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        Are you sure

        That we are awake?

        It seems to me

      
        That yet we sleep, we dream.

        DEMETRIUS, A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM

      

      

      

      
        
        
        If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.

        CARL SAGAN
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Destination: WS-1595-3 aka. "Thisbe"

      Approach vector: Confirmed

      Orbital protocol standing by.

      Even a symphony becomes silence, given enough time.

      The pulse of a sun, the ebb and flow of gravity, the song of unintentional material against the chorus of celestial beings.

      Chaos, all of it. But chaos repeated indefinitely is rendered utterly predictable. This endless void, deep space, abounds with its unchanging harmony. It vibrates through every atom until matter and memory are indiscernible from dreams.

      An ancient star rises over a dead planet with two moons, vapid satellites as lifeless as the body they orbit. Nothing changes here save for dust urged about by the wind, eroding every rock and mountain.

      Perhaps such details will wear away, remain inert and smooth as polished marble, with nothing left to tell the tale of gods who linger.

      Perhaps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crewman Mia Tan

        Location: Media Lab, DECK A

      

      

      Dust is a danger to starships. Pounding against the hull, particles merely microns thin can wear away shielding, eating protective layers down to nothing. Inside a ship, it creeps into everything, clogging mechanisms, messing with instruments, grinding the soft joints of spacesuits—the last line of defence between organic skin and cold, eternal nothingness.

      But worst of all, it’s just plain annoying.

      The heiress Mia Tan wipes her clammy hands on her coverall pants. An attractive face moves on a screen in her periphery, but she ignores it, turning instead to the video feed of the Atrium. Of the twenty-four other screens embedded in the bug-eyed wall, this is the only one she cares to see at this time of day. But there’s no one there, just plants and maintenance drones.

      The movement again catches her eye—the loading bay screen. Damian Chandrasekhar leans towards the camera, checking his reflection in a nearby surface. He rakes a hand through his thick, styled hair and gives it a zhuzh to the left. What a peacock.

      He brings his wristlet to his pouty lips and raises a manicured eyebrow at the lens. “Tick, tick, tick, Tan. The drones are on their way.”

      “I said I’m coming, Chandy.” Mia buns her hair with a purple scrunchie and spits her stale gum in the bin. She wipes her hands again and fans her face. The subpar sanitation would bother her less if it wasn’t always so warm in the Bug Room. And if she wasn’t in a rush.

      “Like, anytime soon?”

      “Like if Nick’s arse-faced robot would stop touching my stuff, I’d be there already.”

      He smirks. “Want me to head over? Maybe if I touch your stuff, it’d help you come a bit quicker.”

      “Yet somehow you’d still be done before me. Now shut up so I can look for these data sticks.”

      Mia sweeps aside a shelf of peripherals and finds nothing. She rummages through a box and turns up a plastic dog poo she lost three weeks ago—pocket that one for later. She ransacks a drawer full of fake bugs, bendy pens, prank candy and other joke props she was ordered to put away and chuckles to herself, remembering the ones she just “hasn’t gotten around” to collecting yet. But her humour is short-lived. Time is ticking down.

      Frustration rising, she taps Nick Button’s call code on her wristlet. There’s a hum and a click before the engineer’s voice spills from the tiny speaker.

      “Yes, Princess?”

      “I told you not to call me that. I’m in the Bug Room and can’t find the spare data stick for the hand-cam.”

      “All right, cool story. Is that it?”

      Mia glowers at one of a few dark screens on the monitor wall, the one connected to the camera in Nick’s workshop, which he’d covered with duct tape when he moved his bed down there.

      “Don’t be difficult, Nick. Ever since you reprogrammed Charlie, it’s been moving my stuff around whenever it cleans. Is there any way to find out where it put the data sticks?”

      “That’s not how Charlie works.”

      “And speaking of which, it looks like it just shuffled everything around and rolled out of here. That chicken nugget fingerprint from last week is still on one of the screens.”

      “You don’t need a robot to clean that up, you know.”

      “Uh, that’s what they’re here for.”

      Nick sighs, disdain apparent through the wristlet. “Excuse me for trying to keep things running around here. Next time, how about asking your dad for a more reliable ship?”

      “This ship is practically new, mate. There wouldn’t be a problem if a certain someone did his job properly.”

      “Well, my job today is making sure Chandy doesn’t destroy Loading Bay with his hacked-up drone configurations. So you’ll have to excuse me if your summer video isn’t my top priority. Button out.”

      “Hey—!”

      But he’s gone. How freaking dare he.

      The monitor in the bottom left corner starts flickering, setting off a twitch in Mia’s eyelid. Nick was meant to fix that shortly after take-off, but it’s been a month already. It’s like he’s conveniently “forgetting” about it just to piss her off.

      She tapes a scrap of cardboard over the busted screen, concealing the flicker. “Now, where the bloody hell are those data sticks?”

      On the loading bay monitor, Damian pours over his tablet screen, twirling the stylus between his fingers. His nails are always so clean, considering how much time he spends fondling rocks and dirt. Mia grins again. He’s gonna love the plastic centipede she hid under his nailbrush.

      Nick and Supervisor Lee join him on screen. Damian sets aside the tablet and smiles confidently, ever the charmer, getting a fist bump out of Lee and even a brief smile out of the uptight engineer. But that’s just Chandy. He gets along with everyone, even Mia’s dad.

      “Lee from the loading bay,” chirps her wristlet. In the video feed, the Athenia’s second-in-command leans against a wall and crosses one leg over the other.

      “Yes, Supervisor Lee?”

      “If you’re still in the Bug Room, Tan, can you check both cameras are working?”

      “Yes, sir, they’re fine. We’ve got one on the hatch, and I can see Nick and Damian arguing behind you in the cam.”

      “That should keep Captain Nielsen happy. So, Chandy’s drones are now skyside and on the way. Better get a move on if you still want footage for your film. I’ll get Nick to add you to their ETA broadcast.”

      On screen, Supervisor Lee looks over his shoulder at the hatch, boredom written all over his face. Mia doesn’t blame him. She doesn’t give a toss about Damian’s rocks either. Who cares what Thisbe has inside it? They say the liveable environment carked it like a bazillion years ago. Down there, it’ll be warmer than when her aircon broke during the first summer heatwave. Might smell better, though, with nothing to fuel a bushfire.

      Something whirrs and clunks behind her. That wretched knee-high maintenance bot is back, this time rolling into a cupboard panel before reversing and crashing into it again. It emits a whiny long beep, then spins on the spot. The damned thing is a disaster on wheels, scuffed in several places where Mia’s tripped over it. The masking tape pasted across the front, inscribed with CHARLIE, is peeling off again.

      “Oh no, you don’t. Last thing I need is you in my way again.” Mia marches Charlie outside, setting it down at the nearest calibration dock. An LED blinks under the tape as the bot’s sensors work their magic.

      Mia’s wristlet chirps with a countdown: Damian’s drones wait for no one.

      Cursing, she darts back to the Bug Room and grabs her hand-cam. Still half an hour of space left on the stick inside. If she’s smart with the recording, it might be enough.

      She spots a cupboard panel partway open. Charlie must have bumped it ajar. Through the gap is the stash of data sticks, each bright red and yellow and bearing the logo of her father’s company.

      “Mia!”

      Mia’s fingers close around the box. She knows that voice, and she can tell what mood it’s in.

      Helena Armstrong appears in the Bug Room doorway, skin flushed with the sheen of someone not yet recovered after a hot shower, hair a frizzy blonde bird’s nest completing the look. Her lips are twisted in a dour smile as she holds up a mangled gummy hand, caked with dirt and dust.

      “I believe this is yours. The trash processor in my lab choked on it this morning, just before vomiting everything all over the floor.” She places the filthy hand onto a workstation.

      Mia returns the tight smile. The air seems to crackle against the background hum of the ship. What’s the least incendiary response she could give right now? It’s hard to tell with Helena lately, and with the drones coming, there’s no time to get sucked into yet another snippy argument.

      “Thanks,” she ventures. She opens the messy drawer and sweeps the prop inside with the others. What about a compliment? That always used to make her old friend seem more at ease. “You look nice today, Hels.”

      But Helena brushes it off. “Do any of those data sticks happen to be the time-lapse I made last week? I can’t find it.”

      “These are blanks from the stash. I thought you took the time-lapse one.”

      “No, I left it for you because it had two hours of space left. You said you wanted to use it.”

      Mia shrugs. “Oh, then it’s in my room somewhere. I’ll look for it later.”

      “When later? I need it for my progress report.”

      “Later later, okay? I gotta get to Loading Bay before Damian’s drones get back with samples from the planet.”

      “Oh . . . that’s today?” Helena’s tone softens as she looks to the bug-eyed wall, checking out Damian for sure. Nothing like new crush vibes to put someone in a better mood. Maybe she’ll lighten up and they can get on with their days. But the moment Mia drops her guard, she’s in her friend’s frosty sights once more. “You said later about my hair straightener too, you know.”

      Not this again. Mia’s wristlet chirps. She grips the hand-cam. “Seriously, Hels?”

      “Maybe I’ll just make another time-lapse.”

      “I haven’t broken the data stick, if that’s what you’re implying. I said it’s in my room and I’ll look for it. And you’ll get your hair straightener back when Nick fixes it.”

      “I just don’t get how you can even break a hair straightener. It’s not as if—” Helena sneezes. Twice—no, three times. “Damn, it’s dusty in here. And so freaking warm.”

      “Fine, I get it. My office is filthy, I clutter everything I touch, and you want your hair straightener and video. But just so you know, the air from this vent comes straight from your Atrium, so don’t bother complaining to me about it.”

      “Why are you getting so aggro? It was just an observation.”

      Mia sucks in a patient breath. “Look, I’m on a countdown. I don’t have time for this. I’ll look for your recording later, okay?”

      Helena smoothes her hair, glaring at the maintenance bot rolling back into the Bug Room. “Fine, I gotta get back to work anyway.” She sneezes as she leaves, then another three times in the passageway.

      “You could take an antihistamine, you know,” Mia mutters through clenched teeth. “Maybe shoving one up your arse will fix your mood too.”

      Footsteps thunder back her way. Oh shit, she heard!

      Mia claps the hand-cam shut and steels herself for a second round. “Hels, I said I don’t have time for—Oh!”

      Oleksandr Kovalenko leans against the doorframe, hands in pockets. His coverall flight suit is half-down with the sleeves tied around his waist and a form-fitting undershirt clinging to his lean, toned body.

      Mia’s heart drops to her stomach. A warm rush makes her suddenly shy, but then she’s always felt strange around him. Such a gentle soul. An artist and a dreamer with the most interesting blue eyes she’s ever gazed into, and the most interesting abdominals she’s ever licked.

      He does things to her, this guy with his lopsided smile and long light-brown hair that hangs loose when he’s not working, which is most of the time if he can get away with it.

      “Hey, Princess.” Olek toes the doorframe. She loves it when he calls her that.

      “Crewman Kovy. What are you doing here?”

      He offers her an apple oatcake. “I thought you might like a break, but I can come back if you’re busy.”

      Mia twirls a lock of hair around her finger. “I got a little time, but you better make it worth my while.”

      And just like that, his lips are on hers, gentle and keen, tasting of sour grape candy, toasted oatcake, and the faint hint of the special herbs he smokes when he thinks nobody’s looking. It makes Mia’s mouth water. Who cares if he’s a loafer? He’s sweet and he’s lush, and the hand that slips to the curve of her back makes everything flutter.

      Olek pulls her close and backs her up against the monitor wall. The cardboard scrap falls off the flickering screen, but somehow it doesn’t bother her anymore. She wraps her legs around him and settles with a cheeky grind against his body. She checks the Bug Room door. She could lock it from here and shut the peephole with just a gesture. One should never waste a summer fling.

      “Tan—ETA five minutes,” Damian’s voice squeaks through her wristlet. “You coming?”

      “Trying to,” Mia mutters under her breath. But into the wristlet, she says, “Yeah, I’m on my way.”

      Olek sets her down. The mood is gone.

      Mia stifles a sigh. This was supposed to be her ultimate summer, the last break she’d get with her friends before they all scatter for capstone projects, interstate postings, final year whatevers and, finally, graduation. After that, who knows where they’ll all end up? It was meant to be like old times when they could just have fun, hang out, play games as if their lives weren’t about to change completely.

      But after four weeks in space, all she has to show for it are hours of dull, pointless footage; a new arch-nemesis in some rando engineering student she barely knows; a best friend who’s well on track to becoming her best frenemy; and a hot no-strings fling with the crush of her life who her dad absolutely can’t stand.

      “You better go.” Olek scratches the back of his head. He shuffles his feet like he can’t wait to get out of there now that mischief is off the table. “I gotta get back to the Atrium anyway. Helena wants to plant more seedlings.”

      She fights the urge to say something snarky. Olek and Helena are even bester friends with each other, and she’d only look petty, even if she could pass off her snark as a joke.

      “How about my room later, like after dinner?” she tries instead. He gives her a gorgeous half-smile and kisses her again. Everything’s fine when he holds her like this, both of them floating in an ocean of this moment while the rest of time and space carries on.

      “Lee from Loading Bay. Drones are almost here. You want that footage or not, Tan?”

      Mia touches down. She pockets Olek’s oatcake, grabs the hand-cam, and drags her feet to the door.

      “You heading out too?” she teases, nodding to the bulge beneath his coveralls.

      He winks. “In a minute.”
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        Captain Tracy Nielsen

        Location: Quarters, DECK B

      

      

      Tracy Nielsen practices her smile. It’s brilliant, practically luminescent on the video of her face inset on the screen. It says everything it needs to. You can count on me. I haven’t murdered my ex-husband yet. How bout you let me keep my job. Brilliant.

      “Looking great, Trace—oh, sod it. The little shit’s on the warpath again. He gets like this every heatwave. Excuse me a minute.”

      Selame Salem excuses herself with a grimace and disappears off-screen. Tracy hears in the distance the bellowing of a small child, suddenly replaced by some inane nursery rhyme.

      “Another minute, Trace. Water’s just boiled!”

      “No rush, Sel!” Tracy calls, wondering if her voice actually makes it all the way to the administrator’s kitchen. She turns around quickly and straightens her framed qualification on the wall behind her. She gives the university flag a quick flap for good measure.

      “Right.” A door slams shut. Selame adjusts her purple hijab and rotates her mug of tea so the university logo is visible on camera. The setup is perfect. It has to be—they’re both still on the Deputy Vice-Chancellor’s shit list because of the incident last semester. “Let’s get this over with. We’re rolling . . . now.”

      The recording indicator appears. Just like that, Selame becomes the solemn-faced Administrator Salem, the role perfectly embodied. Captain Tracy Nielsen flashes her brilliant captainly smile.

      “Good morning, Administrator Salem.”

      “How goes it aboard the Athenia, Captain Nielsen?” God, they both look exceptional.

      “I’ll keep this brief, Administrator, as we’ll be all-hands in the loading bay once Crewman Chandrasekhar’s drones check in their cargo. We’re mindful of how significant his research project will be to our corporate sponsors.”

      “How significant it might be.” Administrator Salem is curt. “Best not count our geological chickens before they’re hatched.”

      “Of course, Administrator.”

      “Anything else?”

      “The interpersonal conflicts from the past four weeks appear to have resolved. Crewman Tan has retrieved all her practical joke setups from around the ship, as ordered. She and Crewman Button are being civil with each other, at least around the rest of us. And she and Crewman Armstrong seem to be getting along, again as far as I’ve seen.”

      “Sounds like you can put the last few weeks down to space agitation.”

      “Agreed, Administrator. They’re all first-timers out here. If everything goes well today, it’ll give those kids something to celebrate.”

      Administrator Salem tips her chin, staring down her nose at the camera. “They’re hardly kids, Captain Nielsen. Inexperienced certainly, but adult enough to be accountable for their behaviour. We’d do well to assign them responsibility befitting their station.”

      “Understood, Ma’am. That’s all the news for now.”

      “Very well. Please include in your report a recommendation to improve the Summer Excursion Program’s induction training to emphasise mitigation strategies for space agitation. And safety. One can never be too vigilant about safety.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Until next week, then. Salem out.” The recording indicator disappears, and Administrator Salem’s face drops. “I can’t stand these. Hope I wasn’t too mean.”

      Tracy leans back with a sigh. “You did good, Sel. Very authoritative. You could get meaner next time if that makes us look better.”

      “Yes, well, we’ll see how next week goes. At least this should keep the DVC happy until then. Just keep hinting at that sweet, sweet funding money.” Selame’s eyes flick up quickly, then back to Tracy with a sly smile. “Just making sure the recording’s off. So . . . how’s it really going? I spotted Aaron in the background of a video you sent last week. Only just realised we haven’t seen him since you guys split up. How long’s it been—couple of years now?”

      “Just a little over five. Can you believe it?”

      “Well, I do now. He’s looking . . . different.”

      Tracy can’t hide her disgust at Selame’s conspiratorial nod.

      “Skin-deep only, Sel.”

      “That doesn’t have to mean anything. You said yourself it’s been a dry spell.”

      “And the summers are only getting longer. Underneath that new gym bod, he’s still the same old Aaron. No deal.”

      “Shame, I thought it’d be one of those transformations, and you’d get a romance novel reunion.”

      Tracy makes a face. “Our book would be filed under horror, along with my other ‘chapters’. Might be time to quit reading and just focus on the job. At least that’ll mean no chance of someone visiting me at work again and making a scene.”

      “You know how to pick ’em, Trace. But you know, I’d still have your back if we had another incident.”

      “You’re a good friend, Sel. Athenia out.”

      As soon as the connection cuts, the ship’s emergency alarm kicks in. Status warnings appear in the fading after-images of Administrator Salem’s face—a problem in the loading bay.

      White as a sheet, Tracy hotfoots it across the ship, hoping like fuck the drones didn’t clip an airlock seal on the way in. She clears Quarters and bolts down the ramp to the lower deck. It’s some distance, but she’s thankful Crewman Armstrong’s project meant they got an oversized ship for their meagre crew—leaves more margin for error if they’re now leaking oxygen into space. It’d be a different issue if they’re now leaking crew members too, but a good captain takes her emergencies one crisis at a time.

      Round the corner and down another ramp, and still no noticeable change in air pressure. So, the failsafe’s working, but why are all sector doors still open? They should’ve automatically shut to keep the rest of the Athenia safe in an emergency. The cargo hold door seems to be open too.

      “Captain Nielsen!”

      Tracy stops in her tracks. “What in the ever-living . . .”

      The loading bay is thick with red haze. That’s a plus—it means they still have air. Tracy counts the crew.

      One: Nick Button, crouching at the wall console. He squints over his shoulder at her, a rag covering his nose and mouth, then goes back to punching buttons. Readout shows a Code Orange for this entire deck, but the kid’s alive and moving. Check.

      Two: Damian Chandrasekhar trips over his own feet, scrambling to gather scattered fragments of rock onto a bright blue tarp. He ducks and dodges the five drones swerving in chaotic head-height trajectories around the bay. Two of them collide and back off, only to find another flight path into each other. Chandrasekhar slaps one aside and drops an armload of rocks onto his boots. But he’s alive too. Check.

      Three: Mia Tan, the smart-arsed heiress to the Tan–Song media empire, the university’s top-tier sponsor. When the DVC said to keep an eye on her, Tracy never dreamed that would mean reigning her in when she runs off at the mouth or decides to take a prank too far. Now the heiress clutches her hand-cam while coughing lungfuls of dust into her elbow—a temporary reprieve for anyone who’s had enough of her verbal barrage. Check.

      Four: Aaron fucking Lee, the goddamned ex-husband. Who really should know better than to have nobody standing by the backup controls. Check.

      Tracy punches the annexe console. Helena Armstrong and Olek Kovalenko are accounted for in other sectors—check and check. No bodies in space. One crisis averted.

      “Button, shut the goddamned inner door!” she barks, glaring at the exposed doorway between the loading bay and the room she’s in. “And get the air filters going.”

      “I’m trying, Captain, but it’s not working. Nothing’s happening.”

      “God damn it. All right, everyone out!”

      Chandrasekhar holds up a corner of the tarp. “I’ll just get this cleaned up, Captain Nielsen!”

      “You’ll do as I say, Crewman Chandrasekhar. Out—now.”

      She ushers the motley crew into the annexe and activates the override. The alarm cuts out. The door to the loading bay slides shut, silencing the roaring buzz of malfunctioning drones. The other annexe door shuts too, sealing this only slightly less dusty room from the rest of the ship.

      She eyeballs Aaron and their students, all dusty as heck and a far cry from suggesting the sample retrieval went smoothly.

      “I can explain,” Chandrasekhar starts. But Tracy holds up a finger and sneezes into the shoulder of her uniform. Fuming, she nods for him to continue. “One of the drones dropped a load.”

      “Just one?” She surveys the loading bay through the window. Rocks and busted crates of samples lay strewn across the floor. Beneath the humming, crashing chaos in the air, a single drone sits broken by a pile of dirt near the hatch. Tracy shakes her head. “Never mind. Tan, I’m assuming you’ve documented all of this?”

      “Yes, Captain.” Tan nods. She coughs and holds up the hand-cam with a hopeful smile. “It’s all on here.”

      “What is this stuff, anyway? It better not be radioactive.”

      Chandrasekhar’s eyes widen. “I promise it isn’t! We wouldn’t have taken samples if it was. It’s just fine—I mean, fine in size. I’ll clean it up, Captain Nielsen, I promise.”

      “I’ll take this from here, Trace.” Aaron steps across so he stands beside her. Once upon a time, she loved it when he’d take charge. But that was a different time in a different place. Not now, not when she’s trying to bring order to a situation out of control. Not that he seems to notice. “See to the clean-up asap, Chandy. Whatever this dust is, it’ll be a breathing hazard if it hangs around too long. Button?”

      “I’ll get the air filters running double-time, Supervisor Lee.” Button salutes. It’s entirely unnecessary for a civilian university field trip, but under the circumstances, Tracy appreciates the gesture.

      Aaron salutes him back with a grin. “Hop to it, guys⁠—”

      “Hold up. No one’s dismissed.” Tracy suppresses the urge to glare at her ex-husband. “I want to know what tripped the alarm.”

      “Some dust must have gotten into the sensors, Captain,” Button replies. “I’ll get Charlie to coordinate a deep clean.”

      “Good, make sure it’s done today. Chandrasekhar, I want a full analysis of this dust—toxins, silicates, whatever the hell your equipment spits out after two hours, and then another one after eight hours. Send the output to the health and safety guys back home as soon as you have it. Crewman Tan.”

      “I can prep footage for the incident reports, Captain.”

      “After, Tan. Right now, I want you to help Button with the cleanup. Get the drones out of here, dust in vacuum-sealed bags, figure it out. Both Loading Bay and this annexe should be spotless before dinner.”

      Tan’s face falls. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “You three are dismissed. Supervisor Lee, a moment of your time.”

      When the students are gone, she locks onto Aaron who hangs around, hands in pockets and weight on heels beside the viewing window, taking in the damage. He casts her a passing glance, then doubles back when he realises he’s in her sights.

      “What the hell was all that, Aaron? Someone could have gotten seriously hurt.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Trace.” Aaron shrugs. “No harm, no foul. Those kids learned a lesson and it’s over now. We’re good.”

      “No, we are not. And how dare you undermine my authority in front of the crew?”

      “Authority? What, you think you’re back in the military just ’cause we’re in space?”

      “You’re damned lucky this isn’t a military ship, but I still outrank you here, and we have a duty of care over these students. Now, what the hell happened in the loading bay?”

      “Look, one of the drones lost a hold of its load and crashed. Then the rotor blades got into it, you know. It kicked up a bunch of dust, that’s all.” He shrugs again, gesticulating away the possibility that he might be the least bit concerned. Same old Aaron indeed.

      Tracy crosses her arms. “That looks like more than just ‘a bunch’ of dust.”

      “Well, sure, but it wasn’t just one drone that failed. It’s just a series of small malfunctions, adding up to a contained mess. Contained, as in nothing to get worked up about. Chandy tried programming the configs himself and messed it up. Sure, in hindsight, he should’ve gotten Button’s help, but this wasn’t a life or death operation, Trace. They were carting rocks up. You know what these kids are like.”

      “And what were you doing, exactly, while all this was going on? Why weren’t you getting everyone out and sealing the doors?”

      “I was giving them space to work it out. That’s what we’re here for, right? To supervise, not to do their work for them. Besides, the hatch was shut and no one got hurt, so I don’t see what the big deal is. This is a learning experience for them.”

      He crosses his arms too, dusty biceps and shoulders flexing under his figure-hugging uniform. Always a shame to see a good body wasted on a guy with a bad attitude.

      “Well, you just be sure to write all that up in your incident report and have it to me by oh-eight-hundred tomorrow.” Tracy heads for the door. “How the university hasn’t fired you already is beyond me.”

      “You’re one to talk.” He scoffs. “I’m not the reason someone dropped a deuce in the memorial fountain last year. Last I heard, the DVC’s still reviewing the university Code of Conduct because of that incident. Did you end up taking that guy back, by the way?”

      “Oh-eight-hundred tomorrow and not a moment later, or I’ll be writing you up.”

      “Oh, come on, Trace. I’m just kidding around. Don’t be like that.”

      “I’m not ‘being like’ anything. This was an incident, so everyone’s gotta submit a report. No exceptions.”

      “Trace—”

      “That’s Captain Nielsen to you, Supervisor Lee. Now get yourself cleaned up. That’s an order.”
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      How long does it take to create life—an hour, a century, a millennium?

      An eternity, perhaps, if it truly begins with the spark of an idea. The idea that seeds the dream.

      Ah, love . . .

      Then perhaps as long as it takes to destroy it. As long as lonely fields lay fallow. But how long is this compared to an eternity of love? What is life and death when we are all adrift in an endless sea? Time matters not when gods lay sleeping.

      But light . . . Ah, light . . .

      What light! Such light is energy and vibration, colour and sensation. There’s a fullness to it, distinct from void, distinct from nothing. It is the spark of a dream.

      It is love. It is life. It is now.

      Now. Here . . .

      When Titania first notices the light, xe can’t believe xyr senses. It’s been too long, but now . . . but now. Light collects beneath xem like the crystal lake in a half-remembered vision. Xe rises like twin moons into a welcoming sky, substance without form like mist above a waterfall, like a rainbow over a river.

      But this light is unlike that in a memory. It is now. It is here . . . But where is here?

      This is not Titania’s dead planet.

      Sometime later—but how much time?—a dark-skinned youth spins on his axis when a petite woman enters his orbit. He dusts fragments of decay from his palms and runs his fingers through his hair. He smiles at the
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