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THE THING ABOUT IGNIS is, it's hard to get him alone.

He's popular and charismatic, tall and lean, with golden brown skin, golden blond hair and pale blue eyes. He's like the sun. Warm and bright, breathing life into everything his light touches.

Right now, he's across the cafeteria, the other kids around him laughing at some joke he just told, and heaven what I wouldn't give to be even the air particles in his vicinity.

Suns and stars, I've got it bad and I know it.

Get it together, Sallon Lee, I tell myself, clapping my hands on my cheeks and tearing my gaze away from my golden boy.

The thing about me is, I'm easily found alone.

I have no friends.

I'm quiet and timid, easily embarrassed, short and curvy, with plain wavy brown hair that I fluctuate between wanting to grow out and shaving. Currently it's almost to my shoulders, and I like the way it hides my blush.

The mess hall is emptying. I've spaced out—I don't know how long—and now I'll probably be late to class. I hurry and throw my tray in the receptacle, breakfast half-eaten, but whatever, it'll be used for compost.

Nothing gets wasted in space.

I make my way through the corridor, where normally I'd take a moment to enjoy the view of space through the windowed walkway ahead. Looking out at that empty space calms me somehow. It's like it empties my mind and turns it into the same void I'm looking upon.

There’s no time for sappiness and poeticness today, though.

I jog through the walkway whenever no one's looking—some of the sciencey adults will give you the stink eye for that—and make it through into the education corridor with mere seconds to spare. I can see our teacher coming down the other side, and I hurry again, but don't run, since she's seen me. I get through the door to class about five seconds before she does, and slip into my seat in the second row.

Last term, I was just a couple seats behind Ignis, so I was able to watch him sometimes. It was both a blessing and a curse. Often, I spaced out, watching the back of his golden head, holding my breath whenever his fingers passed through it. Was it as soft as it looked?

This term, he's in the back row.

I wonder if he ever looks my way?

I doubt he does. He doesn't know who I even am.  

I mostly zone out during the lesson, staring down at the presentation that comes on over the display on my desk and taking in colors and shapes but not much else.

"Now, for the work study this afternoon," the teacher says. "We'll be touring the boiler room and doing an exercise on the pipeline infrastructure."

There are a couple of groans, but I perk up.

The work study program is meant to provide onsite training to various areas of the station in an effort to educate and entice students on all the career paths available to them. Or something like that. There's an informational thing about it that explains it all. We had to read it all in class when we were of age to begin the program, and it bored most of the class to sleep.

While the onsite part is usually more interesting, the pipelines are by far one of the least interesting things. I remember struggling not to doze off during the lecture on pipelines.

This would be interesting, since that means I have no idea what I'm doing. I imagine most of the class doesn't have a clue, either.

The lecture concludes and our teacher tells us to regroup at the entrance to the boiler room in the maintenance sector after lunch.

For me, lunch is just time for me to helplessly stare from afar at Ignis. Even though I enjoy that, the more I do it, the more I just wish I weren't such a shy coward. I try to keep my head down while I wait in line in the mess hall.

My tendency to be wrapped up in my own little world chooses then to bite me, of course. I bump right into someone's back and immediately start stuttering an apology to the person I'd bumped into.

"Hey, it's no big deal," the person replies, and upon hearing that voice, I want to shrink away into tiny little microscopic bits of stardust.

Ignis.

Ignis, Ignis, Ignis.

Turn me to stardust. Let me fade away.

Instead, I'm going supernova, face burning up.

Don't you know, it is a big deal? I want to say. I can't ever say.

Annnnd, he's gone now, having turned back around and proceeded forward. People are going around me, because I'm just standing there frozen as the Earth our station orbits.

How embarrassing.

I hurry to get through the line, grabbing a bowl of something random without paying attention to what it even is. What I chose tastes awful and I wince when I start sipping from the bowl. I try to be quick about it to get it over with, then toss my tray in the receptacle and wander off to wallow in my self-loathing and embarrassment some more.

Without trying to, I end up in my thinking/wallowing/gazing spot, in the connecting walkway with the big windows. I stare out at the stars as the station gently, slowly rotates. All you can ever see from here is stars. There's probably somewhere else I could look—at Earth, or the moon, but I've never cared to go anywhere else.

Having an awkward and unrequited crush sucks. I run my hands through my hair, sigh, and space out looking out at space.

I spend too long in my spacing space and end up late for the work study. Story of my life. Space, be late, be flustered, repeat.

You're a mess, Sallon. Get it together. Get over it. Get over Ignis.

Repeating that doesn't help.

I slip in at the back of the class nonchalantly, the teacher none the wiser that I'm late, thank the stars. Peaking above the heads of my classmates are the water storage tanks, which the teacher is talking about.

"The solar collectors convert sunlight into heat, which passes through the solar heated tank and into the water heater. The pipelines carry water to all areas of the station. Engineers oversee the solar and water storage tanks, while pipeline mechanics maintain the pipes throughout the station. You’re going to help us with that."

Engineers have extensive training and a certification process they undergo, so of course we aren't qualified to perform any tasks regarding the tanks on our own. However, if a person is interested in engineering, they can apply for a personal session to learn more.

That's not something I've done. For any of the professions that require certification.

And I know I'm running out of time. The pressure to choose my future, when I still know so little of myself, is as overwhelming as space is vast. It's an endless, impossible thing. How can I choose? I'm not sure what even seems interesting to me. Aren't you supposed to be interested in the thing you pick, or do other people just pick something at random and hope it grows on them?

I know there's not supposed to be any pressure, and that no matter what I do or don't decide, I won't be frowned upon or ostracized. A person's worth isn't measured by what they add to our society.

There's no pressure. And yet, it's all anyone talks about. It's all my parents ask about. They're research scientists, and while they'd love if I took an interest in their research, they try not to push me. Too much, anyways. Mxm does love to talk about xer breakthroughs. The way xer eyes gleam with excitement always brings a smile to Zaza's face.

People are spreading out now, coalescing into a few friend groups. 

Oh no, I've spaced out and missed something. The assignment is starting.

Since I have no friends, I end up kinda lagging at the back like the nearly invisible space dust I am.

The teacher is at the head of the group, though I can hardly see her at the back. She's explaining how to check the pipelines are in working order. Students file down the hallway, going to the pipes that run down both sides.

I veer to the right, kneeling down to listen for any leaking or hissing. Next, I grab onto the valve to make sure it's tight.

Steam starts billowing out from the pipeline, and I fall back, catching myself with my hands. Surprised voices and footsteps sound around me. The steam is obscuring my vision, though.

I hear the valve squeak, and as the steam begins to dissipate, a figure stands before me.

"You okay?" The figure says as a hand comes
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