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      The roar of the engine combined perfectly with the vibration of the tires on the track. My opponent wasn’t even visible in my mirrors. I took a deep breath and focused on the track ahead. My current lead meant that winning the race was within my grasp—all I had to do was keep my car on the track.

      The green and gold colour scheme was what drew me to this car—that and the sleek lines. These Old Earth cars were so delightfully sleek and fast, ridiculously fast. The adrenaline rush from driving them was addictive. I adored it.

      While holding my breath, I swerved through the final chicane. The tires screeched their protest against the tarmac as I exited the curve.

      “I love this!” Theo65 shouted through the radio. Their car, a striking vision in red with a fierce decal of a horse. I checked my mirrors. Their red phantom was catching up to me fast. As their car surged forward, it cut through the air with predatory grace. And it was coming for me.

      I grinned and pressed on the gas pedal, accelerating past three hundred kilometres per hour—but it wasn’t enough.

      In a streak of red, Theo65 shot past.

      A competitive flame ignited inside me. Risking everything, I floored the accelerator, pushing it to its limit. The car surged in response, a beast awakened. Another pulse of adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I felt like I could take in everything at once. Theo65 would not get away.

      As we shot by the grandstand, the mosaic of spectator faces came alive. A wave of cheers and applause rose like a storm. The simulated fans jumped to their feet in unison, eager to witness the ballet of speed and strategy unfolding before them.

      I focused on the track ahead. “You got this,” I said to myself.

      The faster I went, the more my surroundings blurred, but it didn’t matter as my gaze remained locked on my target. Despite our speed, catching the red car seemed to take forever—like time had slowed for our first place battle.

      As we raced, Theo65 and I danced on the edge of speed and control. Each turn became a conversation, each straight a declaration. It wasn’t simply speed; the race revealed a battle of wills, a testament to the relentless pursuit of driving excellence.

      Within the cockpit of my green and gold chariot, I became more than a driver. I became the embodiment of speed, racing not just against my friend but against the very limits of possibility. Like Theo65, I loved this.

      Side-by-side, we skidded around the last corner. Not even a piece of paper could have fit between our wheels. But I was on the inside, and the finish line still seemed within my grasp. My car erupted past Theo65. The checkered flag fluttered in the distance, calling my name.

      I grinned. “I’m going to win!”

      Then I saw it—something small and furry darting onto the track. My heart skipped a beat, and my instincts took over. I stomped on the brakes as I made a desperate swerve. The stench of burning rubber filled my nostrils.

      Like a bullet, I shot off the track and into the gravel. With both hands on the wheel, I tried and failed to regain control. The wall ahead loomed large—I was only a passenger now. Gritting my teeth, I released my grip on the wheel.

      The world turned into a maelstrom of chaos as my beautiful dark green car collided with the wall—a violent kiss that sent it spinning further out of control. Time stretched, each millisecond an eternity, as the car pirouetted in a grotesque dance of twisted metal and momentum. A wheel came free and bounced the opposite direction.

      The spectators fell still. A collective intake of breath hung in the air, their eyes wide.

      Gravel clawed at the spinning car, slowing me down—but not enough. Still out of control, my car slid across the track and into to the gravel on the other side. With a sickening crunch, my once beautiful car smashed against the far wall. I felt me organs slosh within me, but harness held me in place. In the silence that followed, my breath came in ragged gasps. My heart pounded against my chest as I tried to get a hold of myself.

      “None of this is real,” I reminded myself as I took deep breaths.

      In the stands above me, the crowd still wore expressions of horror. Now that I was stationary, their faces fell well within the uncanny valley, and it was creepy. Programming realistic people remained out of my grasp.

      “Hey, Stella, are you okay?”

      “Huh?” I glanced up.

      Theo65 stood beside my wrecked car. Despite the fact their green alien avatar’s face had little mobility (their face was mostly glossy black eyes, after all), their concern for me showed.

      “Oh.” I smiled. “I’m fine. Just thinking about how to make the simulation better. Besides, I can’t get hurt here.”

      Well, I couldn’t get physically hurt, but my pride could take a beating. I let out a sigh and removed the car’s steering wheel. Theo65 grabbed it and tossed it aside.

      “No alterations needed. This is the best one yet. Everything is so real. That animal… a marmot, was it? It was a perfect detail.” Theo65 grinned.

      I sighed. My cleverness had caught me. I’d programmed the marmot scenario to play out at a ridiculously low probability—and this run turned out to be it.

      With an awkward shimmy, I pulled myself out of the driving seat. Driving these cars was fun—exiting less so. I took off my helmet and let the breeze cool my face.

      My gaze fell on the track. The checkered flag still waved in the distance. I needed a win today.

      “How about we go again?”

      Theo65 crossed their spindly green arms over their chest and frowned. “I don’t know.” They never bothered putting clothing on their avatar. Their choice, I guess—I certainly wasn’t going to bring up the topic with them.

      “Come on, just one more. I’m sure I’ll beat you this time.”

      Spectators cheered, encouraging another race.

      “Stella!” Dizzy called. I ignored her.

      “Back to the starting line?” I raised an eyebrow at Theo65 as I started to put my helmet back on.

      “Stella!” Dizzy called again.

      “I think the real world needs you,” Theo65 said.

      I sighed and deactivated the simulation.

      

      After removing my AR system’s neck ring, I sat up. A lock of my purple hair fell into my face, and with a puff of my breath, I blew it away and frowned. Looking around made me want to retreat back into one of my virtual worlds.

      My dorm room remained as chaotic as ever—I hated the space. Two narrow beds covered in the generic dorm-provided blue comforters butted against opposite walls leaving only enough space between them for a single person to pass. A desk sat at the foot of each bed, and a shared closet was our only storage space. A tiny window at the end of the room allowed limited daylight in, and the view sucked—all we could see was just the wall of another dorm building.

      But it wasn’t the cramped nature of the room that left me claustrophobic. The worst part, the part I hated, was the clutter, all of which belonged to Dizzy. Clothing, stationery and knickknacks covered every surface, even on my side. I glanced towards what was supposed to be my desk and clenched my jaw. Even the space between our beds was littered with paper and old-fashioned paper books—Dizzy left her Jenny Chu mysteries there despite her telling me often how much she loved them. And there was no hope of me carving out any closet space.

      I groaned, then turned toward Dizzy. “What now?” My words launched sharp and direct, crueler than I normally was. In my defence, my roommate had a habit of getting on my nerves. Today wasn’t the first time she’d pulled me from one of my virtual worlds.

      Dizzy sat cross-legged on her bed, facing me. She smiled, oblivious to my irritation—another trait that annoyed me. Everything about her, from the cheerful plumpness of her cheeks to her infuriatingly perfect ringlets of hair, acted as a reminder of how different we were.

      Diti Chawla, my assigned roommate, was a human whirlwind, her very presence a disorienting force. Everyone called her Dizzy, and she lived up to the name in the most exasperating way possible. Her presence always tested my patience.

      “Were you napping?” she asked.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Seven Soaring Swans University regulations dictated that all first-year students had to share a room. They cited flaky reasons like ‘making new friends’ and ‘building connections’ as they paired Dizzy and me together. I’d made multiple complaints about her and her annoying ways. Bureaucratic shrugs met each complaint, leaving me trapped in this maddening roommate situation.

      I would have given anything to retreat into one of my digital worlds and leave the irritating reality of her presence behind—not that she would ever understand why I needed to escape her.

      To make matters worse, she never even asked what my AR ring was for. She just didn’t seem to care about me—like I represented a prop for the ‘perfect university experience’ she crafted for herself (and endlessly told me about). I ground my teeth together until my jaw ached.

      Unaware of my inner turmoil, she continued, “Have you thought about what your term project is going to be?” This repeated question felt like a broken record. She’d been asking me for weeks, and every time, I avoided giving an answer.

      I suppressed the urge to groan again. “I don’t know yet,” I said, each word laced with resentment, which, of course, she didn’t notice.

      “Well...” She leaned forward as if to tell me a secret, which felt invasive—she always invaded my space. “Dr. Tipp is still looking for more students to help him at the Rokan lab.”

      I shrugged. “That’s all about watching fungi grow, so not really my thing. And Rokan is a long way away.”

      “But you need to do something.” Her frown deepened as if she had the right to dictate my academic choices.

      “I’ll talk to Dr. Fuller. I’m sure she has a project I can do without leaving Seven Soaring Swans.”

      Someone knocked at our door.

      “Come in,” Dizzy said, as cheerful as ever.

      Peter Hu opened the door and grinned in his normal boyish way. He was a first-year, like us, and he always seemed to be around. With his messy black hair and dark eyes, he was cute in a way.

      “Peter! Come sit with me.” Dizzy patted the bed beside herself.

      As he entered our space, his attention remained fixed on Dizzy, a reminder of the social orbit that revolved around her.

      “Look what I found.” Peter held up another Jenny Chu mystery book: The Case of the Broken Airlock.

      “Oooooo,” Dizzy said as she clapped her hands together. “I haven’t read that one.”

      Knowing I was not part of Peter or Dizzy’s equation, I seized the moment. Backpack in hand, I made my escape, leaving the room and its irritating occupants behind. For now, at least.
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      Once free of my oppressive dorm room, I headed outside. Above, New Venus’ sky wore its usual luminous veil of clouds, diffusing the light of the local star into shades of endless sunset. I filled my lungs with the dry air, which always left a metallic aftertaste in my mouth. Below, the Shimmer sparkled, fragments of metal winking like distant stars just waiting for our mining nets. Those easy-to-retrieve metals made the city of Seven Soaring Swans wealthy. I felt free—at least temporarily.

      Following the path along the island’s edge, I made my way to the aviary—one of the few places on campus where I was certain of solitude. The building was across campus, but the campus wasn’t big (the whole place was on a floating island, after all).

      As I walked, my gaze drifted downwards, as if staring at the Shimmer long enough would give me a glimpse of where the planet’s gaseous cloak embraced its rocky heart. On that rocky terrain lay the vessel that had claimed my father’s life six years ago; beside it rested an abandoned generation ship and the ship that had nearly become my crypt five months prior. I still woke in a cold sweat most nights from flashback of my voyage down—the memories remained raw and real.

      I let out a long breath as I turned away from the edge and onto the path leading to the aviary. The brand-new building of glass shimmered in the perpetual twilight of this world becoming me to enter. Just being in that space always left me full of joy.

      One of the few positive things about the trip I’d taken to the bottom of the world was that Dr. Fuller, or Carol as she preferred me to call her, and I came back with eggs. I’d picked fairy wren eggs because that bird had been my dad’s favourite. And our last name was Wren. To everyone’s surprise, the eggs hatched. To celebrate, the university built an entire building to house them. A flock of living wrens now existed, and I could visit them.

      What I hadn’t told Dizzy (because it was none of her business) was that the university was funding another trip down to the generation ship to bring back more eggs—and I planned to be part of it.

      I continued my ruminating as I meandered towards the building. As I approached, the double set of doors opened automatically. Crossing the threshold to the interior was stepping into a different world. Humid air full of moisture and scents of green wafted over me, and all my angst melted away. The humidity felt perfect and the vibrant calls of the wrens that resonated deep within me.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka,” they sang, their melody originating within the lush greenery.

      A smile spread across my face. Here, in the company of these birds, I was part of a pioneering moment—among the first human ears to hear the song of real birds since our ancestors left Old Earth. It still amazed me that the generation ships that had brought humanity to this corner of the galaxy didn’t bring living animals—only eggs and embryos in stasis—and only on one ship, the one ship that crashed.

      I took my usual seat on the bench near the feeders, scanner in hand, and waited. Most days, I found myself here, a habit that had morphed into a new, personal project. I know I should focus more on my academic work on the buoyancy-law-breaking Brocca particles. Instead, I spent my time recording wren movements from every angle. My goal was to create a holographic wren to fly around in the real world. Once I had the bird perfected, I planned to share my code (Theo65 would help with that) so everyone could enjoy the company of these birds.

      “Perfect,” I said to myself as one of the purple-headed birds came flittered towards me.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka,” it sang as it hopped on a branch an arm’s length away.

      I remained motionless and focused my scanner on it.

      “Hey, Stella!”

      In a frantic flutter, the little bird took flight. It dashed into the nearest foliage, vanishing from view. It wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon.

      I sighed as Peter settled uncomfortably close on the bench beside me.

      “Peter,” I said, my tone flat. Wasn’t he conversing with Dizzy just moments ago? And Dizzy liked to talk—for hours if you let her.

      He leaned in, his smile eager. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “Great,” I mumbled, wanting to vanish into the aviary’s foliage like the wren did.

      He tilted his head, a puzzled look crossing his pretty face. “What did you say?”

      With a strained smile, I corrected, “You found me.”

      His smile widened as his voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “That I did. I need your help with something.”

      “Okay,” I replied with enthusiasm as flat as a deflated balloon.

      He hesitated, his eyes darting around as if searching for the right words. “You’re… um, good friends with Dizzy, right?” His voice quivered, revealing a vulnerability I hadn’t expected.

      “Sure,” I lied.

      He let out a breath with enough strength to stir the nearby leaves. “Oh, good. Because I need to know something…”

      I raised an eyebrow, bracing myself for the inevitable question. I had a hunch where this was going, and he wouldn’t be the first person to ask. The awkwardness of the moment wrapped around us like a thick fog.

      “Is she, um…seeing anyone?” he blurted out, his words tumbling over each other.

      Inwardly, I cringed. “I don’t think so.”

      Truthfully, I had no idea. A wide assortment of people flowed in and out of Dizzy’s orbit on a regular basis. I never asked what her relationship was with them. Also, I didn’t care.

      A second grin broke across Peter’s face, only to vanish as quickly as it had appeared. He  began intertwining and twisting his hands together as his voice dropped to a whisper. “And, um…do you think she… Well, does she like me?”

      I hesitated. Why in the hell was I getting caught up in this? I had to admit that I didn’t want to see Peter’s heart broken; he seemed genuinely nice. But I also didn’t want to be exploited as a go-between because of my bad luck of having Dizzy as my roommate.

      Peter misread my silence, and his face fell. “She doesn’t like me.” He stared at his intertwined fingers.

      “No, Peter, it’s not like that,” I said, my tone softer, more reassuring—I hoped. I pursed my lips, weighing my next words carefully. “It’s just that, Dizzy… She’s kind of universally friendly, you know?”

      His eyes flickered with a spark of hope, a tentative smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “So, you’re saying there’s a chance?”

      I exhaled. “Honestly, Peter, I can’t say for sure. But…” I paused as a thought struck me. “If you really want to get closer to her, there might be a way.”

      His gaze locked onto mine and for a moment I thought he was going to touch me. “Help me win Dizzy over. Please.”

      I bit my lip. My idea might backfire spectacularly—and he’d blame me.

      Peter leaned even closer. “What do I have to do?”

      “Look, I don’t think you can just win her over, Peter,” I started, my voice trailing off as I saw the flicker of disappointment in his eyes. Maybe, just maybe, I could nudge things in a benign direction. “But if you’re serious, talk to Dr. Tipp about the Rokan lab project.”

      Peter’s brow furrowed. “I don’t see how getting involved in academics will help with Dizzy.”

      “That’s the thing.” A hint of a smile tugged at my lips. “Dizzy has already signed up for it. It might be a chance to see her in a different setting, away from all this. Maybe get to know her better.”

      His lips formed a silent ‘o’ as he processed the information. He nodded.

      I stood up, feeling oddly responsible—I’d never seen myself as someone who could, or even should, facilitate romance. My experience in that area was terrible. “I’ll see you later, Peter. And, um, good luck.”

      Before he could respond, I was out of there. My steps quickened as I left the aviary, the echo of the wrens’ calls a soothing backdrop to the whirlwind of emotions I’d just navigated.

      Even as I stepped back into the dry air outside, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d just set something in motion, where the outcome remained as uncertain as the flight of the birds above.

      As soon as I was out of sight of the avariy’s entrance, I slowed to a more reasonable pace. Peter’s interruption ruined my plan to get more bird footage. And I didn’t want to head back to my room just in case Dizzy was holding court with a new set of her admirers.

      To pass the time until my next class, I just meandered around the campus. Wandering the paths on the Island of Dreams brought up memories of my dad, but they were happy ones I let myself dip into.
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      A few days later, I headed to Carole’s office after my statistics class, the last class of my day. To get there, I had to weave through the halls of the xenobiology building. Further in, the air grew dustier and dustier. I suppressed a sneeze as I passed a row of tables full of studying students. Seeing them so hard at work left me feeling guilty. Final exams were coming, and I should have been studying too.

      Around a secluded corner, I arrived.

      Carole’s office door stood open, exposing the mess of papers, books, and datadrives she’d collected. They covered every flat surface—but this clutter didn’t bother me like Dizzy’s did. The academic chaos reminded me of visits to my dad’s office in the same building back when I was a kid. These sorts of surroundings always left me with a cozy, warm feeling full of happy memories.

      Behind her desk, Carole hunched over something I couldn’t quite see. She had pulled her greying hair back into a messy ponytail, as usual, and today, she had a pencil tucked behind her ear.

      With my left knuckles, I knocked gently on the doorframe. Carole looked up from whatever she’d been working on and smiled. “Oh, hello.”

      Relief washed over me. She seemed happy to see me, which, considering how rocky our relationship had begun, was a good thing.

      “I’m here as promised,” I said. There was nowhere to sit (the other chair in the office had an ancient microscope sitting on it), so I stood in front of her desk.

      “Of course you are.” Carole smiled as she removed the pencil from behind her ear and put it on the table to be swallowed by the mess. “Why don’t we go for a walk? I could use a sticky bun.”

      I grinned. There was only one place on Seven Soaring Swans that made sticky buns and they were the best sticky buns in the universe. “That sounds fantastic.”

      We took the scenic route along the edge of the Island of Gold, past the banks and auction houses. Giant statues, some lifelike, others abstract, flanked our path. Above, the sunset sky remained unchanged as always.

      When we passed where we’d departed on the airship Minke months ago, my steps faltered. Memories of how I’d snuck on board, got caught, and then eventually got accepted flooded back. I bit my lip.

      “It’s too bad Hector didn’t come home,” Carole said in a melancholy tone.

      Hector had died when the Minke crashed with all of us on it. A lump formed in my throat. I’d only known Hector for a few days, yet he’d quickly come to mean a lot to me. I swallowed, not trusting myself to speak.

      Carole continued, “He would have loved that the university’s latest missions are all using the technology he invented.”

      “Yeah, he would have loved to see those airships.” I struggled to keep my voice steady.

      Carole smiled. “He would also love to hear about what you’ve discovered about the Brocca particles.”

      I nodded. The Brocca particles were his discovery—and we’d named them after him—Hector Brocca. And to honour his memory, I’d decided to study them. They were turning out to be fascinating. Their ability to change their buoyancy was just the start. In the lab they exhibited all sorts of weirdness, they kind that often left me scratching my head.

      “Those particles are definitely not from New Venus,” I said—that was one of the few things I knew for sure about them. “And I have a theory about them—but I can’t prove it yet.”

      “Interesting. Tell me about it.” Carole continued on past the auction house and I kept pace with her.

      I hadn’t shared my idea about Brocca particle origins with anyone yet—not even Theo65. “This might be crazy, but…” My worlds trailed off as I feared Carole might just laugh at me (although I suspected she never would).

      “I’m always game for a crazy idea,” she said without even a hint of amusement.

      “They might be biological in origin,” I said, then dove into a long description of why I thought that.

      As I explained, we walked over another bridge and onto one of the more ordinary islands—the kind where normal people lived and worked without ridiculous statues looking down on them.

      “Those are bold ideas,” she said as we turned down an alley. “It’s going to take some work to prove them.”

      Fully understanding Brocca particles made a daunting project (and I didn’t dare admit my bird project was taking more and more of my time). I bit my lip. Perhaps I was in over my head.

      “I know.”

      We turned a corner to a familiar sight. On one side of the path were a row of ordinary-seeming shops and the other railings to keep us from falling from the island. The shop in the middle was our destination, and my mouth was already watering in anticipation.

      “We’re here.” Carole opened the bakery door, letting me go in first.

      Aromas of freshly baked bread, cinnamon, and caramelized sugar enveloped us, a sensory embrace that was nothing short of divine. Neither of us could resist their most indulgent offering—the massive, gooey sticky buns, each a masterpiece of sweet, sticky perfection.

      At a corner table, the outside world faded, leaving only us, our treats, and a conversation set to change everything. Carole’s gaze met mine as she pulled apart her still steaming, sticky bun.

      “Have you decided on a project for the field semester?” Her voice cut softly through the bakery’s gentle hum.

      My palms turned clammy. This was the moment, the reason I had wanted to see her today. Just the thought of asking for what I wanted created butterflies in my stomach—but now was the time.

      “I… I’ve been considering joining the next mission to the generation ship.” My words trembled like leaves in a gentle breeze. It was a bold ask, and now that I’d said it out loud, it felt foolish.

      Carole’s nod was slow. She broke off another piece of her treat as if she was thinking my request through. “I suspected you might say that.” She leaned back, her gaze never leaving mine. A tension hung in the air, the kind that weaves through the spaces between words unspoken.

      “It’s what I’m drawn to.” I caught my lip between my teeth.

      Her response was matter-of-fact. “They’re only going to salvage more eggs. It’s not the research opportunity you’re seeking.”

      But I was attached to those eggs and the promise they held. They were my legacy—I deserved to go. I took a deep breath to settle myself. Carole would only be swayed by a logical argument—but my reasons to go didn’t involve logic.

      “Still, I need to be there.” A quiet desperation threaded through my voice. After all, it was Carole and I who had discovered them.

      Carole’s attention returned to her sticky bun. “There’s been a discovery.”

      My mind raced. “At the generation ship?”

      She shook her head. “No, at the Rokan science outpost. Brocca particles, in trace amounts, but unmistakably present.”

      Confusion clouded my thoughts. “Brocca particles amidst the mycelium studies at Rokan?”

      She nodded as she chewed.

      I froze. This was a fantastic opportunity to prove my theories, but my heart remained fixed on the eggs and the mission I considered my destiny. “I must go down to the abyss first⁠—”

      Carole cut me off. “There’s no space for you on the trip down there.” Her friendly demeanour had changed back to student and academic advisor.

      My gut knotted, and I bit my lip a second time.

      “And you are definitely not stowing on board the ship.” She pursed her lips together and gave me a look that suggested she knew I had already been considering the idea.

      It felt like a door slamming shut, a dream dissolving before my eyes. My frustration erupted. “But I should be there.”

      Her response was firm. “No.”

      The air between us crackled with tension. I opened my mouth to speak and realized anything I could say would only sound childish. She was right—those eggs were someone else’s project. I should let them go.

      Instead, I clenched my jaw. Without a word, I stormed out of that cozy, cinnamon and clove-scented haven, leaving behind my half-eaten sticky bun—also childish behaviour. I strode away, not paying attention to where I was going, until I ended up at a faux stone railing overlooking the atmosphere below.

      As the turbulent waves of my emotions mirrored the relentless churn of the Shimmer, I found myself trapped in a tempest of indecision and regret. I couldn’t shake off the guilt for my outburst at Carole, yet the fierce yearning for the generation ship, a silent siren’s call tied to the memory of my father, refused to be quelled.

      I was a lone figure on the bridge, the city’s pulse fading into a distant murmur. My heart wrestled with the heavy realization that my father’s sacrifice didn’t grant me automatic rights to his unfinished legacy. It simply wasn’t my project—I had chosen something else.

      With a heavy sigh, I retrieved a small silver device from my pocket, its sleek surface a familiar comfort. I fastened the holographic projector to my collar and switched it on.

      Like a burst of magic, a wren materialized before me, its purple iridescent feathers a vibrant contrast against the muted hues of the cityscape. Its cheerful trills, a rhythmic chant of “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka,” seemed oddly grounding.

      “What should I do?” I whispered to my holographic confidant.

      The question hung heavy in the air, its weight magnified by the knowledge of what lay beneath the Shimmer—the incredible life forms, the islands suspended by enigmatic Brocca particles, and the haunting depths where the ghost of Generation Ship 8 and my father’s ill-fated vessel lay entombed. Six years ago, my dad had died trying to get to the eggs on the generation ship.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka.” The wren’s response, a repetitive melody, resonated within me.

      Carole had offered me a way to prove my wild theories—but I’d have to go to Rokan, far from the allure of the generation ship and the deep-seated connection I held for the eggs.

      The wren’s digital flutters painted erratic patterns in the air, a glitchy reminder of the imperfections in my algorithms—an idea that could be extended to my thinking.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka.”

      “You’re right. I need to make a choice.” I turned and gazed towards the Island of Dreams. The arched roof of the new aviary was visible. As much as I wanted to be part of introducing more birds to the world, I had chosen to study the Brocca particles.

      I pulled out my comms device and messaged Carole. My message started with an apology for storming out on her before I accepted her offer.

      I would go to Rokan (but I wouldn’t be telling Dizzy until the last minute).
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      The expedition to the science outpost on Rokan departed in the morning. The end-semester mayhem of exams and papers had kept me distracted—but now I needed to face the reality of the upcoming trip.

      In our room, Dizzy meticulously chose each item to pack.

      “How many Jenny Chu mysteries should I pack?” She scooped up a pile of the books from the floor and dumped them on my bed. She was already over-the-top excited to go, and I still hadn’t told her I would be joining her. I’d have to tell her soon, which was something I wasn’t looking forward to.

      “Haven’t you already read them all?” I asked as I continued to grapple with my decision to join the mission. Three times, I came close to backing out of the trip. I’d even gone to Carole’s office to ask for a different project. As I stood outside her office door, my thoughts flip-flopped. In the end, I admitted this trip was a fantastic opportunity for me—despite having to put up with more Dizzy.

      “The Ghost Shuttle is my favourite.” She held up a book with a yellow cover. “I love how Jenny uncovers all the clues—nothing stops her, not even the vacuum of space.” She sighed and gathered up all the books onto her lap.

      I shrugged not bothering to make eye contact. “Just bring them all.”

      “Excellent idea!” She leapt up and half of the books fell of her lap and onto the floor. “Oh no!” She bounced across the room and grabbed a bag. “Let me get those stowed. Packing for three months is challenging.” She grinned at me as if she was having the best time ever.

      “I gotta go,” I said standing. Dizzy’s packing chaos was too much for me.

      “Okay, I’ll see you later. Maybe we can go to breakfast together before I go?”

      “If there’s time.” I left the room before Dizzy could say anything more. I wasn’t looking forward to her response when she found out I was on the expedition too.

      

      For something to do, I went for a walk around the campus. Random meandering took me into the university’s main atrium, where the memorial plaque for my father’s failed mission was. Normally, I avoided the place, as the massive space always left me feeling small. Tonight, I needed the solitude I normally found there.
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