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      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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