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Nikili Echols didn’t intend to be late. Again. She ran beneath Rhea’s manufactured sun, heels tapping a sharp rhythm across the flawless pavement, narrowly avoiding a Toasty Pop drone as it dumped a load of apple-flavored mini pie balls on a group of shrieking kids. With a quick twist, she dodged the flying pastries and the sugar-coated chaos. She couldn’t show up to her daughter’s honors ceremony covered in goo, and she didn’t have time to return home to change.

Under her breath, she chanted, “I will not be late. I will not be late.”

Last week had not been her fault. The Starlene Surge had been a one-time event, which had been an unsanctioned celebration marking Rhea’s homegrown pop band, Starlene & the Sparklebots, hitting number one on both Venus and Mars. The streets had clogged with fans in sequined elbow pads performing synchronized shoulder shrugs.

Nikili had refused to join in, and a drone had caught her scowling on camera, looping her sour mood over local feeds. Her daughter still made fun of her for it. “One shrug, Mom. Just one.”

She had promised her daughter she would make it to her honors ceremony with time to spare. Instead, she had stayed too long at DAT (Disaster Aversion Team) headquarters, chasing down readiness reports, reviewing emergency calls received throughout the Sol, and sorting out a glitching distress beacon near Mimas (which was probably another dust echo). Every moment at DAT felt crucial, and everything at DAT pressed on her as something that couldn’t wait. She was a new chief with a new agency, still proving her idea for a rescue service to watch over the entire Sol had merit.

The ache of choosing DAT first most times chased her through the growing city of Demetehar. Since the defeat of Spaceberg and the demise of Titan, Rhea had taken Titan’s place in prominence, increasing its business and industry sectors and food production. New construction dotted the horizon, the cranes and skeletal towers looming like specters.

To get her mind off work and where it belonged, Nikili’s hand found her locket, round and silver like a moon, which her ex-husband had given her when they were dating. The locket contained images of everyone in Nikili’s family, but she carried more of her daughter than anyone else. The metal warmed in her grip, a reminder of more innocent days, days when Nikili had been a doting wife and mother, days long gone. She had moved to Rhea to repair her relationship with her daughter but still didn’t have it right.

Up ahead, two trash bots abandoned their patrol to battle it out by dance in the middle of the avenue. Glowing eyes pulsed with rhythm as they spun, flipped, and flung bits of garbage like streamers. Snack wrappers and mystery gloop swirled in the air.

“Hey! What are you thinking? There are kids around. Geesh,” Nikili scolded as she dodged a half-eaten carton of radish gelato. “Pick up your trash, not each other’s moves.”

The bots froze, their optics blinking with guilt, then skittered apart to vacuum in opposite directions.

Continuing on her way, Nikili weaved through the busy avenues of Rhea’s capital, the artificial breeze from the dome’s atmospheric regulators barely cooling her flushed face. Above, the transparent energy shield shimmered faintly, letting through the day-lit shine of Octavia, the manufactured mini sun that boosted light and warmth in the Saturn system. The circular parks dotting the city had once been enclosed by physical domes, separating the neighborhoods into different colonies. Now a single shield united them into one city.

Some throwback residents continued the ancient hostilities between the Inner and Outer Sol, which had mostly been reduced to bias and prejudice. Nikili understood some people couldn’t let go of the past and resented her presence here, but she didn’t enjoy seeing how many people still felt that way. She and her DAT team were from Orcus in the Outer Sol, and a vocal group believed they should have stayed there. In small clusters, the anti-Outling groups gathered at the more heavily used parks with protest signs shimmering on holoscreens above their heads. Most said: “Outlings out.”

“Originality called,” Nikili muttered, “it wants its protest back.” She barely glanced at them. The anti-Outling hostility wouldn’t flare up unless someone paid the hate groups more attention, and she wouldn’t be that someone. DAT wasn’t just about her and the Outer Sol. After Spaceberg, after losing Titan to a frozen monstrosity tumbling from outside the solar system, the Sol realized how badly it needed her agency. Now she had to keep it alive.

To her left, a herd of glittery-collared, stubby-finned landfish burst out of the doors of the EcoPets Day Care. Stampeding for the nearest park, they moved as a flock, bolting to a snack cart selling cheese pudding cake. The landfish flapped, and glub-squeaked, surrounding the cart. One landfish latched onto the seller like a piñata. The seller ran into EcoPets Day Care in protest, and, thankfully, the fish and pudding disaster veered away from Nikili.

The pale blue tower of Rhea University’s dorms came into view. One park away. Above the tower, a flare blazed in the sky as bright as a third sun, a flare that didn’t belong in Rhea’s gentle skies. The flare vanished as quickly as it appeared, leaving the sky calm except for a long, creeping shadow that raced across the dome’s surface. The shadow passed so rapidly, Nikili could have imagined it. No alarms sounded, but her pulse quickened.

“I don’t need an emergency right now, I am an emergency,” Nikili murmurred. She pulled her comm link out of her jeweled clutch and summoned her second in command. “How’s it going, Lucy? Did any alarms just go off? I thought I saw something suspicious in the sky.”

“There is no emergency, Kili. No calls, no alarms, no alerts. Nothing. If any come in, I can handle things.” Inside the control center of the Disaster Aversion Team station, Lucy Ashida kept watch. She placed a smart tie in her thick, wavy black hair and stabbed at option eleven, which floated with the other options on a holovisor in front of her exotically slanted eyes. The dark irises glinted when catching the dim lights in the control room, and the hair tie styled her hair into a ponytail. “When did you quit trusting me, Nikili?”

“I’ve never stopped, Lucy.” Nikili traveled as quickly as the tight red dress, which matched her fleet of DAT rescue ships, and fancy strappy gold shoes would let her. “With the upcoming meteor shower, I feel like I left you with a mess.”

“The meteor shower is two weeks away. Rhea didn’t suddenly shift its orbit.” Lucy rolled her eyes.

“I’m not sure the governor of Rhea has full faith in me yet.” Nikili scrunched her round, blunt nose. “I just need to keep on top of things.”

“Saverna won’t want you around if you’re going to be distracted. I’m offended for your precious daughter. You’re present, but not present.” Lucy crossed her arms and swiveled in the command chair. “Plus, I’m offended for myself and your infuriating need to watch over my shoulder.”

“It’s nothing personal, Lucy. Space sick dads blowtorching their families into oblivion fill the galaxy.”

“Kili, the nature of emergency services is every call we get is a colossal mess and has the potential to end badly. You really need to deal with your inability to let go of one bad call. One emergency out of thousands shouldn’t define you. Huckamucka, Spaceberg should have you seeing yourself as a superhero. The rest of us see you that way. Have you scheduled counseling yet? Besides your desperate need of some counseling, the crew could use some help with PTSD after Spaceberg.”

“I don’t need therapy. If therapy is required to deal with every emergency, then we should just hire a counselor to live at DAT. I mean, do you feel you need therapy after Spaceberg?”

The composite pavement ahead rearranged itself into a shifting maze of glowing words and lines, forcing pedestrians to take a detour or solve an awkward metaphor about freedom just to keep moving. Nikili leaped a low hedge to avoid getting stuck in a stanza about longing and loss.

“Only if those carnivorous moss balls come back from the dead.”

“See.” Reaching the walkway up to the dorm, Nikili slowed, brushing her hand over her fancy updo. “I take my responsibilities seriously. It’s no reflection on you, but what happens with DAT and every rescue is a reflection on me.”

Lucy sighed. “Do you think I would ever let you look bad?”

“No.” Nikili smiled at the familiar warmth in Lucy’s dark gaze. “You never let me down.”

“And I won’t now. So, be gone, and give your daughter your undivided attention.” Lucy swiped her finger through a tin of lip balm and smoothed it onto her lips. “Your hair is pretty, by the way. What style number?” She pointed at the smart tie in her hair. “Is that the mysterious Omega 13 option? No one knows what it does.”

Nikili blew her bangs away from her eyes, which were a pretty hue of amber reminiscent of the new suns, and tried to glimpse at the braids and curls artfully piled on top of her head. “No smart tie. I went to the salon.”

“Fancy shmancy.” Lucy twirled her finger. “Turn around for me.”

Nikili pinned her comm link to her smart purse, a red and gold beaded clutch. She set her purse on a shrub and did a slow turn. Her hair was finer than Lucy’s and rarely remained tamed longer than a half hour. Lucy whistled.

“Hot stuff, my Kili.” Lucy blew kisses. “Now, be off. I’ve work to do, and you’ve a daughter who needs her proud mama at her side.”

“You’re right.” Nikili retrieved her smart purse and continued up the walkway. “Today is important for Saverna. She’s being honored as the top ranking student at the university. The entire university, Lucy, not just her class.” Nikili raised her chin. “I want to be one hundred percent present for her today.”

“She won’t be convinced if you’re monitoring me and the station.” Lucy shook a finger. “Don’t listen in on dispatch, either. Go prove to Saverna how proud you are instead of telling me about her honors for the three millionth time.”

“Take good care of the solar system while I’m gone, Captain Ashida.”

“I do it for the entire Sol, not just for you.” Lucy rested her chin on her palm. “And the university is only a few parks away from DAT if you’re needed. Are you hanging up?”

Nikili touched the end comm icon on her holoscreen and switched her status to not available. Tucking the comm link back inside her bag, she glanced up at the sky, worrying about the earlier flash and shadow. Whatever it had been, it wasn’t there now. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her dress and entered the dorm. She had to start living a life not so heavily centered on emergencies and rescues. Her relationship with her daughter was barely off life support.
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Inside DAT HQ, Lucy left the command center and joined the rest of the on-duty DAT personnel in the assembly room. She could easily keep an eye on the Sol from where she sat. She swiveled in her chair at a round table with four other coworkers, flicking the cards in her hand with a finger, undecided which card to play. A sandwich wrapper boinked her in the head. Lucy picked up the trash and whipped it back at Dagney Dagrun sitting on the other side of the table. “Hey, Dag Dag, you wouldn’t be throwing your trash around if Chief Echols was here.”

Tall, dark, and as slender as a solar sail, Dagney’s lips crawled into a grin. “You wouldn’t throw it back if your beloved chief was here.”

“We should get up and do DAT stuff.”

“What kind of DAT stuff, Ashida? It’s been ten days, six hours, twenty-seven minutes, and nineteen seconds since we had to save anybody.”

“The neighborhood high school is having a career day. You and Wexler should head over and represent DAT.”

“Ugh,” she frowned. “We have to go past the haters. I hate the haters.”

“Show them how tough us Outlings are, Dag Dag. Plus, the towering hulk who is Kell Wexler should scare the haters into silence and make the non-haters swoon.”

“Some of us are immune to Wexler’s charms.” Dag Dag stood, but didn’t walk away from the table, crossing her arms. “Are you serious about this career day thing, Captain?

“The principal is on the neighborhood newshang begging for participants. The only other potential employers so far are a few farmers. Chief Echols okayed activities to buoy community relations during lulls.”

“This is a lull.” Dag Dag dropped her arms and moved toward the exit. She stopped in the doorway, leaning elegantly against its frame. “You sure you don’t want me to stay in case your ass needs a real rescue team?” She glanced at the other DAT squad sitting at the table, the two cadets.

“I’ve trained them limp, Lt. Dagrun.” Her gaze mingled with Dag Dag’s, and Lucy’s tiny smile mirrored the lieutenant’s.

“Train me limp any time, Captain.” Dag Dag left the office, sauntering into the corridor, swaying her hips. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Lucy watched and chuckled. “Ta ta for now, Ashida.” Before she rounded the corner, she swished her hips a few extra times.

Lucy had thought about taking Dag Dag up on her flirtatious invitations but couldn’t desert Nikili. Not that she and Nikili were exactly a thing, yet they were something, something more than nothing. She hadn’t been able to give up on Nikili, not when Nikili kept feeding her pellets of nibbles of crumbs of hope.

The cadets stared at her, and she gathered up their cards. “Go polish the Hueys,” she ordered. Shuffling the cards, she resorted to playing solitaire while keeping vigil over the command center in full view from where she sat. She didn’t have to stay so close. The AI would signal her if a call came in and connect the caller to the comm link on her collar. But Nikili would want Lucy here, so here Lucy would stay, doing whatever Nikili asked.

As Lucy stared at the meaningless run of jacks, sevens, fours, and twos, she wished Nikili would finally see the truth. Not about Lucy’s feelings, but her own. Lucy grew a little tired of them teetering on the edge and Nikili not tripping over it. She flipped over an eight, then a queen.

The screen on the Disaster Aversion Team console blinked red, and so did the comm link pinned to her collar. “Shit.” Lucy sat up and answered the audio call, hoping the emergency was simple enough for the cadets, wondering if it was too late to call back Dag Dag. “Dis is DAT. I mean, this is that. I mean, this is DAT, how may I assist?” she said to the Citizen in Trouble (the CIT).

The Citizen in Trouble, a woman, moaned. Sounds of chaos muffled her cries—crashing, roaring, shouting. “Green slimy balls crashed through my greenhouse.” There was a huskiness in the CIT’s voice, suggesting age. “My roof is caving in.” A loud crack drowned out her next sentence, and the crash of glass boomed over the comm channel.

“Move away from the falling debris, ma’am.” The problem with citizens, whether they lived in the inner or outer sol, was they sucked at maintaining a safe distance from danger and at providing details. “What do you mean by green slimy balls?” Lucy wrung her hands and inhaled slowly to slow down her heart rate. The last time she met slimy balls, the Inner Sol had almost been obliterated.

“A green ball of goo. Three fell from the sky and are destroying my greenhouse, ravaging my crops.” Glass tinkled, a distinct jarring sound only breaking glass could make. “Get away from there! Oh, get away!” The woman screamed and screamed and screamed. She didn’t return to the comm.

The survival of the colonies on Saturn’s moons and farther out in the solar system depended on the success of the greenhouse farms on Rhea. One couldn’t afford to be lost. Worse than the loss of crops was an invasion by green balls. Lucy shuddered, not wanting to be ass deep in balls again.

“Citizen farmer, citizen farmer.” Lucy demanded the woman’s attention. “Do the green balls have teeth?” Prickles crawled along her spine. Three years ago, she and Nikili had battled a huge chunk of ice covered with carnivorous moss balls. The balls hadn’t been bigger than a large fist, but they moved in swarms and had many large, pointy teeth. She leaned farther over the console, rubbing at a scar on her leg from a ball bite, not wanting to miss a word the CIT had to report. “Ma’am, you need to answer me.”

The whoosh of flames preceded the sound of more glass cracking. “Help me! The crops are dying. People will starve. Oh, please help me,” the woman cried. A loud bang, then swearing (of a level rarely spoken by anyone other than black-hearted space pirates), crashed over the comm channel. The woman screamed louder, then the comm channel went dead.

“Rescue is on the way. DAT is first in, last standing.” Lucy’s lithe finger punched an icon on a gel glass panel, which summoned Squad 8, the team of two cadets. The cadets didn’t have enough experience to take on toothy moss balls. They would be eaten alive, then the balls would move onto the rest of Demetehar. Lucy would have to go with the cadets.

She slipped on her red jacket, started running, and skidded to a halt just outside the command center door. Nikili would beat her ass for leaving DAT unattended, but Lucy felt the worst sin was to leave the cadets on their own. She tapped at an icon on her holoscreen, to summon the DAT AI, E51. The silent comm channel clicked with a buzz, a sign the AI had connected. “E51, don’t let Squad 8 take off until I’m aboard their Huey, and I need you to take over management of DAT while I’m gone. You know, keep an eye on things.” She stooped to pick up the trash Dag Dag and she had thrown and tossed it in the nearest receptacle. “Messes, messes everywhere,” she grumbled under her breath.

“Roger, Captain Ashida. I can handle any incoming emergencies while you’re gone. Would you like me to call in Squad 127 to return to DAT and be at the ready until your return?”

Lucy kicked her own foot. She should have thought of ordering Dag Dag back to DAT. “Yes. Thank you.”

“I am happy to assist in every way, Captain Ashida. If the farm emergency is a remnant of Spaceberg complete with a swarm of carnivorous balls, you should undertake this call with a more experienced team. I will have Lt. Dagrun follow you out to the greenhouse and call in Squad 38 to cover DAT.”

“Go back to your first thought. Bring 127 to DAT. If the situation requires backup, I’ll have you deploy 127 to the farm and call in Squad 38.”

“As you command, Captain.”

The bay doors opened, and Lucy rushed inside. Squad 8’s Huey revved on the takeoff pad. The hatch on the ship started to close, then paused. E51 was on the job. Vaulting onto the ship, Lucy raced through the infirmary on the lower level and up the ladder into flight control. Four seats were bolted to the floor behind a console constructed from glass gel. The hull of the control center was entirely transparent and bulged out like a bubble. According to archives of the Inner Sol, the rescue ships resembled a transport that had once been called a Huey.

Lucy strapped in behind the two cadets. “Your AI has the coordinates, Squad 8. Get moving. You’re already running behind. I’ll have to put the delay in my report.”

“We were held up by you.” The young cadet, Qeb Moller, barely out of his teens, peered over his shoulder. His thick black hair hung sleek and straight and framed a pair of dark eyes as black as the voids in the Outer Sol.

“Just do your job, cadet.” Lucy scowled. “Any more sass and I’m demoting you to cleaning crew for the next year. That’s a Saturn year, not an Earth year.”

“Yes, Captain.” Qeb swung around to face the controls.

His partner, Celessa Veyra, commanded the ship skyward, and they sped to the CIT coordinates. Every feature of Celessa’s face sported the same shade of muddled brown, except for her eyes. Those were a startling blue.

Lucy studied every inch of ground and sky, searching for evidence of ice and mossy balls with bite. The moss balls on Spaceberg had been conquered by the careful placement of dancing plastic flowers. Mesmerized by the daisies, the balls froze and then could be destroyed with a flamethrower. The tricky part was the toothy balls had to be in a place where fire could be used. Open flame was a big no-no on a spaceship and had been impossible in space and underwater. However, here on Rhea’s surface, flame would be Lucy’s first choice. She checked the gear lockers behind her and buckled on a flamethrower.

“I think you know more about this call than us,” Celessa said.

Lucy stared at Celessa’s reflection in the transparent hull. Their images blurred together into one tall woman with four eyes and two mouths—a stranger creature than the alien balls they were about to face.

“I think our green ball friends have returned,” Lucy said. “You’ve met them, Qeb.” Qeb had been almost devoured by the balls.

“Balls explains why you’re here.” Qeb frowned. “You’re babysitting us. You don’t believe we’re capable of handling some dangerous balls.” He puffed out his chest. “You’re denying me vengeance.”

“Hardly. Kill them at will when we meet them. Let’s hope they don’t nest.”

“We haven’t earned your trust.” Celessa’s expression tightened as she steered the ship to an open field near the CIT’s greenhouse. “We’ll earn it today.”

“Protocol dictates I accompany you. However, I’ll let you take the lead even though I shouldn’t. This mission is a great lesson for you. Use every bit of training the chief and I gave you. What will you do first?”

The Huey landed, and the motor hummed. A rescue vehicle always stood ready in the field. The cadets knew that much.

“Assess the situation.” Qeb grabbed a blowtorch and dropped down the ladder.

Celessa pulled out a bag with a plastic singing flower and a bandolier of fire grenades. “We should try the flowers first. Right?” She jumped down to the lower level.

“A daisy is less damaging. Less damage is always the best call.” Lucy grabbed a singing plastic daisy and thumped on the hull. “Keep in contact,” she instructed the ship’s AI. She swung down the ladder and vaulted to the exit.

Green grass and blue sky made Rhea more Earthlike than anywhere Lucy had ever lived, so she had been told. She had never been to Earth and didn’t care if she ever experienced it. Humans had trashed it until they had to move on, and she was the proud descendant of one pioneer who had the foresight to spread humanity into the solar system and increase their chances of survival. She purposely ignored the part of her past where her parents took up space piracy.

The grass grabbed at her calves as she trudged behind the cadets, letting them dart ahead. “Assess, assess,” she shouted after them. Like her, their adrenaline had to be flooding their synapses, readying them for battle. The closer she got to the rescue coordinates, the faster her body and mind moved. Without intending it, Lucy’s rapid walk turned into a jog.

 A plume of gray smoke blighted the eastern horizon just beyond a tall fence. The two cadets charged through the gate. Panting, Lucy kept a steady eighteen meters behind, giving them time to make decisions. To make sure they made the right ones, she studied the debris outside the greenhouse—broken tree limbs, the color of the smoke and its thickness, and how the damaged greenhouse tilted. An acre in size each, a greenhouse would have to be hit with a lot of weight and velocity to lean. Something with heft had struck it.

Thick, black smoke billowed out of the broken roof, and the smoke grew thicker and blacker. Five broken panes left a wide gap in the roof. The dimensions of the gap suggested something six feet in diameter crashed through. Pieces of the shattered windows lay on the ground, and the frame of the roof bent inward, which was evidence the green balls had fallen from the sky. Lucy had never seen a moss ball bigger than her hand, but everything about this greenhouse emergency added up to nerves and clammy palms.

Staring at the cloudy panes of the greenhouse, she tried to see through them, tried to see what she and the cadets faced. The larger shards of glass on the ground reflected the landscape, filling the jagged pieces with smoke and sky. Made up of a composite of nanites, the broken window bits moved toward each other, regrouping into new panes. The new panes lay at a different angle, one showing the inside of the greenhouse. Lucy couldn’t help but gawk. The reflections showed damaged plants and green gooey balls coating the leaves and pots.

“Balls.” Lucy gasped, unable to stop the panic rising in her throat. And not just balls, bigger balls. Spaceberg lived. She sent a message to E51 to retrieve the crates of dancing plastic daisies from the warehouse. Setting the daisies strategically around Rhea would keep the citizens safe. “I should have brought a bigger flamethrower,” she said to herself, readying the weapon. She raised her voice to command the cadets through this disaster. “What kind of plants are in the greenhouse?” she hollered.

“Walnuts. We have to save the nuts and kill the balls.” Qeb kicked in the door. “Green goo in round globs over everything. It’s definitely balls.” He blasted his blowtorch, yowling at the top of his lungs. “Die you fucking balls! Die! If they start eating me, Celessa, promise you’ll shoot me. I’ll not be a meal for balls.”

The cadets stood together outside the main door of the greenhouse. Celessa shifted and glanced at Lucy, then glanced back inside the greenhouse. “Nuts and balls. This is a nightmare, Captain. We can’t let the balls out of the greenhouse, and I have to help Qeb.” Celessa pulled Qeb away from the doorway and tossed in a fire grenade.

“Wait!” Lucy shouted. The moss balls hadn’t moved. No toothy grins. They could already be dead. “Assess the situation. Assess, assess.”

Nowhere in DAT procedures did it say to shoot first. Hunches born of panic were the worst kind. Lucy should have known better. Her latest hunch? If the balls didn’t kick her ass, Nikili would.
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The bed buckled under piles of clothes, shoes, ad scrolls, and some old-fashioned paper text books. Nikili swept the items to the side to make a little space. Gingerly, she perched on the edge of her daughter’s dorm-room bunk. A few of the ad scrolls clattered to the floor. Nikili snatched them up and set them back on the pile.

The scrolls flashed with smiling faces—the people sporting the latest in hairstyles, clothes, and wearable computing devices. An ad for DNA testing caught Nikili’s attention. She unfurled the scroll and watched a pair of hands snip a microscopic sample off a plant and place the specimen in a state-of-the-art nanotube analyzer. In seconds, the device identified what kinds of bugs and animals had come into contact with the plant.

“This room is a safety hazard.” Nikili crossed her long legs and pulled at the hem of her swanky red dress.

“Give it a rest, Mom,” Saverna said. She rummaged through a mound of clothes stacked on her desk chair and selected the least wrinkled dress. She stuffed the dress into a steam tube, and it came out the other side as if newly bought. “Some people, like me, are more organized on the inside, others on the outside.”

“Some of us manage both.”

“Not you and not me. Look, I have a plan for becoming neater. Do you have a plan to take care of your messy inside?”

“I’m working on it, which includes helping you.”

“I’m not one of your citizens in distress in need of saving.”

“You’re my daughter in desperate need of some guidance before you become a disaster.”

“Hardly.” Saverna slid the silky silver garment over her head. It snagged on her thick, bushy hair, the material covering her face, and she tripped over an ankle-high boot. Stumbling, she fell toward the desk and its sharp corner.

Nikili sprang from the bed and caught her, tugging down the silky dress until Saverna’s clear gray eyes met Nikili’s concerned gaze. “It’s so hard not to say I told you so.” Nikili’s thick lips quirked into a smile at one corner.

She and Saverna shared the same high cheekbones and round noses. Nikili had long, straight black hair and a tall, substantial build. Saverna was smaller and more wiry like her father and had inherited his incredible gray eyes. Her nest of hair, unfortunately, came from a grandparent on Nikili’s side, and Nikili was sorry her daughter was saddled with the daily task of trying to tame it.

Saverna jerked her arm out of Nikili’s grasp and raised her chin. “I’ve been awarded the highest honor of scholarship at the university. What guidance do I need?” She grabbed a brush and attacked her brown tresses, which weren’t quite curly and definitely not straight. Picking up a smart tie, she tapped in code fifty-seven and placed it in her hair. The smart tie smoothed the mess into a double bun, one above the other. Scooping the clothes off her chair, Saverna searched for a place to set them.

“Being more organized is never a bad thing.” Nikili took the clothes and hung them in the closet. “It’ll make you more successful at whatever you wish to do.”

“I’m already successful.” Saverna plunked down on her chair and fished in a desk drawer for a mirror and her makeup. Her fingers expertly smoothed on a powdery foundation perfectly matched to her dusky complexion, the same shade as Nikili’s. “I get my pick of internships this year. Did you miss the part where I said I’m the best in the university?”

“I’ve missed nothing you’ve said.” Reconnecting with Saverna wasn’t going as easily as Nikili hoped. After Saverna’s father had left Nikili, Nikili had drifted away from her daughter. She had drifted away from everyone, snagged in a web of depression and self-loathing after a failed rescue mission.

Saverna dabbed on a touch of peach eye shadow. “You missed five years of my life before you followed me to Rhea, and I’m not sure you paid attention to the last three.”

Nikili jammed a tunic onto a hanger and shoved it into the closet. “Do we have to rehash this every time I see you?”

“All through high school, I had to beg you to come to an assembly or to a game. Most times you didn’t come.” Thrusting out her lower lip, Saverna coated it in pink gloss. “You left Dad and I long before he decided to leave you.”

Nikili braced her hands on her hips. She hated recalling her darkest moments with Hook Raeder, regretted staying married to him as long as she did, and dreaded seeing him shortly. He would sling the past in her face as always. “I coped the best I knew how.”

“Your work is always more important, and you haven’t tamed your emotional demons. The minute I leave Rhea, you’ll have nothing to keep them in check.”

“My job is to help people when they’re in a crisis. I have to go when they need me.”

“Dad and I needed you.”

Unable to form an answer to satisfy her daughter, Nikili clutched her locket. “I failed you,” she began.

A curt knock rapped on the door, and the door swung open. A graceful young woman as tall as Lucy poked her shaved head inside. “Oh, you’re almost ready,” she said while surveying Saverna from bare feet to the top of her head. “I was hoping you wouldn’t show. I’m always ready to step in when you can’t.” Her large, dark eyes squinted with her smirk, and she shut the door.

“Dathia Banear is the worst.” Saverna threw tee shirts off her desk onto the floor. “She has every privilege in the Sol, coming from money, coming from a noble Innling family. Yet she doesn’t give me an inch and acts as if my honors were just handed to me, as if I’m treated differently because I’m an Outling.” Hands on her hips, Saverna glared at the closed door.

Nikili had heard detailed accounts about the rivalry with Dathia Banear since Saverna moved into the dorms. The two of them had more in common than they cared to admit, but knew Saverna and Dathia had to work out their relationship on their own.

Nikili folded the tee shirts Saverna had thrown and placed them in a drawer, contemplating competition, bickering, and her ex. She and Hook had forged a better relationship when battling Spaceberg, but it was still a bumpy one. Unable to let things go, Saverna took after him and Nikili. The bickering needed to end. Nikili had to create new patterns with her daughter. She was trying to do the same with Hook, but old habits liked to lurk and linger.

“Dathia probably has something bringing her low that she needs to feel better about. Competing with you must fill that hole.”

Saverna blinked at her mother. “Maybe she’s just a bitch, Mom. You could just be here for me. You know?”

Instead of sighing and continuing the fight, Nikili gave her daughter something she needed. “I’m here, and I’m proud of you. The most exciting event in my life is to see you honored as top student today.” She set the clothes down, struggling against the urge to put them away properly. “Which internships are you considering? DAT by any chance?”

Saverna stood and looked more like a woman than a girl. “Rescue isn’t my thing. I want to explore and catalogue alien life.”

“You met alien life on Spaceberg, which helped you get into this program at the university.” Saverna had been accepted into the most prestigious xenobiology studies program in the solar system and had figured out how to battle the killer moss balls on Spaceberg.

“My first pick is a mission tasked with leaving the solar system. It’s going places no one has ever been.” Her gray eyes brightened, and her cheeks flushed. “I want to be there, to be one of the first people beyond our solar system. I want to help establish the first colony outside the Sol.”

“You can see what they see by monitoring their feed.” Nikili stared at the pile of shoes in the closet, clenching her fists so she didn’t reach out to stack them properly.

Saverna placed a hand on Nikili’s arm. “It’s not the same.”

“But—”

“You can watch rescue missions on the feed, you don’t have to be there.”

“Point taken.”

“Hand me those,” Saverna pointed at a pair of silver jewel-encrusted moon boots. They sparkled in iridescent colors. They weren’t as clunky as the regular version, but still a practical choice, more practical than Nikili’s gold strappy heels.

“You look beautiful.” Nikili toyed with the latch on her jeweled clutch, dying to grab her comm link and check in with Lucy. “I’m sure you’ll get the internship you have your heart set on.”

“It wouldn’t hurt for you to put in a good word for me with Captain Yuan. You know her, right?” Saverna plopped on the bed and slipped on her boots. Her eyes widened with hope and met Nikili’s gaze.

“Is that why you asked me to escort you into the ceremony?” Nikili rubbed at the fresh hurt Saverna had jabbed into her heart. “Because Laili and I keep in touch?” The purse leaning against her thigh buzzed. She glanced down at the red glare lighting up the handbag from the inside. She must have hit the wrong switch to turn her comm link off. Reaching inside, she dismissed the alert and turn off her comm link. “Either way, I’m proud to stand at your side.”

“Answer Lucy before you ruin the procession.”

“Lucy can handle a call without me. You know what your room could use?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.” Saverna crossed her arms.

“I’ll send over a plastic, singing daisy to keep any ill-intentioned balls far away from you. maybe it’ll work on Dathia Banear, too.”

“Har har, Mom. I don’t have any moss balls lurking in here, but I’d love it if the flower worked on Dathia.”

“Just wanted to break this tension between us. I’ll contact Laili. I’ll tell her she couldn’t have a better intern.”

Saverna threw her arms around Nikili’s neck, squeezing. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. You’re the best.”

Loving the feeling of not being the worst mother in the solar system for a minute, Nikili held onto Saverna. “Be sure to take the plastic daisy with you. You never know when organic plastic will save your ass.”

“It’s a cute memento.” Saverna let go and led the way out of the room. “Spaceberg was scary, but we came together as a family during strife and crisis.” She held out a hand for Nikili. “Remember?”

Nikili clasped onto Saverna’s lithe fingers. “I won’t ever forget.”

They left the room, exited the dorm, and strode toward the university’s circular park. Gold and copper cobblestones paved the path between lacy bushes laden with large pink blooms. Rhea cultivated the flowering shrubs hardy enough to grow on most space colonies.

Nikili beamed at her daughter. “This is a glorious moment. I’ll never forget guiding you into this new phase of your life, into the start of your service to the Sol. You’re going to be spectacular.”

Serverna’s cheeks reddened. “Thanks, Mom.”

Up ahead, a stage loomed over a shallow pool. Chairs lined either side of the two-foot wide pool in which a holographic shark swam. When their name was called, each student leaped over the pool to receive their honors. Rhea had taken the ‘jump the shark’ ritual from an old Earth custom symbolizing significant change. The students lined up to await their turn. While they settled into their places, a great wind buffeted the festivities, kicking up waves in the shallow pool, and the students threw up their arms to ward off the assault.

Windstorms didn’t happen in the colonies unless programmed. Nikili glanced at the sky. A squadron of air transports roared overhead and came to hover noisily nearby. She gripped Saverna’s shoulders and pushed her behind her, shielding Saverna from the brunt of the wind. The emblem of Rhea decorated the hulls of the transports, and the largest landed on the wide cobblestone avenue.

A man wearing a Mars-red tunic lumbered out of the transport, gesturing at Nikili to come forward. “Chief Echols, you’re summoned.”

“Summoned?” She hugged her daughter. “It will have to wait.”

“Now, Chief Echols. It can’t wait,” he drawled. “The Governor invokes emergency one.”

Emergency one was a high-level disaster, and it was against Sol law for anyone to ignore such a demand. Still, she held onto Saverna. “Captain Ashida is on the scene. She can handle whatever needs handling.”

“It’s green balls, Chief. The moss balls are invading.”

Saverna’s face turned ashen. “Those green balls are vicious, Mom. You have to stop them. I don’t want them ruining my jumping the shark. No one wants toothy, green balls running amok. Do you have a flamethrower on you
















[image: Saverna's dorm room wall: I shelf with books, a class schedule, a model of a biological cell, a singing plastic daisy. On the walls: poster for Elementra DNA sampling, a poster for the band Quantum Siren, poster of a flying pig in space, wanted poster for Dathia Banear for crimes against chill.]
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