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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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