
The First Time
I didn’t even know that I could change the settings until she changed them for me for the first time. 
After that… Well, it all followed from that, didn’t it?

I knew her, of course. She was a member of my quintile, and we and the others of my quintile 
would always be out of hibernation at the same time. On the ship, when we were out of hibernation 
and also not asleep, we would brush up against each other in the limited space, and we wouldn’t 
think anything of it. She was just another of my crew members, one of my quintile. Sometimes we 
would be assigned as sexual partners and while that was nice, we were both sometimes assigned to 
other people.

Well, I am not being honest. Maybe she wasn’t just another crew member, but we were 
encouraged to avoid serious inter-personal relationships. That now seems a little silly, but I, and I 
believe most of my crew mates, acted as if we believed that it was the best way to behave on the 
ship. I did like her more than my other female crew mates, but in the restricted space of the ship, I 
had to act as if we were simply friends.

Now… Now we have more space than we can handle, and sometimes we hold each other, just to 
keep the aching void at bay. The human touch. Sex, too, so simple on the ship, is complicated now. 
Yes, that’s the best word. Complicated.

I look at her swelling belly and know that the baby is mine, ours, hers, and mine. It seems odd. 
Babies belong to the quintile, but this one won’t. I worry what will happen when the baby is born. 
There is no birthing machine. She will not fall asleep in one and wake up with a baby. I know it 
won’t happen that way. It won’t be that easy.

***
I was in my sleeping pod when she signalled at the door. I dilated the door and she stuck her head 
in.

“I want to show you something.” she said, crawling in beside me.
Her breath brushed my cheek and she kissed me. It felt a bit odd because we weren’t assigned as 

sexual partners this cycle. I still enjoyed it, of course.
She closed the door to my pod and smiled at me.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
She didn’t answer me and drew a screwdriver out of the pocket of her overalls.
“Look,” she said, and prised a panel from the bulkhead. It fell on to my pillow.
“What the…”
“Look! See that!”
It was a small screen and on it was a schematic tree, with one of the nodes highlighted. I was 

confused, but interested.
“Touch the highlighted node.”
“What?”
“Just do it!”
I did. The screen changed and showed a picture of my face. Down the side there were some 

numbers and text fields. At the top was my number, 3-5-15. Third quintile, fifth bank of pods, 
fifteenth pod.

“Touch your number,” she instructed. “Now select 3-4-12.”
Her image appeared.
“Wow,” I said.



I scrolled down and stopped at her psych section, for no particular reason. Some of her readings 
diverged from the norm, and some them were quite close to the acceptable limits.

“Hey!” she said and switched back to my profile.
She scrolled down to my psych section. “If you’re going to peek, so am I!”
I was surprised that my psych readings diverged from the norm too, but not as much as hers.
“This isn’t any different from the main screens in the commons, though,” I said.
“The main screens don’t have that detail. My psych section would just have a tick mark. But 

apart from the extra detail, you can change things.”
“What? You can change the psych readings?”
She laughed. “No, of course not. Well, maybe you could prescribe yourself some drugs, but you 

can’t change them directly.”
“So, what can you change?”
She scrolled down to the relationships section. There were the reporting lines, the members of 

my team, my roles and so on, and there was the field named ‘Sexual Partner’. It was blank, but 
when she touched it all the members of our quintile appeared in the drop-down. She selected her 
number and the drop-down disappeared and her number showed in the field. I looked at her, and she
grinned.

I could have stopped it then, I suppose. But I didn’t want to.
I kissed her. It was just a friendly kiss. “I don’t feel any different.”
“Give it time. I don’t know how it works. Maybe something in our food and drink. Maybe our 

daily vitamin supplements.”
I spent some time carefully investigating the screen after she had gone. Then I sighed and 

replaced the panel. She had told me that the hidden screen in another pod had failed, and she had 
been assigned to fix it. It was the first she had known about the hidden screens. She thought that no 
one else knew about them. It was interesting, but so what?

It must have been in the food or water. Shortly after my shift finished and I had retired to my 
pod, the pod indicated that she was outside. I was expecting her, so I dilated the door, and she slid in
next to me. I gathered her in my arms and kissed her, and this time it wasn’t just a friendly kiss.

***
The next day we were still partnered. I wasn’t surprised, as partnering usually lasted a week or so. 
The day after that, though, my “Sexual Partner” field was blank in my profile on the hidden screen. 
I checked hers and it was blank too. I thought for a bit and linked our profiles again.

When my shift ended, she had already left the common area, so I found her pod and signalled at 
her door. It opened, and she looked out at me. I paused.

“Come on then,” she said, so I slipped into her pod. It smelled different to mine. It smelled of 
her.

“I have to tell you. I found that our profiles were no longer linked. I relinked them.”
“I know,” she said with a laugh, her arms wrapped around my neck. “I was going to link them, 

but they changed as I watched!”
I kissed her.

***
We continued to cheat the system. Sometimes our profiles would remain linked for four or five 
days, sometimes it was only for a day before we had to reset them. Strangely our desire for each 
other ebbed and flowed, but we still spent much of the time together, in my pod or hers. When the 
tide of desire was low, we just held each other, cuddling companionably.



I worried that someone would notice that we were linked all the time, or that we were visiting 
each other more than we should, but as time passed I forgot my worries.

“They probably don’t care. They might not even check.”
“But…”
She stopped me. “We’ve been doing it for many tendays. A couple of thirtydays, maybe. Nothing

has happened. Nothing will.”
Still, the worry was there, buried deep in recesses of my mind, and eventually I was proved right.

One day when I tried to reset our link, a message popped up on the little screen behind the 
bulkhead. In a panic I went searching for her. I handed her a note, because I didn’t want to tell her 
out loud. It just said “my pod”. Someone could be listening to us, I thought. Maybe I was a little 
paranoid from the shock!

She slid into my pod. “What is it?”
I showed her the message and she gasped. “They know.”
“They? Who are they,” I said. “It’s probably just an automated system.”
“What makes you think that?”
She was the one who was worried now, but I’d had time to think about it.
“Because it’s just asking for permission to continue. If we were in trouble, it would have sent an 

error message and wouldn’t let us change it. Or there would be a message from the Captain. I think 
that it is safe.”

She considered. I know that I wanted to continue. I hoped that she did too.
“Let’s give it permission to continue,” she said at last.
With a shaky finger I touched “OK”, and the link was reset. We both sighed.
“I’ve been watching some old videos,” she said. “I think that this is what they call ‘love’.”
I nodded. I’d watched a few of them with her, lying together in my pod or hers.
The next time we had to reset the link, it did not ask for permission to proceed. Things returned 

to normal for a while, but maybe normal is the wrong word.
***

She was worried. “I’m putting on weight.”
This was a few tendays after we saw the warning message. I felt her hips, her arms.
“Not there.” She put my hand on her belly.
“Oh. Have you been eating more than usual?”
“No! I want to check my profile.”
She brought it up and there was an alert against it. She touched the alert and it scrolled down and

stopped at her hormone readings. “Elevated hCG. Oh, shit!”
“What’s that?”
She ignored me and hit the information button next to the warning, and it scrolled down to the 

summary. “Pregnant! Oh, double shit! What do we do?”
She held me tightly. So tightly that her fingernails dug into me.
“I don’t know.” A sudden thought hit me. “That warning!”
It had to be related. It was probably a warning that she was entering a fertile period, a time when 

her hormone system was being ‘reset’. It made me angry. Why didn’t the message say that?
Pregnancy on the ship is tightly controlled and never a surprise. The girl gets a notice a thirtyday 

before her pregnancy starts, and about two hundred and eighty days after implantation she enters the
birthing machine to give birth. We were in real trouble.

***



It was two days later. We were wandering around in a daze, turning up for our shifts, and still 
debating what to do whenever we were together. In fact, we were together, in my pod, when we 
were summoned to the Captain’s cabin.

“They know!”
“They know.”
I stroked her belly and we got dressed. I kissed her and we exited the pod. No one seemed to 

notice anything as we went through the commons, but a couple of people glanced our way when we
entered the corridor that led to the Captain’s Cabin. I knocked on the door and it popped open.

I had never been in the Captain’s Cabin before, but there wasn’t much to see. Just two chairs 
facing a wall screen. The screen turned itself on and showed what seemed to be an office, with an 
empty desk. It was as if the room was divided into two by a glass wall. The Captain entered through
a door on the screen and said “Sit down. Sit down.”

He stared at us. “You know why you are here. Illicit pregnancy, and…” He looked at some notes.
“Illegal adjustment of personal settings.”

I don’t know if the Captain was a person or a good simulation, but it didn’t matter.
“You don’t deny it?”
“No, sir.”
“No, sir.”
“Do you want to keep the baby, my dear?”
Shocked, I looked at her. We hadn’t considered what might happen to the baby. Or us, for that 

matter. We knew that we were in trouble, but hadn’t thought any further than that. Suddenly the 
baby was the most important thing in the… universe? 

“I want to keep it.” She turned to me. “You?”
I nodded.
“Good!” The Captain seemed pleased. “If you didn’t we would have had to remove the fetus and 

transfer it to storage. Complicated. Do you know what the penalty is for your crimes?”
“No, sir.” I held her hand.
“The penalty is, um, you will be marooned on the first suitable planet.”
“No!” I couldn’t hold back the gasp. Her nails dug into my hands, and she started to cry. I turned 

to her and comforted her.
“We will give you the chance to colonise the planet. That is what this ship is about, after all, but 

we can’t spare all the tools and machines that an official colony would have. There will be life there
of course, but you will need to find out which life forms are dangerous, and which are useful. You 
will be on your own.”

Strangely, I didn’t care. All I cared about was my woman and my baby. I put my arm around her, 
and she was shaking.

“It will be OK,” I said, and she nodded.
“We will give you a communicator. You won’t be able to communicate with anyone on the ship, 

but at first, you will be able to ask the ship’s library for information to help you survive. There is a 
whole section on survival. I suggest you look at the sections on giving birth naturally, too. Later, 
after the ship has travelled some distance from the planet, the communicator will stop working, and 
it will disintegrate. You will have about ten standard years.”

“Will there be people?” I asked.
“No. But most planets will have hominids. They could peaceful, or they could be hostile.”
“We will die there!”



“Yes, and you will not live as long as you would have if you had stayed here. You will only live 
about two-thirds of a shipboard lifespan. Any other questions?”

My woman, my wife looked him.
“No,” she said clearly, clutching my hand.
“No,” I said.
That is the last thing that I can remember of our shipboard life. Fade to black.

***
It may seem that we accepted our fate stoically, but I was screaming inside, shocked to the core, and
near to total collapse. My wife, as I think of her, my partner in crime, as I know her to be, told me 
that she felt much the same.

But we were used to the ship, where there are no little transgressions. Any small thing, even an 
extra spoon of sugar in someone’s tea, could result in disaster. An energy surge from the extra sugar 
could cause someone to miss the correct button, which could cause… who knows what? A domino 
effect leading to the destruction of the ship? It would very unlikely, to be sure, but it would be 
possible.

Our own case showed how the domino effect worked. The chance discovery of a hidden screen 
led to us indulging in an illicit relationship, which resulted in the pregnancy, which ultimately 
would see us being exiled on an unknown planet.

The confined Universe of the ship had to be run with strict rules in place, for the sake of all on 
board, and the repercussions would continue, on the ship, long after we were gone. In a society of 
so few people, the sudden disappearance of two would be obvious and would affect them all. When 
I look at the stars, I like to stare off in the direction that the ship has gone, and wish them well. I 
hope that they look back and do the same for us.

***
We woke in a rock shelter, with a fire burning a short distance away. It was dark, and the roof above
us was speckled with lights. The wall on one side was glowing, as if there was a light hidden behind
an outcrop of rock. Yes, there were rocks around, and I was reminded of the end of an unfinished 
tunnel on the ship. The light grew brighter and suddenly a luminous object slowly rose into view. 
Suddenly something clicked in my mind, and I was suddenly dizzy.

“Oh my God!” I said.
“What’s wrong. What’s that light? Gee, it’s bright. Are we under a dome?”
“There is no dome! That’s a star. A sun. We are on a planet, and the planet is turning! Don’t you 

remember? When we were children, they taught us about planets. About how planets turned and 
sometimes a place on the surface faced the star, that’s day, and sometimes it didn’t, that’s night. I 
couldn’t understand how a person on the surface wouldn’t feel the planet turning.”

“Ohhh!” she said. “That’s what it is, is it? It’s changing from night to day. It’s beautiful.”
“What?” I saw that she was right. There were reds, oranges, and yellows which quickly faded, 

until over us was a beautiful blue… I nearly said ‘ceiling’ but the correct word is ‘sky’. Strange 
irregular white things were dotted about, and I could see that they were slowly moving about. 
‘Clouds’!

“We’d better see what the Captain has given us.”
She was always more practical than me. There wasn’t much. Two small backpacks and the 

square block of the communicator. I turned it on.
“Look, a message! ‘Don’t forget to feed the fire.’ What does that mean?”
There were no fires on the ship. A fire on the ship would be catastrophic. I should have guessed, 

when I woke up and saw the fire, that we weren’t on the ship.



I touched the message and a new message replaced it. It defined ‘fire’, told us what ‘a fire’ was, 
and said that a fire could be used for ‘cooking’, heating and some other tasks. I passed over 
‘cooking’ and touched ‘fuel’. Something call ‘wood’. Oh, wait. I remembered from school when I 
was small. ‘Wood’ was bits of ‘trees’. ‘Trees’ were ‘plants’ that grew in the ‘ground’. I looked 
around. Small green things poked from the ground, and there were also some small brown things.

“Try the brown stuff.”
“OK. Why the brown stuff?”
“It looks drier? I don’t know.”
I grabbed a handful of the brown stuff and approached the fire. It was hot.
“I’m going to throw it on the fire.”
The brown stuff disappeared in a puff of smoke.
“We’re going to need much more of that!” she said.
“Oh, maybe not. Maybe bigger bits. Look at the fire.”
The fire was composed of burning bits of ‘wood’ that we learned were called ‘sticks’ or 

‘branches’. The green stuff was called ‘grass’ and the brown stuff was ‘dry grass’.
“Let’s get some ‘wood’ from those ‘trees’,” I said confidently, and stepped out of rock shelter.
Then it hit me for the second time. I was surrounded by space. That’s all that I could see. On 

board the ship there was space, but it was confined by walls. The biggest space was maybe ten to 
twenty metres long and had a ceiling. Outside the walls of the ship, there was space, endless space, 
but there was no air, so endless space equated in my mind to death.

“Oof!” I said. For an instant I couldn’t breathe.
“What’s up?” She came and held my arm.
“All this space! Those trees are at least thirty metres away. That stuff, like piled up stuff, it’s at 

least one hundred metres away.”
I felt her tense up. “Much more, I’d say. Much, much more,” she said.
She was right of course. The mountains were many kilometres away.
She relaxed a bit. “Oh, well, We’ll have to get used to it. All this space.”
We held hands as we made our way carefully over the uneven ground to the nearest tree. I had 

been wondering how to get some pieces of the wood from the tree, but scattered on the ground 
below the tree were many bits of wood which appeared to have broken off the tree naturally. We 
gathered armfuls of the sticks of wood and took them back to the shelter. I tossed a large stick on 
the fire and the fire started to consume it.

“Feed the fire,” I muttered, and she laughed and smiled at me. “I’d better get some more wood. It
seems to need a lot.”

“I’ll see what I can learn from the communicator,” she said.
I nodded and set off on my second expedition to the trees.

***
We were sitting on the sleeping bags that we had woken up on. They were thicker than the ones we 
had had in our pods, and more cushioned. We had each just eaten one of the food bars from our 
backpacks, and drunk from the water bottles.

“Water,” she said.
“Food,” I said, and we both nodded. We were noting the things that we needed.
“Is it just me, or is it getting darker?”
“Yeah. Night must be coming. Like on the ship, but naturally.”



We watched carefully. The blue faded and sky grew dark. Small dots of light appeared. We’d 
seen a sunrise, and we’d seen a nightfall. Some time soon we would see a sunset. Some time tonight
we’d see a moon for the first time.

“Oh, I remember!” she said. “Those dots of light are stars, but they’re a long way away. Like on 
a course map. What’s the special name of a star that a planet orbits around? You said it earlier. That 
big one.”

“A sun?”
“Yes! That’s it! I guess we sleep now.” She yawned.
I banked up the fire. I’d learned how to do that from the communicator earlier, thank goodness. 

Otherwise, the fire might have gone out in the night, and that would have been a big problem.
We climbed into our sleeping bags, and she was already getting drowsy.
“Shall we call this baby ‘Cain’, my dear?”
I kissed her. “Yes. I like that. It’s a good strong name. Goodnight, Eve, my love.”

***
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