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About to finish counting the sixty-third box of slides, the lights in the lab flickered, and Saverna Raeder felt an unnatural breeze on the back of her neck, a breeze warning her of imminent impact. A second later, Dathia Baneer slammed into her chair. Only, instead of hitting the side Saverna expected, Dathia bumped her from the opposite direction. Saverna’s arm jerked, spilling the slides. Again.

She clenched her jaw as Dathia twirled past on her sonic scrubberboots, warbling off-key. The fact Dathia was also awarded an internship on the Earhart didn’t tarnish Saverna’s pride about earning her spot, the first spot, what was supposed to be the only spot. What gnawed at her was Dathia’s ease, the smug confidence of someone who never had to fight to belong.

Saverna had hustled and toiled and sweated and sacrificed since grade school to earn scholarships, honors, and her choice of internships. Dathia had simply reminded the captain she was a Baneer of the Mars Baneers, and one slot had turned into two. And now here she was, scrubbing and singing like this was her stage. Like Saverna was the extra.

If she could get Dathia kicked out of the lab, she would, but she didn’t dare risk coming off as a tattletale, or worse, as someone hard to work with. She wouldn’t let anything ruin this illustrious internship aboard the Earhart, which was the first deep space explorer to leave the solar system. Not even Dathia Baneer and her shaved head.

Every person on the Earhart would go down in the annals of history. Saverna envisioned future schoolchildren reenacting the mission, and she wanted to be the one they most wanted to emulate. Dathia would find a way to steal the limelight, though. The fact she was a Baneer practically guaranteed it. History would never record her brash, infuriating need to shove everyone aside for her gain, nor the way the lights glistened off her shaved head, which was just another shout for attention by someone who already had more than she deserved.

Besides wealthy and from a notable family, Dathia had a formidable build and height. Saverna stood just as tall. Her frame was more willowy, and her unruly, wild hair refused to be tamed. But unlike Dathia, Saverna wouldn’t resort to gimmicks. No, she would win by being better, smarter, more professional, more of an adult.

“You’re a wannabe, wannabe. I know you wanna be, wanna be me,” Dathia sang and pirouetted away on her sonic scrubberboots, the brushes whirring as she cleaned the floor. Ultrasonic pulses sanitized the barely used floor which didn’t need cleaning, but Dathia purposely squirted gel for a boost of extra cleansing and made sure the undiluted cleanser landed on Saverna’s boots. “It’s so filthy over here,” she remarked. “Wannabe.”

Bending to dry her boots, Saverna swore under her breath. Pale-blue faux suede was so easily stained. She hated when her uniform wasn’t spotless. The boots matched her pants and the tunic that fell to her hips. Just like everyone else’s uniform. Except for the stains. “I have more than what it takes to be here, Dathia,” she snapped. Her mother had said something similar to her recently, bruising her to the core. Saverna knew they were both wrong, Dathia and her mother, but a small part of her wondered if they saw something in her that she couldn’t detect. “Why don’t you go test the airlocks with your face?”

For a moment, Dathia froze, blinking at Saverna, standing quiet and still. The blinking contorted into a scowl. “What black hole crawled up your ass, Raeder? Or did one of those litter bugs get stuck up there from Edo?”

“You’re just jealous my efforts alone afford me amazing opportunities. My parents don’t buy them for me.”

“Come off it. If your mother wasn’t head of the Disaster Aversion Team, you never would have met aliens or lived in the future. You never would have laid your hands on anything alien. And I’m well aware your mom and the captain are close, personal friends.”

The truth stung, and Saverna hissed. The captain might have chosen Saverna because he was good friends with her mother and not because she was the top student at Rhea University. And Saverna never would have met the aliens or visited their homeworld if she had not been with her mother when the crisis hit. But to become someone the Sol counted on or employers fought over, Saverna didn’t need her mother. She could do it on her own and would prove it. She had what it took. “I’m here for no other reason than me and what I did.” She frowned at Dathia.

Gliding across the floor to cozy up to Saverna, Dathia leaned heavily on her and squawked louder. “Wannabe.”

Saverna shoved her away. If she only had the ability to curse Dathia with bad omens, she would, but she didn’t believe in the Clan of Europa’s teachings like her dad. Luck was something you worked hard to make happen on your own. It wasn’t random, wasn’t so arbitrary. However, she had tried a few of her dad’s rituals after first meeting Dathia, but Dathia continued to be the bane of her existence.

“You behave like a child.” Which was an impression Saverna wanted nowhere near her. Squeezing her fists until her nails bit into her palms, she concentrated on what mattered, on the fact she soared through unexplored space, heading beyond the edges of the known. In two days, the Earhart would cross the solar system’s boundary, and she would be part of that historic first. The thought made her stomach flutter.

Technically, she had left Sol once before, briefly living in the future with aliens, but that had been different. This time, she would be in deep space between stars, far from any world, any sun, any settlement. More exciting than the thrill of space was the hope that real science tasks would be assigned to her once they left the system. Surely then, she would get to do more than count.

The drudgery of inventory had been her sole duty since the voyage began a month ago. The beakers and petri dishes were tallied and neatly stored. Saverna had finished counting the 947th box of test tubes this morning and had graduated to slides. She sat at a sterile metal desk in the middle of her assigned lab. She had mistakenly believed the middle desk would offer some protection, but sandwiching herself between the two other desks hadn’t cushioned her from Dathia’s shenanigans, or the tedium of inventory.

After her shift, she would shake off the doldrums by exploring more of the ship. The Earhart was a medium-sized explorer—200 meters long, 60 meters wide, with seven decks. One hundred fifty personnel crewed it, calling the ship home for the next five years. A new vessel would meet them in the depths of space near the end of the mission, and then the crew could either continue exploring or return to the human-occupied Sol.

Saverna cast a longing glance at the lab door, wishing she could leave the boxes of slides. She wanted to see what the other scientists were working on, anything to break the monotony of counting. Sneaking a peek during her break would be easy enough. Her lab was one of many on the sprawling science and medical deck. The Earhart had devoted most of deck five to research, with twenty modular labs arranged in neat rows of four. Surrounded by so much possibility, Saverna felt like she was on the outside looking in.

Labs currently outfitted for biology could be reconfigured for chemistry or other disciplines as needed, including the one Saverna toiled away in. Cabinets, counters, and lockers lined the walls. Some held tanks or quarantine compartments; others housed cutting-edge tech for probing the unknown. She couldn’t wait to put it to use.

She needed proper work to keep her mind busy, to stop replaying the fight with her mother. Her mother’s sharp, bitter words echoed in her head. You don’t have what it takes. Her thoughts kept circling back to her rage, and the fact her mother didn’t believe in her, as if she were a child needing permission to eat a snack. She wanted to mend the rift between them, one stretching wider than the Oort Cloud, but she couldn’t change what her mother thought about her, and she didn’t want those toxic opinions coloring her self-confidence. Plus, she couldn’t trust her mother not to leave her again.

At a volume to throw off Saverna’s count, Dathia continued to howl and gyrate around the lab, as if her assigned task wasn’t as tedious as Saverna’s. Saverna knew the song choice was a jab at her. “Do you know More Toxic Than My Alien Stepdad?” she yelled when Dathia sashayed by. “That’s the perfect song for you.”

Dathia scowled and kept dancing. Thankfully, the sanitized light on her boots switched to green, and she had to move on to the next lab.

“Go get lost in an alternate universe.” Saverna sighed when the door slid shut behind Dathia. Seconds later, the door slid open. “Now what?” she barked without looking up.

“Is-is this a bad time?”

Saverna glanced at the doorway and smiled at Ensign Proc Mukherjee. She and Proc had bumped into each other on the agriculture deck the first day on board and had become fast friends. He was nothing like Dathia Baneer. “Thank every mini sun,” Saverna whispered.

He shifted his weight, ready to dash out the door at one wrong blink. “Sorry to disturb you, Intern Raeder.”

“So formal, Proc? That hurts. I meant nothing against you. I thought you were Dathia.”

“Except for the uniform, we don’t look much alike,” he almost giggled. He swept a hand through his rakish dark hair and showed his nerves in too many ways. Built like a security officer, he didn’t look as if he should ever be nervous about anything. 

Saverna wanted to put him at ease and boosting his confidence had become a side project for her. “How’s your experiment?”

“I haven’t had time to check on it today. Maybe you’d like to check with me when your shift ends?” The son of the famous Fayrah Mukerjee (the engineer who made the fusion reactor breakthrough needed to produce continuous power for long-duration spaceflight), Proc lived under a deep shadow.

Gifted as he was at engineering, Proc preferred spending time on the agriculture deck bioengineering plants. He was trying to combine tomatoes with sunflowers and had gotten the seeds to sprout, but his plants died after six days. Unlike his mother, he hated attention and the limelight. Maybe his preference for the shadows kept his experiments from finding their light.

“The head engineer, my mother, is less suspicious about my time on the agriculture deck if I’m with you.”

His mother kept tabs on him worse than Saverna’s. She couldn’t help but feel for him. Saverna tugged at the collar of her pale blue uniform, hoping his mother believed her a good influence. Her future prospects would shine brighter if Fayrah Mukherjee vouched for her. “Why’s that?”

“She thinks I’m smitten.” His ears turned bright red. “I mean, not that I don’t find you attractive, but, uh, umm, I…”

“This isn’t romance,” Saverna said for him, chuckling. “Are you afraid I’m offended? That I’m already out of orbit for you? I told you I’m not looking for love. No way. I’m too young. I have a whole life to live.”

“Me too, and we have beyond the solar system to explore. I have to admit, I expected more from the Oort Cloud.”

“Yeah, there’s less out here than there is between Orcus and Planet X.”

“The emptiness of the Outer Sol is rather terrifying.”

As if the ship heard him, the lights flickered off. The timing was too perfect to be coincidence.

“Dathia, are you twelve?” Saverna tapped on her comm link to bring up her holoscreen and light the lab. “Dathia, this isn’t funny.”

The ship tilted to the left, and the slides slipped toward the edge of the desk. Saverna let go of the workstation keeping her steady to grab them before they hit the floor, and she went flying. Proc caught her before she smashed her knees on the ground. The lights flickered on again.

“What made the ship jerk port side?” Saverna asked him.

“I-I don’t know.”

Saverna went out into the hallway looking for someone to ask, heading toward the elevator, which sat in the center of the deck. When she rounded the corner, the elevator softly swished closed. Saverna couldn’t tell if Dathia had boarded the elevator or not. The fact remained, however, Dathia and her scrubberboots couldn’t affect how the ship flew. Something other than Dathia had happened. Peeking into the other labs and the infirmary, Saverna searched for anyone to ask about the flickering lights and the lurching ship. The deck devoted to science and medicine was eerily quiet.

Proc caught up with her. Saverna only knew he was behind her by the shadow he cast. He didn’t make a sound. His steps were as light as a ghost’s.

“You’re in engineering,” Saverna said. “Why did the lights flicker? Do you know? Why did the ship careen port side?”

“No alarms are going off. It can’t be anything serious,” he answered.

“You don’t want to check on things with your supervisor?” Saverna chewed her lower lip.

“I’m the lowest of the low, a mere ensign. Nobody needs me down there. If I mess up, it will go straight back to my mother. So, I’m staying right here.”

“I’m going to send a comm to my supervisor, the head science officer. Maybe he knows what’s going on.”

“I have faith the captain is taking care of us.” Proc headed back to summon the elevator.

Saverna’s holoscreen stated her boss wasn’t taking comms and to leave a message. “He’s not answering.” She frowned and paused at one of the ladderways—tunnels with ladders leading between the floors. “This tube lets out right next to the command deck where we pick up the ramp to the agriculture deck. Let’s go up there. Maybe we can find out what’s going on.”

Proc backtracked to where she stood. “Only if we don’t butt in. I will incur my mother’s wrath if I don’t mind my place and remind you that you’re only an intern.”

“Not knowing what’s going on could get us in bigger trouble than attempting to find out. My mother says at the first sign of anything hinky, check it out. Ignorance can kill you.” Saverna wanted to kick herself for bringing her mother into this. She wanted to manage on her own. She didn’t need someone who didn’t always need her.

Proc’s deep-brown eyes widened, and he ran a hand through his hair. His constant nerves had it standing on end. “Your mom sounds more intense than mine.”

Their mothers had similarities. Although Proc’s mother seemed less approachable than Saverna’s. “They both try to smother us. We have that in common.”

Proc’s ears turned red, and his fingers swept through his hair again. “Yours isn’t anywhere near as bad as mine.”

Saverna hadn’t told him about the fight with her mother, hadn’t told anyone. Her mom had gifted her a communications journeling set to keep them in touch supposedly, but the set tracked Saverna’s every move, as if she were still ten, a reminder her mother had missed the years where Saverna had left childhood behind, a reminder her mother might leave again, a reminder her mother didn’t think Saverna measured up. Old anxieties refreshed themselves, and she flexed her fingers before stepping on the first rung of the ladder. She took a moment to breathe and settle her emotions. Proc deserved better from her. Halting two rungs up, she reached down to smooth his hair. If they met up with any officers, she wanted him to look presentable.

“Thanks.” He kicked at the carpet, unable to meet her gaze.

“Come on. Let’s get up there.” Saverna started climbing.

“You know I hate heights,” Proc reminded her.

“The ladderways are perfectly safe. A hatch seals between each floor, so you can’t fall far.”

“But we can still fall.”

“Oh, Proc.” She paused before opening the hatch above her, which led to the next level. She waited for him to catch up. When he did, she waved her hand over the hatch’s sensor to open it. Once they were both through, Proc paused.

“What do I do to shut the hatch?” he asked.

“It will reseal itself.” She climbed past the crew cabins and zoomed through the next hatch and past the officers’ cabins. By not looking back, she challenged Proc to keep pace. He did, stepping onto the command deck right on her heels. Down the corridor, near the elevator, a short ramp led up to the agriculture deck. Saverna lingered near the ladder, eyeing the officers rushing into the command center and others running into a conference room. The stream of crew going back and forth was constant.

“Something is going on,” she whispered to Proc.

“We can’t just stand here, Saverna.” He tugged her towards the ramp.

“Why not?”

“If you want to look like you matter, you can’t just stand around.”

“Good point.” She followed him to the ramp, lagging behind, taking her time. The conference room door opened and stayed open to allow for the flow of personnel. Deep in discussion with the captain and the first officer was Dathia Baneer.

Jaw hanging, Saverna skidded to a stop. “What is she doing in there?” Her face crinkled as if she had eaten something sour. Yeah, the sourness of Dathia had a taste. And a smell. “She gets everything. Always. Just because of who her parents are.” She noticed Proc’s flaming ears and was sorry for what she said. Her comment about Dathia applied to him too. “Sorry, Proc. I don’t feel about you the same.”

“You would if you were a young engineer and felt I took your slot on the Earhart.”

Saverna chewed on her lower lip. “Maybe. But you don’t behave as if the position is owed you. She does.”

“Did she say so for a fact?”

“It’s the impression she gives off.”

“Perception is often not reality, Saverna.” He frowned, the dimples in his cheeks deepening. “Come on. The agriculture deck will do us both some good. Nature is good for the soul.”

She followed him up the short ramp. “Can you find out from your mom or someone what happened?”

“You won’t drop this until you know, will you?”

“No, I won’t.”

“As soon as I know, you’ll know.”

“Thanks, Proc. And can you really call artificially bred plants grown in an artificial environment nature?”

He laughed, placing his palm on the sensor to enter the agriculture deck, which took up half the command deck and the full level above. If the crew were to live aboard for five years without an opportunity to resupply, the Earhart had to grow food and materials. The doors to the agriculture deck parted. Once Saverna and Proc were inside and the doors sealed again, a second set of doors opened.

Damp and peat and life pummeled Saverna’s nose. She inhaled for as long as her lungs would let her, savoring the aroma and sight of so much greenery. Soaring two decks high, the grove of trees to the right called to her. The faux forest did every time she walked in here. Pine trees were grown for wood, the pulp was turned into paper products, plus the pine nuts and fresh needles provided food. Some ensigns in food science figured out how to make beer from the needles, and the pitch from the sap had many uses.

This time, Saverna was more interested in what was happening outside of the agriculture deck, hanging by the door, trying to catch glimpses of officers and their conversations as they scurried past where the ramp and main corridor of the command deck met twenty feet away.

Proc tugged at her sleeve. “You won’t find out anything by staring at shadows. Come on. My sunmatoes await.” His nerves evaporated inside the agriculture deck.

She had dubbed his experiment sunmatoes. Proc believed the sturdier stalks of sunflowers would make a better base for tomatoes. Saverna liked the idea and kept encouraging him. She had helped him go over the genetic sequencing for this last batch. Because he was Fayrah’s son, the botanists had given Proc a small, raised bed of his own to use.

“Oh no.” He kneeled before his latest batch of seeds. The leaves were withering, and the stems had a yellowish tint. “These aren’t going to make it.” He waved his hand over them as if to give them a pat, but he didn’t touch them. “You can do it guys. You can live and grow and blossom. I know you can.” He often spoke to his plants, which included speeches and poetry. “Maybe if I could get up here more often and spend more time with them, they could get past this awkward phase. They could definitely use some inspiring words.”

Proc stood and turned on his holoscreen to use as a spotlight. “Today is the day we grow, my dear sprouts. We bloom like we’ve never bloomed before. Today, my green beauties, we take on the light better than the sun, and we will grow like never before.” He peered down at them, frowning. He adjusted his spotlight, extending his arms out toward his seedlings. “I know you’ve been through hard times, and you feel a little droopy, but don’t forget, you are the future of agriculture. You will be the star of every salad in the Sol. You’ve got the right stuff.”

Wishing her mother had sent her off with a similar speech, Saverna left the entryway and joined him, examining his plants. “They may make it. It’s hard to tell at this stage. Your words of encouragement will certainly help.”

“You say that every time, and they keep dying.”

“Eventually, they’ll make it, Proc.” She patted his shoulder. “We’ll tweak the gene sequence and try again.”

“Thanks for helping me, Saverna.

“That’s what friends do—”

The lights went out, plunging the agriculture deck into darkness. And the ship went as quiet as a dead person sleeping. The hum of power and engines didn’t touch any of Saverna’s senses. The emergency lights flashed for a second, then they went out. Glow-in-the dark emergency strips marked the walkways and the doors.

“The ship stopped,” Saverna said. Crouching to the floor, she pressed her palms flat. “Can you feel it? We aren’t moving.”

“Yeah, I do.”

Both of their comms went off, flashing magenta for an emergency. The captain’s voice blared from both of their comms. “Everyone remain calm,” the captain said. “I want everyone to stay put. Comm your location to your immediate supervisor and await further instructions.”

Saverna crawled toward the door, following the glow-in-the-dark strips. She hit an icon on her holoscreen. “Saverna Raeder, location observation deck.”

When she ended the comm, Proc’s voice drifted out of the darkness. “You lied.”

“Nah, I’m headed to the observation deck. I have to see what’s going on. You coming?”

“You’re my cover for being on the agriculture deck. I don’t want to lie.”

“Say you’re on the observation deck too.”

“I think you’re a bad influence on me, Saverna Raeder.”

“Maybe you need to think more for yourself, Proc Mukherjee.”

A silence followed her to the door on the upper level, a silence filled with Proc grappling with the truth. Finally, he answered. “You’re right.” His holoscreen lit up his face in a ghostly fashion. He reported he was on the observation deck, then he took her hand. “Everything is going to be all right.”

“I’m sure it will, Proc.”

At the smaller set of doors on the upper level of the agriculture deck, they proceeded through into the access way leading to the observation deck, following the glowing strips on the floor. After a short walk of thirty feet, the observation deck opened to the heavens, allowing an almost 360-degree view of the ether surrounding the Earhart. In the near distance, on the port side, a couple of hill-sized boulders floated. The asteroids had jagged edges and leafy, delicate protrusions. When Saverna looked at them out the side of her eye, she noticed a faint glow, like a tangle of threads or a spider web. The threads breathed out a faint mist, which rushed at the Earhart like a storm.

“What is that?” Saverna pressed herself against the transparent wall.
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Type: Dwarf planet in the scattered Kuiper Belt,
way beyondNeptune

Size: About 1,445 miles (2,326 km) in diameter. Almost the
size of Pluto

Mass: A bit heavier than Pluto.

Orbit distance: Swings between 38 and 97 AU from the Sun
(1 AU = distance from Earth to Sun)

Orbital period: One Eris year = 558 Earth years
Day length: About 25.9 hours. Close to one Earth day
Surface: Frozen solid with a layer of nitrogen and methane ice

Atmosphere: Might form a temporary one when it gets closer
to the Sun

Moon: Dysnomia — large enough to help scientists estimate
Eris’s mass

Discovered: 2005 by astronomer Mike Brown and team

Name origin: Named after Eris, Greek goddess of strife and
discord
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