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      The water moves around my hips as I walk, surging up against me, pulling at me. It isn’t clear or blue like I expected but instead has a skin that is pale and pinkish and scaly, that parts when I touch it with my fingers then stays there as I lift them to my face and study the way it dissolves.

      ‘The ash from the burned-up entry shield,’ says Dom, watching me, then looking up at the deep red ball of the sun. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

      Ezra is ahead of us, the closest to shore, stooped half over and blowing water out of his nose, shaking his head, yelling about something. Mariana is between us and him, walking with her arms crossed over her front, getting slower. I would be getting slower too if Dom wasn’t pulling me; it’s as if I’m melting, as if the water is claiming me.

      Ezra turns back to us, making a face. ‘… fricking gravity…’ is the only part of what he says that I catch over the loud hiss that fires out of the shuttle behind us as it cools in the water, shooting a screaming plume of steam into the sky.

      It’s only as the water gets shallower that I start to really feel it, to feel the way I am almost slowing to a stop.

      ‘We’re nearly there,’ says Dom, squeezing my hand. ‘Fifty metres more, tops.’

      I can’t do much more than look at him with my mouth hanging open. There is all this bruising under his eyes and around his mouth and, as I watch, a large drop of dark blood snakes out of one nostril.

      ‘Are you OK?’ I manage to say, but it cracks in my throat.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘Let’s figure it all out on land.’

      We reach Mariana just as she loses her footing and sits in the water. I push my arm in under hers, pull her up and grip her close to my side while we walk.

      ‘This is just…’ she says, close to my ear, but she doesn’t finish.

      Ahead of us is a long pale beach, backed by trees and plants that stand together so thick and tangled it may as well be a brick wall. It’s hard to tell if the sand is pink and the leaves are dark purple and blue and red the way they seem to be, or whether it’s just the fact that Huxley is casting everything in its blood-red glow. Looking in one direction down the beach I can see where the island ends in a point of low, pale rocks; looking in the other it is punctuated by a mountain, so black and so steep that it is more like the massive blade of a knife, towering up into the sky as if it might be about to fall at any moment. There are more giant black rocks, a forest of knives, stretching out to sea, as if at some point they rained down from space, like we just did. This must be the place for it.

      Explorer 37 groans suddenly like a dying beast in a monster movie, and I turn in time to see it twist in the water, raising a shattered wing to the sky, releasing an orange jet of liquid in a geyser.

      ‘It’s sinking,’ I tell Dom. ‘We can’t let it sink.’

      ‘It won’t sink,’ he says, but before I can ask him how he knows, he is bent double, coughing a string of blood.

      I squeeze his hand and use every bit of effort I have to walk, even though Mariana’s weight on my shoulder feels as if it’s hammering me deep into the sand and Dom is losing ground, wrenching at my hand with every step. It’s only by focusing on Ezra, who is staggering into the shallows, stopping to haul off his undershirt before getting bowled on to his hands and knees by a wave, that I manage to keep going.

      When a wave gets us, Mariana and I manage to stand strong against it, but I feel it take Dom, take his feet, so that he is being sucked away from me. I turn and grab his hand with both of mine, hauling him through the surf as the wave retreats and he is able to get back on his feet. In the gap it leaves we run; we run until we are knee-deep, ankle-deep, falling on to the wet sand, panting there.

      The sky is a deep, vivid pink and it’s snowing. But how can it be? How can it be when the air around me is so hot I can hardly bear to breathe it in?

      ‘It’s snowing,’ I tell Dom, watching a flake fall on his cheek, just below his closed eyes. ‘It’s snowing,’ I say again, looking up at Ezra where he lies on the beach, just above us, his feet close to my face, propped up on his elbows.

      ‘It’s just us,’ Ezra says. ‘Just our debris.’

      Mariana lies on her side a metre away with the surf moving in and out around her, letting it arrange and rearrange her hair. I watch her twist on to her front and lever herself up to vomit something dark into the water.

      ‘Come on,’ I tell her when she’s done, offering her my shaking hand.

      The beach is sloped up from the water in three steps and I get us to the middle one, too afraid to be any closer to the water, too afraid to move any closer to the trees. I go back for Dom and manage to get him to his feet, get him leaning on me for the few heavy steps before he lands on his back.

      ‘You need help?’ I ask Ezra but he shakes his head, stays where he is, turns on to his side to face away from us.

      I sit in the sand next to Dom and Mariana and look at Huxley. She is morphing and melting into a dark red puddle on the horizon, as if she is becoming a part of the sea.

      ‘Sunset,’ I try the word out. ‘Nightfall.’

      I look around the sky, at the way it is blue, red, yellow, lilac, and as I follow it up all the way and over to the opposite side it darkens to a deep blue and shows the first stars.

      ‘There were moons. Weren’t there moons?’

      But nobody answers me, and there aren’t any. Not now.

      I look at Dom, touch the deep purple bruising under his eyes, which makes him open them and roll them around a little before he manages to look at me. They are oddly dark, though, not lit like usual, and that feels so painful it hurts my throat. I smile anyway. The words ‘you almost died’ are still on my lips but I can’t, won’t, say them. He lets his eyes fall closed again.

      I’ve seen this sunset before, watching out of the window on Ventura with my hands cold against the glass while the sun slid behind the flank of the turning planet and for a moment it was orange, its light broken into strands through the atmosphere and mirroring on the surface of the water before it disappeared.

      I used to see that and imagine myself here, right here, watching it with my toes in the sand. As I pan down to my feet and flex them it hardly seems real, especially because it is all so different from how I imagined it would be, Huxley so big and close, divided in half now and shimmering in flame.

      Suddenly the air surges. It sucks and pulls at us, tossing the trees, swirling the falling shreds of debris and scattering sand into my face, burning my eyes so that I have to close them. Mariana buries her face against Dom and screams.

      ‘What is that? What is it? What’s happening?’ I hear her say.

      ‘It’s just the wind,’ says Dom, stroking Mariana’s hair. ‘I guess it’s probably normal.’

      I lie down next to him with my head on his chest.

      ‘It’s getting dark,’ I tell him.

      ‘Yeah.’ He swallows.

      Huxley is now just its very top edge, melting, melting, and then gone, leaving only multicoloured ghosts of itself in the sky.

      ‘What now?’ I ask Dom.

      He moves his hand down my hair. ‘We should try to rest and work out what to do in the morning.’

      Even though there is such a bone-deep ache in me I can hardly move, I know sleep is impossible. For a while all I do is tremble even though I’m hotter than I’ve ever been. The heat is so thick I can’t dry off; if anything I’m just getting wetter. It’s lucky, really, since we all left our uniforms at the bottom of the sea to swim here and are only in our undershirts and underwear and a coating of sand.

      The first noise from the forest makes Dom jolt so hard in fear he knocks my jaw and I bite my tongue and taste blood.

      ‘Oh my God, what is it? What is that? What is it?’ shrieks Mariana.

      ‘Be quiet a minute so we can listen,’ says Ezra, up on one elbow, squinting at the treeline.

      ‘What is it what is it what is it what is it?’ Mariana can’t stop.

      ‘Man, just be quiet, will you?’

      We lie listening to it. Meep. Silence. Meep. Silence. Then we listen as it is joined by another voice, almost the same, just a couple of semitones different, chiming together.

      ‘Insects?’ says Dom. ‘Right? I mean, like, remember those movies? Don’t insects on Earth make noises like that?’

      ‘Why should anything be like it is on Earth?’ says Mariana, lifting her head. ‘We’re millions of miles away from Earth.’

      Ezra lowers himself back on to the sand. ‘Insects seems a reasonable guess, but I’m pretty sure the life scans we ran on the recons showed up nothing beyond microbial level.’

      ‘Deadly microbes,’ I say, without meaning to. ‘Deadly microbes is what we were told.’

      Nobody answers me but we all just sit with it for a few moments.

      ‘Well,’ Ezra sighs eventually, ‘noisy microbes I guess,’ and he wraps his arms around his bare chest and rolls back on to his side.

      I am listening to the sounds so hard that I exhaust myself and slip into some kind of unconsciousness completely against my will. The next thing I know I am waking and it is maybe hours later and I am staring up at the sky, at the gigantic banner of hot blue universe bearing down on me, coming for me, coming to claim me back. I swallow the fear and watch it for a while, realising it is moving, parts of it breaking away to streak all across the sky in pale lines, heading for the horizon, perfectly silent but streaming, beautiful and terrifying all at once. I start to shake again and it wakes Dom, stirring him into stroking my arm.

      ‘What is it?’ he murmurs.

      ‘Shooting stars?’ It’s a phrase I’ve heard but never understood.

      He opens his eyes and watches them in silence. ‘Wow,’ he says, and it calms me.

      ‘Maybe it happens every night?’

      He shakes his head. ‘I think it’s us. We made it. Our dust in the atmosphere.’ He lays his hand on my hair. ‘Our little way of saying, “Hello, new planet.”’ I feel him smile and it makes me do it too. I turn my face to him and we kiss and it is warm and soft and oddly metallic tasting and I never want it to end, but when it does we stay nose to nose and study the wet of each other’s eyes.

      ‘So scared,’ I say.

      ‘I know,’ he says.

      ‘Are you?’ I say with a tremble in my voice.

      ‘It’ll be all right,’ he says, but at the same time he looks at something over my shoulder so fixedly that for a moment I am covered in terror. ‘Look.’ He nods at it, and I turn my head.

      Something huge and dark pink is appearing out of the sea, a bigger version of the sun but with all its light bled away and all its power gone; a ghost of Huxley, bringing with it only a profound silence that overwhelms us.

      ‘One of the moons,’ I breathe.

      We watch it rise, filling the sky with its broad face. It becomes hard not to feel watched.

      ‘Moonrise,’ whispers Dom.

      I turn back to look at him. ‘Is that a real thing?’

      ‘It is if we say it is. It’s our planet.’

      I think about that, blinking at the moon. It only takes a few minutes for the other to join it, peering over the edge of the world, smaller but closer, tucked into its side like company, a friend, a lover, a child, both watching us closely to see what we’ll do next.
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      We’ve almost given up on it ever being daylight again by the time the dawn creeps in, at first just a paleness that is so delicate we don’t dare believe it, then colours that finally make it true and undeniable. We have just begun to feel cold when Huxley herself makes the horizon, and streams her heat and light on to us as if she’s bringing us to life.

      37 lies offshore, shining and silver and blackened and burned, already looking like a chunk of another world, another life. It is barely staying afloat, and of course it has drifted somewhat further out. So this is the point at which we realise we will be totally screwed (Ezra’s words) if we don’t do something about it.

      The sea is so different this morning, pulsing in waves every few seconds, great curving sun-glinting arcs of water that look easily twice as tall as us. They pulverise themselves into a wall of foam when they hit the shallows – mesmerising, beautiful, petrifying.

      Squinting out at it, I say, ‘It wasn’t like this yesterday, was it?’ and Dom shakes his head in my peripheral vision.

      ‘I guess something had just crashed into it. From space and everything, so…’ He shrugs, then looks at me. ‘At least we can swim.’ He puts his arm around my shoulder. ‘Swimming lessons on a space traveller finally come in useful for something,’ he says, and he is smiling.

      We swim out there in a line with Dom at the front until he is treading water and waiting for us. Once I get close to him I realise how tired I am, how flooded with pain every muscle in my body has become, and I try to tell him but I can’t, because every time I open my mouth water fills it. Dom lets me grab at him a few times, lets me dig my nails into the skin on his shoulder, and then he pulls me into the shelter of his body and says, ‘You need to not panic, Seren – you’re wasting energy, and we need you.’

      Which makes me want to be better at it, but not actually any more able to be so.

      ‘I’m going to get you inside so you can operate the winch,’ Dom yells about fifty times before I manage to get him to understand that I have no idea how to go about it. ‘I’ll give you a boost. Just look for it on the On-Planet Utilities menu.’ He tows me right to the side of 37, where the waves batter me repeatedly against the blackened metal. Somehow Dom gets me up to where I can grab the bottom sill of the hatch and I lever myself up, even though my arms are shaking and the whole thing is almost impossible. But finally I get the top half of my body over and I am hanging there, staring down into the nose of the shuttle where I can see the back of our seats and a whole bunch of stuff that has slid down to the front because 37 is pitched forward in the water.

      ‘We need to do this fast, Seren – release the winch cover panel and start unspooling it. The electrics are probably flooded so it may have to be manual, OK?’

      I manage to get the bottom half of my body up over the sill but then gravity takes over and I slide, face first, all the way down the floor into the nose, face-planting on the control panel and mashing my lip into my teeth. While I am trying to get the systems screen to boot up, Mariana drags herself up and over the edge and sits with one leg either side like a sensible person would, and then looks down at me.

      ‘Oh my God, what have you done?’

      I touch my face and see the blood.

      She climbs down to help me figure out the winch release but nothing happens, so we end up watching through the front windscreen while Dom dives down to find the manual release lever, kicking past us like a fish, then rising back up to the turmoil above. He does this four times, then Ezra tries but has to haul himself down using the nose cone because he’s nowhere near the swimmer Dom is. We are staring at the drifting upturned soles of his feet in the blue light when we hear the grind of the lever and the breach alarm sounding. The OPU screen shows that the unspool is in progress so we climb up the seatbacks to where we can hang out of the back door.

      They are swimming away from us, Dom in front and Ezra behind, the thick metal cable slung over their shoulders making their strokes laboured and slow, getting closer to where the waves curl and demolish themselves.

      Once the waves take hold of them they disappear. All we see is the cable tightening and slackening in the broiling foam, and sometimes a leg or a hand. This happens for so long, Mari has to stop me jumping in.

      ‘They’re OK,’ she says, after what seems like eternity, pointing out Dom as he stands, hair all plastered over to one side, eyes wild, fishing Ezra out of the water by his wrist, waving an arm at us. We watch them struggle out on to land, weighed down by the cable. They haul it to the treeline and stand arguing about something for the longest time before they feed it round a trunk and then Ezra makes this weird circular hand motion at us, and I look at Mariana.

      ‘You know what to do?’ I ask her, clambering down towards the control panels while she shakes her head.

      I pull down menus and make selections until we hear it start, grinding at first, whining, as 37 begins to turn in the water, shunting round.

      ‘Well that was easy,’ I say, but it only lasts as long as it takes for us to hit the sand.

      By this time we are close enough to see the disappointed expressions on Dom’s and Ezra’s faces as they watch us crunch to a halt about thirty metres out, the winch mechanism screaming as if in frustration. It keeps going for a while, squealing harder, a rending creak in the front panel, 37 inching forward painfully slowly. Then there is a new sound – a high clean cracking that none of us understand until we realise it is the tree splitting, coming apart, exposing its pale insides, severed by the cable, which whips off down the beach as if it doesn’t give a damn, nearly taking Ezra out in the process.

      Mari is quicker on the uptake than me and has already gone back to the control panel to stop the retraction, which gives Dom and Ezra a chance to unspool it again and look for something that might be strong enough. They’re in the treeline, gone for a while before they appear again and Ezra does that same weird hand signal, but Dom is motioning something else.

      ‘He wants us to come in,’ says Mari, just after I’ve started the retraction. ‘Lighten the load, I’m guessing.’

      We forget about the waves. The second I’ve jumped in Mariana shouts and I look over my shoulder to see it – a wave like a wall, towering, curling, shattering with sun and breaking right over my head.

      And this is what I am thinking: I made it out, I made it out of Ventura, all of that, only to die here, tumbled in the seawater of this alien planet, all because I can’t find up, all because every time I get my head above water there is another giant wave, a wall of water, bearing down on me. It is only Mariana coming to me, catching my wrists, going under with me, tumbling, doing hopeless, awful, sickening somersaults before emerging momentarily to shriek, ‘Get up, get up, get up,’ that makes me do it, that makes me find sand with my feet, only to be knocked away from it again, and again, and again, as if I’m being punched.

      And then I am on the shore, weeping, yelling, coughing hot seawater against my hands while Dom crushes me against his chest and says nothing except, ‘You’re OK now; you’re OK now.’

      I watch 37 make it to the sand through my tears.

      Half an hour later we have almost everything from the storage unit laid out on the sand.

      ‘I think this is a tent.’ Dom pulls out metres and metres of thin orange material from a bag, and scratches his head.

      ‘A tent?’ Ezra makes a face.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘That’s all we have for shelter?’

      Dom looks around him at the forest of boxes and bags punctuating the ten metres of sand between him and where Mariana and I are standing. ‘Looks like it.’

      Ezra flaps a hand. ‘Doesn’t matter. Let’s stick it up. We won’t be here long.’

      Mariana looks at him in horror. ‘We won’t be here long?’

      He starts hauling the contents out of one of the boxes: little packs of freeze-dried food from the look of it. ‘As soon as we can get the boat functional, we need to set out for the continent.’

      Mariana frowns. ‘Wait – what? Why?’

      Ezra doesn’t stop sorting the packs into lines in front of him. ‘Reasons. Too many to go into right now. Let’s get organised before it gets dark.’

      Mariana and I find four bagged-up work uniforms and hats and four rec uniforms, all size medium. They’re more or less OK for her and Ezra but too small for Dom and too big for me, which in the end doesn’t matter that much because I put a work one on for two seconds before I realise we’re never going to be able to wear them in this heat. It’s funny because on Ventura I was always cold, always wondering why they hadn’t made the uniforms warmer or thicker, but now the density of the fabric, the way it hugs my hips, heats me up so intensely I have to tear it off within seconds.

      Mariana watches me kick it into the sand and then studies the one in her lap. ‘We’ll have to cut them up, I guess. One rec uniform each isn’t going to last long.’

      I look around at the bags. ‘Underwear?’

      She shakes her head.

      ‘Seriously?’ I stand with my hands on my hips and watch Dom and Ezra connecting the long looping strand of a tent pole with its component parts. ‘Also, I hate to say this, but I need the toilet.’

      She laughs. ‘You’d better get digging a latrine pit then.’

      I swipe sweat off my face with my forearm and study the treeline, the way the red and blue leaves knit together to hold the darkness in among the dusky pink tree trunks with thorns like knives. Up above, the tops of the trees fan out flat in a plane, meaty and enormous.

      ‘I’ll help you dig one in a bit. But help me work out the solar still first?’ says Mariana.

      ‘The what?’

      She points at a brushed steel and glass pyramid sitting on the sand.

      ‘I managed to build it but I can’t figure out how it works. It says it can make fresh water out of salt so I’m thinking we need it.’

      I squat next to it, but if Mariana can’t master it I doubt I can – every day I spent working alongside her on Ventura showed me how much better she is than me at anything technical. But, miraculously, it gently hums into life twenty minutes later once its cell is charged. By this time we’ve already moved on to the ration packs that Ezra left in the sand, trying to split them into days to see how long they’ll sustain us, realising that they all need to have hot water added to them so we’re going to have to figure out a way to make water hot.

      ‘Hey.’ Ezra, sweat-soaked in only a pair of rec shorts, shades his eyes as he looks at us. ‘We need help if we’re going to get this up before it gets dark again.’

      All they have so far is a lot of shining poles and the orange material laid out across the sand.

      ‘Where are we putting it?’ I frown at Ezra.

      He raises his eyebrows. ‘Um, here?’

      ‘Here?’

      He looks around. ‘You’ve got a better idea?’

      I feel one shoulder rising in a half shrug. ‘Well, shouldn’t we work out a bit more about the island first? It’s not very sheltered here and we don’t…’

      He’s already shaking his head. ‘Hemple, we’re not staying here long enough to worry about it. We can’t.’

      ‘Lomax…’ says Dom, then to me, ‘We’ll put it up here for now. Come and help me.’

      I walk over to him and notice the red skin across the top of his cheeks, his nose, and reach up to press my fingers to it.

      ‘Yeah that’s sore,’ he says, flinching.

      ‘What is it?’

      But he just shrugs.

      The tent is a complete mess by the time we get it up and not at all how I suppose it’s meant to look. It’s lumpy and half collapsed on one side, but by now the sun is leaving the sky again so we spread the sleeping bags out open on the sand as a floor inside and pile everything else on top, trying not to think about the fact that it’s our home now, the only home we have.

      I head to the waterline to wash some of the sand and ash out of my hair, trying to ignore the night coming on. Behind me, Dom and Mariana are using the laser lighter on a tiny swirl of dry leaves, in an attempt to start a fire. Up the beach a little, Ezra is walking the treeline, stopping every few metres to look at something in the sand or peer into the forest.

      Suddenly Mariana is squealing, leaping to her feet, arms in the air.

      ‘Por fin!’ she tells the sky.

      Dom stays to feed the fire a little before standing too, all smiles, pulling her into his arms. Then they remember themselves and squat back down, tending to the tiny smoking bundle on the sand.

      We end up sharing two of the food rations because none of us can remember the last time we ate. Then we just sit and watch the fire as it begins to die. None of us have ever seen a fire before, not in real life. There are these lights in it, colours I never expected, little dancing spirits within that flare up and then die just as quickly.

      The last of the sunlight from our second day here is leaving the sky. Dom sits behind me so that I am between his raised knees, and he yawns against my shoulder. Ezra throws a handful of sand out to the water.

      ‘Need to get that boat inflated tomorrow,’ he says.

      ‘Not the priority.’ Mariana shakes her head. ‘Food is.’

      ‘That will be easier on the continent, I swear to you. I flew over it, remember.’

      ‘How far away is it?’ asks Dom.

      Ezra doesn’t answer.

      ‘You don’t even know? It would be crazy, man. You saw what that ocean did to us today.’

      ‘I can use the computer to figure it all out before we set off anywhere.’ Ezra throws more sand at the sea.

      ‘We haven’t even checked out the island properly yet,’ I say and just then, as if on cue, the noise from the forest starts up again and we all freeze to listen to it, that one lonely voice that peeps away in the forest, soon joined by another, then another.

      ‘In the morning we explore,’ says Dom, close to my ear.

      Mariana turns from the fire to look at him for a moment.

      ‘What?’ he says. ‘Stay here if you like, Mari – we need someone to organise things anyway. Seren can stay too.’ He kisses my neck.

      I twist to him. ‘I’m not staying here. I’m going with you.’

      He smiles slowly. ‘Well OK, then.’

      ‘Water,’ says Ezra.

      And Mariana says, ‘You’ll have to see if there’s any in the still.’

      He shakes his head. ‘No, I mean, we need to look for water. We can’t rely on the still. What if it breaks down? Surely life on Ventura taught you that tech is unreliable. We had entire teams of people spending their lives going round fixing stuff as it broke.’

      ‘Yes, Lomax,’ says Mariana. ‘We are probably a lot more aware of that than you.’

      He scowls at her over the fire, but doesn’t say anything else.

      I look up at the stars that are beginning to appear. None of them are shooting tonight.
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      I hear footsteps squeaking in the sand behind me while I’m standing in the shallows splashing my face the next morning. When I turn it is Ezra.

      ‘I’m going to check around the base of that mountain. It seems like a place there could be water.’

      I look down the coast to where the mountain of black rock is painting its shadow across the island. ‘I thought you were going to stay here and work on the boat.’ I cut a sideways glance at him.

      ‘I still say we should go. While the still is working, while we have supplies – we should go. But it’s high-risk, for sure, so I’m willing to give the island a chance to change my mind first.’

      I watch him disappear down the beach in the heatwaves shimmering off the sand. Dom arrives next to me.

      ‘Are you ready?’ he says.

      I slide my arm around him and knock my hand against something tucked down the back of his shorts.

      ‘Careful,’ he says, stepping away and reaching around to pull out a short curving sword. Both of us stare at the glare of sun on the blade.

      It makes me laugh nervously. ‘What the hell is that?’

      ‘Bush knife,’ he says, turning it a little to admire it. ‘I’m quite impressed that it was in the On-Planet toolkit. We’re going to need it.’

      ‘For?’ I almost swallow the word.

      He points it at the treeline. ‘Making any headway whatsoever in that.’

      Mariana’s inside 37, stripping it for anything else useful, so we just call goodbye to her when we leave. We walk along the coast a little looking for anything that might look like an easier access point into the forest. Dom takes my hand, and it’s weird because for a moment it’s almost as if we’re shy with each other.

      ‘We made it,’ he says, a little out of breath from walking in the sand.

      The first thing that comes into my mind to say is that we almost didn’t – he almost didn’t – but I bite it back. Instead I move on to the next scary thing and say, ‘What are we going to do now, though?’

      He smiles. ‘Figure it out as we go along.’

      ‘Figure it out?’

      He stops and takes my head in his hands, holds it there. ‘I love you,’ he says, which doesn’t seem relevant at all but makes me smile, and when he leans in close I kiss him, say I love him too.

      The red skin across his nose is getting worse, peeling up a little, and his lips look cracked.

      ‘What’s happening?’ I ask, running my thumb along his cheekbone.

      ‘I think it’s the sun.’ He touches the places on his chest and shoulders where the skin is starting to pucker and I notice the way the rest of his torso is darker too, browner in varying tones, like the shading on a drawing. It’s lovely, actually.

      ‘Suntan.’ I remember the word from books and movies. ‘Sunburn.’

      ‘You’re getting it too,’ he says, touching my cheek so that I flinch away in pain and it makes him laugh. ‘The good news is that you’re also getting freckles, and they’re incredibly cute.’ He kisses me just under my eye. ‘You never told me you had freckles.’

      ‘I didn’t know myself.’

      ‘What other secrets do you have, huh, estrellita?’ he purrs, his lips close to mine, and for a second all I want to do is pull him against me, down into the sand, and show him everything he doesn’t yet know. But he just kisses me once and says, ‘You should wear this,’ pulling a Ventura cap out of his pocket, pushing it on to my head. ‘To keep the sun off.’ Then he takes my hand and half winks. ‘Let’s go.’

      We walk along the solid wall of the forest for half an hour before we reach the headland that reaches out into the sea. We step over low, wet rocks until we round the point and find ourselves in another long sweeping pale bay, also walled by forest. The only difference is that the sea here is as smooth and glassy as the pool on Ventura.

      ‘Zero waves,’ I tell Dom.

      ‘Yeah. Weird,’ he says.

      ‘Angle of the land?’ I wonder, then I see something offshore, just under the surface, lumpy and pale. ‘Or maybe those rocks are protecting it. Either way, I already like it better here.’

      He squeezes my hand.

      Halfway along its length it gets even better. We find a gap in the forest wall, and a reason for it – a stream running out of the forest. Dom squats and tastes a drop while I squint down the gap into the solid darkness of its tunnel.

      ‘Fresh,’ says Dom, rubbing some on his face. ‘Jackpot.’

      I fill my hands with the coolness of it, and I’m just about to gulp it down when Dom says, ‘No, estrellita, don’t.’

      I frown at him.

      ‘Lomax was saying this morning we shouldn’t drink any water we haven’t boiled first.’

      Just then I spot something over his shoulder, gleaming dully just inside the tunnel, next to the stream. I crawl along the rocks until I can get to it, close my hand around it, and it is so meaty and soft and warm that I drop it in horror.

      ‘What is it?’ asks Dom.

      I reach for it again, pull it out into the light. It’s purple, shining, slightly bigger than my hand, drawing into a deep red point at either end.

      ‘It’s fruit.’ I look up at him. ‘Right?’

      He raises an eyebrow. ‘I mean, it looks like it.’ He takes it from me, plunges his thumbs in and parts it, revealing pink flesh, red pips. It is almost horrifically like a body part. He raises it to his face and sniffs. ‘Smells good.’ He goes to take a bite.

      ‘Dom, don’t!’ I push at his hand.

      ‘Why? I’ll just try a bit – how else are we going to know?’

      He sucks it a little against his lips, then bites, chews thoughtfully, before looking up at me, smiling, a bit of it still stuck on his front tooth.

      ‘It’s good,’ he says, going for another bite. ‘Really sweet, actually.’

      I take it from him and he watches me bite it, filling my mouth with a taste that is so strong my brain doesn’t even process it at first, I just feel it behind my eyes.

      ‘I guess that’s about what fruit should be like,’ I say and then I look up above us, at the inner ceiling of the tunnel, where I see them, in among the branches, shining in the gloom, loads of them. ‘Let’s pick some and take them back.’

      Dom’s tall enough to reach so he twists them off the stems and fills the bag while I walk up the stream about ten metres, listening to the silence, straining my eyes in the darkness.

      ‘Estrellita, come and look at this.’

      I walk back to him where he is standing on the beach, gazing up at the sky, which is blooming with cloud, thick and dark. There’s loads of it, bunching together, getting a little purple underneath.

      I feel my mouth fall open. ‘Where did it come from?’

      He shrugs.

      ‘Does it mean it’ll rain?’

      Another shrug, but he smiles down at me as he says, ‘I kind of want it to, though, don’t you?’

      I love this thing Dom does sometimes, like right now, where he moves in as if to kiss me but stops just short, lips parted, his mouth maybe not even a centimetre from mine, waiting to see if I’ll come the rest of the way to him. I will, I always do, I always will.

       

      We get back to camp mid-afternoon. Mariana is digging a hole near the broken tree when we get there, covered in mud, wiping her mouth on her sleeve as we offer her a fruit. She eyes it suspiciously before taking it and peeling it carefully with her fingers.

      We sit watching the clouds and eat a whole fruit each, dripping juice into the sand between our knees, before Mariana and Dom start on a fire again. I’m looking along the beach for Ezra when I see this weird pop of light in one of the clouds that scares me, and then hear a noise that makes me cower against the ground and hold my head, wondering if the shard-mountain has picked this day to fall. But it hasn’t. Lightning and thunder. Something that’s only ever been theory to me until now.

      I turn to Dom to find him coughing dark blobs into the sand. ‘OK, don’t eat any more fruit,’ he laughs, before running to Mari’s half-dug latrine.

      It gets to me next, of course, first only as a cramp that cleaves my body in two, then as an icy sweat, then as vomit that forces its way out of me, then the rest.

      Ezra arrives back just as Mari makes it halfway to the latrine pit before puking in her hands, and then he watches Dom and me groaning and shivering on the floor of the tent.

      ‘What did you eat? And why the hell didn’t you sample-test it first?’ He dumps an armful of firewood on the sand at the doorway.

      ‘Did you find anything?’ Dom manages to ask in a feeble voice.

      ‘Nothing we didn’t already know about. Impenetrable jungle, unscaleable cliffs, rancid soil.’ I notice the scratches all along Ezra’s arms, probably from the thorns on the trees. ‘On the plus side, there’s some pretty amazing surf if you had a board and, you know, a death wish.’

      This is when we hear a hissing, sizzling sound almost like something rising out of the ground, growing into the air around us.

      It’s raining.

      And, I mean, this is the first time it has actually done this, the first time any of us have ever seen rain at all, so we sit up, knees brought up to our chests, watching it come down, watching it puckering the beach, listening to it hissing in the trees, watching it puddling nearby and making the sand swirl, and finally I say, ‘Wow.’

      Dom laughs and says, ‘I know, right?’

      Mari runs back in from the latrine just as it intensifies on the tent roof. She’s already soaked through, wringing rain out of her hair. But it’s just too exhilarating somehow, and so even though I’m still feeling sick, I say, ‘It seems as if we should dance or something.’

      Ezra laughs and Dom says, ‘You’ve always said you hated dancing.’

      I look back out at the rain.

      Dom stands, takes my hand and steps out backwards so that I watch the rain fall on him first, soaking him instantly like a curtain. He doesn’t flinch, just smiles, looks down a little as it flows over his hair, flattening it on to the sides of his face. And then it is battering at me, pounding at me like a million little fists, coursing over my skin. I’m shrieking a little until he pulls me in against him and everywhere his skin touches mine I feel it. He links his fingers through mine and pulls my arms out to my sides and up over my head, leaves them there while he traces the runnels of water down the insides of my wrists, my inner arms, my ribs.

      Back in the tent, I watch him rub the water off his face and push back his hair, watch the way the drops sit on his brown, goosebumpy skin like beads of glass. I reach to smooth them off his shoulders and chest and the side of his neck, all the time feeling his eyes on me, turning me into something beautiful. He leans in as if he’ll kiss me but just before he does Ezra says, ‘Man, guys, get a room.’

      Dom shoots him a look, but I guess all of us think about that for a minute. I know I do.

      Halfway through the night, we’re woken by the thunder which has moved right overhead, so close that it rattles in our chests. The wind is whipping at the tent so fiercely that Dom ends up having to lie across me to hold it down. The sleeping bags are completely soaked, streams of water flowing in under the walls and collecting beneath us.

      Ezra gets up.

      ‘Where are you going?’ yells Mari.

      ‘We need to lash it down better,’ he yells back. He’s gone before we can tell him he’s crazy.

      Dom gets up too and I follow him to the doorway. Outside is a kind of hell: the rain swirling horizontally, the clouds on fire, thunder so loud it’s as if the planet is unmaking itself, the wind so strong it’s impossible to stand. Dom and Ezra fight against it all while they pull at the ropes of the tent and kick clods of sand around before giving up and coming back in.

      It feels as if we’ll wash away, blow away, be burned by lightning, crushed by thunder. The weight of Dom across me feels as if it’s the only thing keeping me alive. I curl my arm around his head and try to breathe. Mari moves in close behind us.

      This is why, when the morning comes, and the world is white and still, and we are crawling out of the tent to find that two of the poles have snapped, it is easier to convince Ezra to move to the next bay, the one with the stream.

      ‘The storms swept in at us this way, just like the waves do. Even if we’re not here long, we need to be more sheltered,’ I tell him. ‘And there’s water there.’

      He shakes his head. ‘We should just go, man.’

      ‘And get caught in a storm like that at sea? When none of us have even been in a boat before?’ Dom shakes his head as he’s pulling the tent down. ‘We go round there, where it’s safer, and get the lay of the land.’

      Ezra gazes silently out to sea for a full minute before he gets up to help.

      It’s a truly horrible amount of effort getting everything we need over the point but, once we do, the sun has come out and the world is steaming and brightly coloured and the bay looks even better than it did, fallen jungle debris notwithstanding.

      The tent no longer pitches without being strung into the trees, but we manage to get it looking OK. It’s while I’m helping that I kick something out of the sand and lift it into my palm, pulling it into halves so that it exposes a silky lining and a smooth green nut the size of my thumbnail that slides apart into hemispheres at my touch. I show it to Mari, who raises an eyebrow.

      ‘After you.’ She smiles.

      ‘I was wondering whether we should cook them first.’

      There are a lot of them, brought down out of the jungle canopy by the rain, so I gather them in our retractable bucket while Mari coaxes a fire and sets up stones to balance the frying pan. We’re just watching these sea nuts, as I decide to name them, turn pale and then brown in the pan and debating about when to get them out when Dom and Ezra return from their second trip back to the first bay to carry more stuff over, right in the middle of an argument.

      ‘I’m just saying it’s a stupid point, and not even a little bit relevant right now,’ Dom says, dropping bags on the sand.

      ‘I, on the other hand, think it is relevant,’ says Ezra, clearly under the impression he’s winning. Although neither of us asks, he says to us, ‘I’m just pointing out to Suarez here, once again, that having seen the continent  —’

      ‘Look what Seren found,’ interrupts Mariana.

      ‘Great. More poison.’

      ‘I think they’re done,’ she says, pulling the pan out on to the sand, before looking round at us. ‘Who’s going for it?’

      ‘I will,’ says Dom, picking one out. ‘They smell good.’

      ‘Well, if you are, I am,’ I say, grabbing one. ‘If it kills you it better take me too.’

      ‘That’s so beautiful,’ says Ezra, pretending to wipe away a tear before he takes one as well.

      In the end we all eat one, Russian-roulette-style, watching each other. Ezra even pretends to fall over and grab at his throat as if he’s choking on it at one point, but he’s the only one that laughs.

       

      At sunset there’s no sign of rain tonight. I watch Ezra messing with the fire while Dom and Mariana stand in the glossy shallows.

      ‘Funny, isn’t it?’ Ezra says, as if I’ve been inside his head the whole time.

      I look at him blankly.

      ‘It’s just that we’ve lived all our lives on Ventura, a situation which by its very nature meant we had no choices. And we desert, only to find ourselves in another situation where we basically have no choices.’ He carries on kicking at the fire with his trainer but flicks his eyes to me. ‘Pretty ironic, when you think about it.’

      I look out to where the bottom edge of Huxley is meeting the sea. ‘We only just got here,’ I tell him. ‘We’ll figure it out.’

      He raises an eyebrow. ‘Optimism? From you?’ He shakes his head. ‘Now I know we’re doomed.’
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