah, me neither,’ she says.

      The pods beep and we play a couple of moves. Then she pauses it.

      ‘OK, I do care,’ she says. ‘I lied about that.’

      I wait, looking at her.

      ‘I’m not ready,’ she says, leaving a silence that I don’t fill. ‘What, you are?’

      ‘I just… I guess I don’t see the point in thinking about it when there’s nothing I can do to change it.’

      ‘So going into Service? Your Union? You’re not worried about any of it?’

      ‘Why bother worrying when it’s all going to happen whether I want it to or not?’

      She looks at me, up from under her eyebrows, lips stiff, then she unpauses the game for a bit, makes another move, pauses it again. ‘So who do you think you’ll get? For your Union?’

      I shrug. ‘The whole thing’s a joke so what difference does it make?’

      She watches me with the same expression in her pretty, wide-spaced eyes.

      ‘When did you get like this?’ she asks me.

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like nothing matters.’

      And this is the point at which I realise why Emme and I haven’t been getting on lately: she still thinks you can make sense of this pointless existence of ours and I already know that you can’t.
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      My sister, Pandora, married Cain almost a year ago and now, at nineteen, she is seven months pregnant. And man is she a pig in muck. All she does is laugh, and make little clothes, and invite all the young mums round so they can give her stuff and rub her belly. Cain thinks it’s all so great too. And to think that I once thought he was cool. To see him now, dumb as anything and cooing over her and her belly, I hardly even know this guy. I used to be so jealous of my sister that her life partner was actually someone OK, and now he is just such a loser I can hardly even look at him. I’m not so disappointed in Pandora because I always knew she was lame. But sometimes I’m amazed how little we actually have in common. All those years in the same quarters and now all she does is knit booties.

      Normal people would have moved into their own family quarters by now but my sister isn’t normal and only just applied for hers. This is because she is under the misconception that my dad and I actually like having her around. I know this because Cain told me she was so worried about how we would cope without her that she was planning for them to stay even after the baby was born, to which I answered that I had far graver concerns about how we would cope WITH her than without. I mean, the whole thing is dysfunctional beyond words. My dad doesn’t even seem to know how to sit between us any more at leisure time. He’s been sitting there silent while we argued over his head for a long time now, and he wouldn’t say anything, maybe just laugh sometimes at things we said and sometimes say, ‘Girls, come on,’ but we always knew he was kind of enjoying it, especially as we would both kiss him on the head before we went to bed. But now, I don’t know, it’s like Cain and Pandora are being dumb and only talking to each other and Dad and I are just watching the screens, but mostly I’m just thinking about what an idiot Pan is for being so happy at the prospect of the miserable existence that lies ahead of her.

      So maybe, the day I wake up and it’s my last day in Education, I’m just hoping I never turn into her; maybe I’m just hoping I get to the end of this day without my brain trickling out of my ear.

      We have Father Seth first who has basically spent the last decade telling us Bible stories and has stopped by on our final day in this pokey little grey room to explain to us the meaning of life, or the meaning of life the way he sees it in any case. Naturally Jonah’s the only person really paying attention; he’s the only one who cares about this stuff. I mean, Emme’s taking all the notes in the world because she always does but you can tell she’s on autopilot.

      ‘Now, Generation 84, this is your time.’ This is just the kind of cheese Father Seth comes out with on a regular basis. There are thirty-five of us in this class, ranging from fifteen to seventeen; just the latest batch of workers churned out by what is, essentially, a production line. Education only have three classrooms so you spend three years in Education A, three in Education B, three in C, and then you’re out, and they start making life miserable for a new consignment of six to eight year olds who are just about to begin wishing they’d never been born.

      By the time I tune back in, Father Seth is warming to his theme, beaming through the beard that seems to be obligatory for guys who are into God. ‘This is your moment, Generation 84. Your life path is just about to unfold before you; the life that God has chosen for you.’

      Which, you know, is just more of him laying on the crap, because God has exactly ZERO to do with the stuff that goes down here, and he knows it.

      ‘And tomorrow you will discover who among your classmates will be the one to accompany you into adulthood and parenthood, to fulfil your life’s great purpose, here on Ventura.’

      To which Ezra Lomax says, ‘Try not to fight over me, girls. Sadly only one of you can be the lucky lady,’ which is typical, and most people laugh, though you can even tell from the way some of the girls (including Emme) giggle that they’re praying it’s them. Idiots. I mean, he’s the captain’s son and he’s so convinced he’s hot he kind of manages to make other people believe it too, but that is the sum total of what he’s got going for him.

      After Father Seth, we have Lieutenant Maria Fernanda for the last time ever, and while all we’re thinking about is going into Service on Monday and what our commissions will be she decides to show us a video about how life evolved on Earth. It’s a pretty old show; you can tell it’s from way back in a time when they hadn’t even thought about all this, hadn’t even considered that one day they would pack eight hundred and eighty-eight people into a big tin can and fire them off into the universe never to be seen again. And she then uses all this as her launch pad for going on about how lucky we are that we don’t live like animals any more, how great it is that families are designed and regulated without the complications of erratic emotional and sexual attachments causing chaos, how blessed we are that Science come along and hoover up our eggs so they can make our babies for us on a Petri dish, a strictly controlled number in each five-year cycle, half males and half females, like some kind of interstellar cattle ranch. And as an added bonus, we don’t have to be bothered with all the unsavoury unpredictability, illness and imperfection that used to plague us back when we were real human beings. Lucky us, because now we only have the diseases that we have created for ourselves.

      Then we have the last of our unholy trinity, Dr Pen, who shows us the Ventura Communications Incorporated publicity video we have (by now) seen a million times, in which they play us the pulsey, surgey sound of the Signal, the one a whole team of people have already spent more than a hundred years trying to decode (to no avail) and which we are following all the way to Epsilon Eridani, even though it is taking us three hundred and fifty years each way, just to see what they have to say for themselves, if it even is a ‘them’ and not some fart of cosmic feedback. And I mean, in an odd way, even though I guess I should hate that signal, the stupid signal that is actually the only reason that any of this, including me, exists at all, I’ve always kind of liked it. It’s so stubborn. It just keeps going. And for more than a hundred years, no one has been able to crack its code (if it has one), and it’s just this mess, this absolute mess of sound, and yet enough people believed in it, believed it was calling to us, that it made all of this happen. I guess all that really proves is just how desperately we don’t want to be alone.

      This is all as a precursor to this incredibly lame party they throw between two and three – a bit of karaoke (that’s what we do for fun round here) and all of us standing around super awkward while the teachers pretend to get teary and make dumb speeches about each of us and about how happy we’re going to be.

      I guess I don’t talk to anyone much at this point since it is all way beyond weird. There’s a few of the guys that I’ve been friends with over the last however long, mostly because I like video games and Emme doesn’t that much, but I swear I can’t even face them with it hanging over us that we might find out tomorrow that we’re about to be husband and wife. Instead I keep my head down and stay tucked into the corner with Emme.

      ‘So come on, really, who do you think you’ll get?’ she asks me.

      I rest my chin on my palm as I look at her, amazed at how heavy my head feels. ‘I told you, I —’

      She raises her hands. ‘OK, I know, you don’t care. Then who do you think I’ll get?’

      ‘I know you’re hoping to get Ezra.’

      She grins. ‘Who wouldn’t though, right? Captain’s son. Insanely hot.’

      I make a face. ‘Emme, haven’t you ever noticed how much he loves himself?’

      She shrugs. ‘I know, but I think I could live with it.’

      This is when Brandon finishes up on the karaoke and calls Emme for her turn, and while he’s standing there waiting to hand her the microphone she is holding her hand out to me.

      ‘Come on, Seren, duet with me, for old times’ sake,’ she says, and I swear I actually shudder.

      ‘I think I’ll sit this one out,’ I say.

      ‘Come on!’ she says, jumping up and down a little and grabbing my hand, which I reclaim while glaring at her.

      ‘No, Em. I mean it.’ This is when she shrugs, only letting her smile slip a little before heading to the stage, and she literally gets there just in time to cue in.

      Emme’s not the best singer in the world but she can hit notes pretty proficiently and she has so much confidence that she makes it look good. I’ve always wished I could do it the way she does but even on the rare occasion I get talked into it I always decide the only way I can style it out is by playing some kind of even darker, broodier version of myself. It’s not that I don’t want to enjoy things – it just doesn’t seem like something I can do. Like something I was born with. Or without.

      I find myself looking round the room at all the people I have spent every miserable day with for way too long, sitting on desks and looking pale under the harsh lights, and my eyes come to rest on Jonah sitting reading in the corner diagonally opposite, probably the Bible knowing him, like none of it is even happening at all. Weird that, as identical twins, Ezra and he look so similar and yet couldn’t be more different. Then we all write stupid messages on each other’s T-shirts as if all the time we wasted in this little room actually meant anything of any real relevance, and then the beeps go for second session and thankfully we’re done.
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      Graduation day. We have to wear full-dress for it, and this is the first time I’ve ever had to do that so mine is brand-new, packet-fresh, shirt and tie and grey blazer that buttons all the way up and this weird round hat thing that has the same little Ventura emblem on the front of it that our usual clothes do, but this time it is silvery and metal and cold rather than just stitched in. I look at myself in the mirror for a while, thinking about it all, trying to get it to sink in. By the end of this day I will not be in Education any more. By the end of this day I will be in Service, two years, mandatory, before I specialise. Working eight-hour shifts five days a week. By the end of this day I will know who I will have to spend my life with, have genetically engineered children with, pretend to love.

      Captain Katerina Lomax, aka Captain Kat, aka the master of all she surveys and the one who runs the show now that the old captain, Captain Lee, has been dead some four years, takes the stage in her navy-blue full-dress Command uniform. Despite being only in her mid-thirties and having two weird kids and a dead husband she has spent her life climbing up every level until she seems to have found herself exactly where she wants to be, that is to say, the top. She’s this tall, insanely hot blonde, so you don’t have to spend too long wondering how it is that all these doors have opened to her but, whatever, she has definitely made it her mission to maximise on the opportunities there were. My sister, for one, thinks she’s pretty much the Lord God Almighty, but has never really been able to justify this opinion or shake me from mine that she’s actually just kind of scary and possibly not all that sane. Anyway, here Dad is next to me, Pan on his far side with Cain, and Dad’s taking my hand as we sit in the absolute ice-chill of the drill hall and watch the captain approach the podium.

      ‘As you know, this year marks eighty-four years since the Ventura left Earth, and a projected two hundred and sixty-two remain until we reach our destination. We were the sacrifice the people of Earth were prepared to make to find out what may or may not exist in Epsilon Eridani. Yes, you heard me, I said sacrifice. I’m not denying, and I never will, that we have had to make huge sacrifices in the name of this mission.

      ‘When Ventura Communications Incorporated first became sponsors of NASA and the European Space Agency’s joint SETI programme they could have no idea where it would take them. The coded message they discovered, originating in the region of the star system Epsilon Eridani, was just the beginning. When our mission was first conceived, there was a series of problems that needed to be solved. First were the ships: powerful, nuclear-fusion-fuelled, self-sufficient. The ability to generate artificial gravity. The capacity to synthesise virtually any food from a basis of fish and egg proteins and to filter water and air ad infinitum meant that the only weak link left in the chain was us, was our mortality. Once it became clear that the journey could never be covered within a lifetime, the concept of the multi-generational crew was born.

      ‘We are one of the interstellar generations. We’ve never seen Earth; we’ll never see where we’re going. This ship, eighty-four years into a seven-hundred-year journey, will be all we ever know. All our children ever know. It was all our parents ever knew. Our descendants will be the ones to reach the destination, and their ancestors will one day return to Earth, carrying the most exciting news humanity has ever received. But in the meantime it is important that we remember who we are, that we carry with us the culture, the morals, the ideals of home. That we are of Earth, even if we’ve never seen it.

      ‘For this reason the Education you are now finishing is absolutely vital to this mission, and I know that each and every one of you has done your best and appreciated every moment. Now it is your turn to take your place among your crew, to give back, to contribute to your society and become as productive a member of it as you can be, and step one of this is your Service. Two years in which you will serve in Maintenance, Production, Domestic and other divisions and during which time you will prove reliable, adaptable and hardworking, and hopefully discover your calling.

      ‘No less important is your Union. Today you will find out who among your classmates will be your life partner. Our breeding programme is one of the cornerstones of our mission and we know you will play your role with pride and joy, just as your parents did and their parents before them.

      ‘So, without further ado, it is with great honour that I announce the graduating class of Mission Date 84.’

      Everyone claps and all I want to do is puke. Pan is reaching across Dad and squeezing my hand while he crunches my shoulder bones and smiles – SMILES for God’s sake – as if there’s any way this could turn out except horrible. I mean, really, he has no idea.

      By the time I tune back in to Captain Kat it turns out she actually has something relatively interesting to say for once. ‘Before we reveal the new Unions, we have a special announcement to make. One of this year’s alumni has been chosen for a very special life path, and I am overjoyed to tell you that it is none other than my own son, Jonah Lomax, who has been called to a life in the priesthood, and we are, of course, so, so happy for him.’ She has these glittering tears perfectly positioned in her eyes as she claps and he gets up to head to the stage and we all watch him, pretty much slack-jawed and what the heck. I mean, there is just no limit to the crap this woman can pull. It’s not like it’s totally out of the blue or anything because he has always been pretty heavily into that stuff, but it’s way too convenient a way to deal with the unexpected splitting of an egg seventeen years ago. And I don’t even know whether I feel sorry for Jonah as I watch him walk up there and stand looking dazed while Father Seth lays the purple sash around his neck or whether I’m actually incredibly jealous of him, because he just got himself a one-way ticket out of this mess.

      Anyway there’s no time to think about it; Captain Kat is in her element as the lights go down and the Union announcements begin, pictures popping up on the big screen to much hooting and applause. OK, so the good news is at least I don’t get lumbered with Arthur (Phoebe does), and Erica gets Nico (oh man, that’s the worst). Emme knows she’s next, and so do I, and we catch each other’s eye though she’s all the way across the room with her mum and dad and grandma who are just about going mental with suspense and then there her picture is, really pretty actually though she knew what the picture was for so there’s also this barely concealed look of terror on her face. And I can hardly look at the photo that appears next to her… and it’s Leon Witney, which, you know, could be worse actually. I mean, he’s kind of weird and quiet and stuttery and boring, but I’m looking over and giving Emme the thumbs up because, jeez, it could have been Ezra, which is in fact the Worst Case Scenario no matter what she might have thought she wanted.

      So, yeah, I bet you’re way ahead of me now, and can already guess whose picture comes up next to mine. There are a few more people before me but… yep. You got it. There’s me, with a totally hacked-off expression and white as fish flesh, and there next to me is Ezra. Ezra Lomax. My life partner. The father of my unborn children. And announcing it, his mother, who has the cheek to raise an eyebrow a little as she takes it in. And then she’s looking at him, her spawn, over to one side of the front row, his light hair falling all over his face as he slides a look at me over his shoulder in super slow motion, our eyes meeting once, and then we have to walk up there. We actually have to get up and make our legs work and go up there to get our certificates and it all happens to me but more like to someone else and then I’m there, standing there with him, HIM, the heat of his arm intercepting with the heat of my arm until I move it a little away and even over the sound of the crowd (who by the way I can’t even see I am SO freaked) I can hear him and he is – WHAT? – humming. Humming. Not a tune or anything, just a sound, one long, flat sound, like an angry bee.

      Here is Ezra Lomax in a few words: arrogant, bully, completely in love with himself. And, you know what, I’m standing there and it’s slowly dawning on me that I always knew. Not in a good way, more in the way that I knew life would never actually go well for me.

      And afterwards we stand there and it goes like this:

      Him: Well…

      Me: Well…

      Him: That’s um…

      Me: Yeah.

      Him: I guess, er…

      Me: What?

      Him (stuffing his hands in his pockets because he doesn’t seem to know what else to do with them): I don’t know, I guess…

      Me: What?

      Him (laughing): Man, like, I don’t even know.

      And all this time everyone is kind of shuffling around. I mean, they’ve had their big clapathon and there are lots of people dabbing their eyes and I suppose I should be feeling some big kind of watershed moment is happening but actually all I feel is dry-mouthed, sick, sweaty, a bit like my eyes aren’t working. Maybe how it would feel to have a brain tumour or something like that. And since all the families are now gathering to do awkward hugs, mine appear and stand there looking at me like they’re so terrified of what I might do that in the end I actually feel bad for them, so I force my face into something approximating a smile. Almost like it was a signal they were waiting for, they all come to life, Dad pulling me into this kind of headlock and kissing me on the eye, Cain circling me with one arm and reaching to shake Ezra’s hand with the other, Pan crushing my hands and squealing in my face about how excited she is. Grandpa catches my eye from the back where he is in full-dress black Security uniform, tall and impenetrable and overseeing it all, and gives me one of his hardly visible winks.

      I watch Dad take Ezra’s hand and simultaneously slap him on the back so hard he staggers forward. ‘Good man,’ he says, probably trying to convince himself more than anything. I know for a fact that he isn’t crazy about him or his family, but I can already guess that everyone thinks it’s kind of a big deal that he’s the captain’s son and that, you know, there may be perks to this, but God knows what they are. I’m really not sure I want to find out.

      Yeah, so at this point Captain Kat has been over with Jonah, doing her whole delighted mother bit (everyone knows he’s her favourite though of course she isn’t exactly spoilt for choice because they both have their issues), but then she’s on her way over to us and then she’s standing there, breathing out musically, looking at me first with these little diamond-like tears in her blue eyes.

      ‘What a joy! What a precious moment this is, to stand here and look at each other and anticipate a lifetime of happiness,’ she says, and I’m thinking how right my dad is when he says she’s full of it. She’s the kind of person who should only be seen on the screens; seriously, she is just too much for real life – too tall, too blonde, too much of everything.

      She doesn’t hug Ezra or me; instead she puts a hand on the side of each of our faces and looks from one to the other while acting like she’s about to shed a tear. Then next thing you know she is holding Dad’s hand between hers, then Pan’s, then Cain’s, though they barely seem to register with her because she is mostly just on her way to Grandpa.

      ‘Oh Joshua,’ she says, once she gets to him, resting her hand on his arm where it grips his hat into his side. ‘How perfect this is! We couldn’t even have hoped for this. Our families have been so fractured, so tested, and now we can be whole again and move forward together. I am, truly, overwhelmed by God’s grace.’

      I watch Grandpa then, the way he looks at Ezra, who’s standing there doing this permanent scowl that he always does and messing around with his hair which is ridiculous by anyone’s standards but definitely by Grandpa’s, and you can tell he’s wondering how it all came to this. This is mostly because he was so tight with the old captain, Captain Lee, as they were in Education together, and Captain Lee did things a certain way and since Captain Kat’s been around there’s been a sense of something new, but not in a good way, if you see what I mean.

      Anyway, so all this goes on and then we’re meant to drink fizzy wine (our first official alcohol) and eat these vile cakes the colour of raw meat that have been laid out on a table and, I don’t know, mingle or something, but we don’t. Or rather I don’t. I just stand there with people talking around me and every time someone speaks to me the only thing I say is ‘What?’ because I swear to you I cannot even hear anyone or anything. And at one awful moment this guy from Cultural is going round taking pictures of everyone and he arrives and I realise, even though I still can’t make out a word anyone says, that he wants one of us together, as the future Mr and Mrs Lomax. So we stand there and the way Ezra has his arm round me I smell him, the awful deodorant he uses that is sweet with this undertone that is almost urine-like, and all I can think about is that time, down in Engineering on a school trip, when we made a point of ‘getting lost’ all because he swore blind he had his own shuttle and he knew how to drive it and in the end all it was was him putting on his pretty lame moves. And now here we are and he has his hand spread across the small of my back and he is tapping me: tap tap tap. Morse code for something, probably, but nothing I would ever want to know.
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      I don’t think it’s fair that Pan and Dad, aka the only people left in my actual immediate family per se, get to decide that I have a psychological issue and declare me depressed just because I go straight to my room from graduation and refuse to speak or move for a couple of days. In my opinion the very fact that I hate the way this place works just proves that I am the only one round here who isn’t insane.

      ‘You asked me how I feel and the honest truth is sometimes I think it would be better not to exist.’ As soon as I’ve said this I know I shouldn’t have done, I know that this has just pressed one of Dad’s worst buttons and looking at him with this crease he gets above his top lip when he’s upset I know I’ve Overstepped the Line.

      ‘Seren, I am taking you to Med to see Dr Maddox, for your own good.’ This is Dad, having run out of patience with me.

      ‘No.’ But I’m not angry any more, just sad, feeling like I have something as big and as hard as a coffee mug rammed in my throat where I will never be able to swallow it, let alone talk round it, and feeling that there is a crease above my top lip too, answering Dad’s.

      At a loss he sighs, and stretches his arms back so that they hit my shelf, where my only actual physical book, a copy of Tender Is the Night which belonged to Great Granny Bea, sits open, face down, gathering dark dust. After a moment of looking at it, he says, ‘You used to read so much, Seren. And now I never see you reading.’

      ‘Dad…’

      But he holds his hand up, has his say. ‘I could never get you off your pod. You were working your way through the whole library at one point, and you loved it. Why don’t you ever do that any more?’

      ‘There just –’ I shrug ‘– doesn’t seem any point. I mean, what even is the point in reading about a real life in a world that for all we know doesn’t even exist any more, when all there really is or will ever be is this place? These grey walls, grey ceiling, grey uniform… this cold, this dark…’ I shake my head, regretting everything I say even as I say it. Not because it’s not true, but because I know that every word that comes out of my mouth only makes it worse.

      Dad pulls off his cap then and leans forward over his knees, rubbing his hair back and forth and back and forth so that when he stops it is all sticking up. There is a lacy patch of red along the side of his neck, spreeing he calls it, from the cold in the Production bay. I get so annoyed at him right then, letting himself get cold like that. I get so annoyed at him for being so lonely and so alone, and letting me be.

      ‘I just can’t see what the point of it all is,’ I say.

      He looks up at me, pushes his cap back on, tugs at his nose, looks at the floor, his face telling the story of how he’s been here and done all this before.

      ‘The point is: get up, do your work, come home, love your family, full stop. That’s what the point is. Keep going. Keep going. We have to do that for our kids and for their kids and for those who come after. It’s the same thing on Ventura as it would have been on a planet, Seren. You just think there’s more to it than there is. You think there’s something else that you’re missing, but there isn’t.’

      ‘How do you know, though?’

      ‘I just…’ He shrugs, slumping forward again. ‘I know, baby, trust me.’

      I look up at the vent in my ceiling then, so desperate not to be as trapped in this room as I know I’m about to feel.

      Dad puts his hand on my knee. ‘Seren, the life path you have is a good one. I don’t know why you can’t see that. I don’t know why you won’t let it unfold in front of you with a happy heart.’

      ‘What? Marrying Ezra Lomax, that arrogant pig, and squeezing out his evil babies, who are going to spend their whole lives stuck in this thing before getting flushed out into the vacuum along with the sewage?’

      ‘You just can’t see the good in anything at all, and the last person I heard talking like this was very unwell…’ Referencing my mother, of course, who made a point of getting herself sucked out of the airlock just after I was born.

      ‘Are you sure she was unwell? Are you sure she wasn’t just sick of all this? Sick of you?’

      So, yeah, obviously this is where he just gets up and leaves, and I feel so horrible that it turns out he wins this one, by default.

      I agree to go to Med but I put my foot down as far as Dad coming with me goes. So I’m here in the waiting room, and I guess everyone here knows that this is the evening for the mental health clinic, so we’re all looking at each other out of the corner of our eyes, looking but pretending we’re not looking, wondering which one of us is the craziest. Just about everyone else here is in pairs. There’s a young guy from Cultural with his mother, a couple, and also two older women.

      And then there’s Domingo Suarez.

      He’s talking to those two older women the first time I see him, in Spanish, and because there aren’t that many people who actually speak Spanish these days, seeing someone do it is impressive somehow, almost like a magic trick. He notices me watching him at one point and so he keeps sneaking his eyes over to me while he’s talking, almost like he’s including me in his conversation, the one I basically can’t understand at all, when all of a sudden he’s clearly said something pretty funny because both his aunties, or whoever they are, crease up laughing and so does he, and they’re all slapping their knees and whatever else.

      It’s only after this that I notice his mouth. It’s soft, full, dark against white teeth, beautiful. And when he smiles, runs a hand through shining hair that is as black as water at night, I am absolutely stopped, dead in my tracks, literally slack-jawed with astonishment at his never-before-noticed hotness in all its glory.

      I don’t know exactly how I look at that moment but I guess it’s pretty weird, what with the way I don’t manage to recover quick enough to hide the fact that I am essentially gaping right at him and, sure enough, he catches me and loses his smile right away. He looks back at the women but you can tell he’s only fake-smiling, totally distracted, and then only a few seconds later he is excusing himself, getting up, and I think he’s going to leave, but then he’s next to me.

      I don’t look at him at first, in fact I’m so uncomfortable I am looking down at my pod, pretending to read even though all I’m doing is running my eyes over the same few words again and again. He watches me, watches the side of my face, then looks down at his hands where he clasps them loosely between his spread knees. Then he watches me some more. Finally he moves his elbow a little, just until it touches my side, so of course I have to look at him then, which I do, with as filthy a glare as I can muster even though I know I’m kind of smiling too. He meets my eye, smiling at first, then mocking my scowl by matching it, then smiling again.

      ‘You don’t remember me?’ he says then, a question that throws me, because I was pretty sure that he would be the one not to remember me. ‘I was in Education with your sister.’

      ‘I… You…?’ And so I just go back to staring at him.

      ‘I… You…’ he mocks, laughing at me, flashing those white teeth again.

      And this is when the woman at the Med desk says, ‘Seren Hemple?’ because it’s my turn, and right at the same time, BLEEP, there my name is, twenty centimetres tall on a screen on the wall, and I swallow hard.

      Domingo looks from the screen back at me, then back at the screen, then me again, waiting for me to get up and go. When I don’t he laughs, leans in to me, raises his hand to his mouth to stage-whisper behind it, ‘Shall we get out of here, Seren?’

      And I say, ‘I don’t know you.’

      ‘You do. We just established that. I’m Domingo Suarez. I was in Education with your sister.’

      BLEEP. My name flashes again and by now everyone is looking at me, including Domingo’s aunties, who I had completely forgotten about. And all I am doing is sitting there and thinking that maybe I don’t have to be this person, the person sitting in Med waiting to see her shrink, not if I don’t want to be, and about how there was only this one possible outcome when I walked in this door, and now it seems like there are so many different ones, and all of them are better.

      ‘Let’s go,’ he says then, and even though he gestures just the tiniest bit with his head and shoulder as he gets up, somehow irresistibly I am following him, up and out of the clinic, along the main Med corridor where I have to pass my name on another couple of screens before we make it out on to South Main and it is only once we have put a bit of distance between us and Med that we look at each other again, and then I stop.

      ‘Your aunties!’

      He laughs. ‘My what?’

      ‘You left your aunties, your family, whoever they were, back there in the clinic.’

      He flaps his hand. ‘No, I wasn’t there with them. I just know them somewhat.’

      He pushes his hands in his pockets and falls into step next to me, even though he is so much taller than me that each pace of his is two of mine. For the same reason when he looks at me he leans a little forward and peers back. Neither of us explains what we were doing at the mental health clinic, as if we agree on it silently. Instead he says, ‘So, Seren Hemple, Pandora’s sister, new friend of mine, what do you want to do now you’ve escaped the purgatory of the Med waiting room?’

      And I shrug and say, ‘No real plan, to be honest.’

      ‘No real plan, huh?’ he says. ‘That’s just how I like it.’

      There’s something so intense in it then, in the eye contact he won’t let me break, in the way his arm is almost touching mine but not quite, that when he says, ‘Want to see something cool?’ I know there is no way I could ever say no.

      He asks me to follow him and I do, all the way to the downwards transporters at the south-west corner of the plaza, where we stand looking at each other and while we’re waiting I say, ‘You speak Spanish?’

      He smiles. ‘It’s true.’

      ‘I didn’t think anyone actually did that any more.’

      ‘Some people do. Only the chosen ones.’ I watch his Adam’s apple move when he speaks, then he laughs. ‘Nah, I guess it’s like… if both partners in a Union have grown up speaking it, it just passes on to their kids, you know? Probably won’t last much longer, I guess.’

      ‘Shame.’ I give him a half smile. ‘I like it. It’s cool.’

      ‘Good to know. Note to self: speak more Spanish.’

      I laugh it off, even though it makes me want to fall into a thousand pieces at his feet. I have to change the subject. ‘Where are we going?’

      He leans against the wall and crosses his arms and says, ‘Don’t you like surprises, Seren?’

      And I think about it and say, ‘I don’t actually have much experience with them.’

      And I feel that slow, sweet smile spread from his face on to mine.

      We get off in Production where he shakes hands with a guard before leading me into a space so freezing cold and dark I wonder for a moment if we have gone out an airlock, but that’s when I realise we are in the Fisheries.

      The thing is that Science base most of our food on fish and egg proteins; from these they can basically synthesise anything they like, which is why the only living creatures on Ventura, besides us, are like a million fish and laying chickens. They breed and keep the fish in a series of these huge tanks of water way in the bottom front of the ship where there are actual windows (which is more than we get in our quarters), portholes along the side wall, and through them comes the pale light of Huxley.

      ‘This place is amazing; it’s so cool. Why have I never come here?’

      He grins, holds his hands out to the side and turns slowly. ‘You could almost be on a real beach.’

      I nod, even though it’s so cold the air burns in my throat and chest. I squat, peer down into the darkness of the water, which is when a perfect silver sleek of fish and fin just barely breaks the surface and makes me nearly fall backwards.
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