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In the cold depths of space, a probe the size of a beachball raced toward its target, Chocolate chip; a relatively small, active black hole feeding on a nearby star. Its actual name was an arbitrary set of letters and numbers.

“Stress levels?” Peter McKeever asked. His name was visible on an ID tag like everyone else in the room wore. He couldn’t see the probe at this point, but he watched Chocolate chip from his chair, through the main view screen.

The room was dimly lit and resembled the bridge of a submarine.

“Approaching maximum.” Lily Trepes responded from her workstation.

“1000 kilometers and closing.” Xyla Redding called, sitting right next to Lily. “800...six... four...two.”

As the probe entered Chocolate chip it vanished in a flash of light.

“Contact,” Xyla reported as she looked intently at a screen monitoring various instruments. What looked like a glitch flashed across the screen as everything suddenly maxed out before going blank.

Lily pushed away from her station in frustration and stood. “Well, so much for monitoring anything.”

Xyla slightly recoiled as well understandingly. “Thanks for the help.” She said.

Lily nodded. “Any time.” She responded before walking off the bridge in a huff.

“Hey, Lily,” Peter called, then gave chase. “Wait up.”

They were onboard the Sentris, a ship of science. Large by any standard, it tarried just beyond the reach of Chocolate chip, or actually, it was powerful enough to stay at a distance without being pulled in and apart. Resembling a gray sphere with square protrusions variably jutting out at numerous points, it could easily be mistaken for a small, mobile space station.

Lily stepped out of the room and rest against the bulkhead.

Peter joined Lily in the corridor. “Hey, what’s up?” he asked. “Turn that frown upside down.”

Lily rubbed her knees. “Is that an order?” she replied. “Eight, eight probes we’ve sent in, and eight times we’ve got the same thing, nothing.”

Peter chuckled. “C’mon, you can’t just give up on Chocolate chip that easy.” He said.

“That name.” Lily retorted. “Why call it something cute when we know it’s a black hole that can easily kill us?”

Peter shrugged and said. “Don’t look at me, I didn’t pick it.”

“Could it be to make us forget how dangerous it really is?” Lily asked.

“You’re the science officer,” Peter said. “Shouldn’t you be the one all excited by this?”

“I do find this exciting,” Lily answered. “And highly dangerous. You’re only here ‘cause the military put you here. I can tell you right now sending in probes isn’t gonna tell us what the last 800 years of math, simulations, and telescopes haven’t.”

“Which is?” Peter smiled.

Lily sighed. “It’s just theories...” she said.

Peter interrupted. “That’s right, theories,” he said. “We’re here to put all of them to rest and find an answer.”

Lily began walking down the corridor with Peter following. “I’m telling you,” she said. “As big as this ship is, it’s a big waste. We only have a crew of what, six people?”

“Something to do with warding off monotony,” Peter remarked.

“Are you familiar with the effect of liminal spaces?” Lily asked. “Or stellyria?”

“Can’t say that I am,” Peter answered. “Not enough room in this big brain for trivial things. Speaking of space, at least our rooms are huge compared to others. Makes for comfy living on missions with potentially long durations.”

Lily stepped into an elevator with Peter now right beside her.

“Isn’t stellyria that crazy, rage-inducing, space madness thing?” Peter asked.

“Sure is,” Lily answered. “It's one of the worst illnesses anyone can get. Once you have it, that’s it. A psychologist might spot it, but no amount of therapy can fix it. Even worse; sufferers have very few symptoms outside of insane strength and durability. They can go from loving you one second to killing you the next. Total personality change. Kind of like an on/off thing. Super scary to deal with.”

Peter squinted his eyes at Lily. “Liminal spaces have to do with transitions, right?” he asked.

“It’s not just a physical thing,” Lily said. “It can mess with your head too. The room layouts are all identical you know,”

“What, our living quarters?” Peter asked.

Lily nodded. “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

“I saw that,” Peter replied. “Never thought much of it. You can at least decorate them however you want. Give each a little flavor.”

“If you say so,” Lily said. “We haven’t been here that long, but I have to ask, why me? You selected the crew for this mission, why me?”

The elevator reached its destination and both stepped out.

“Darts,” Peter smiled, then continued to follow Lily. “Although I must admit it wasn’t as simple as that. I needed someone who was definitely smarter than me, so I did some research and then put their photographs on a wall, and voila. Even though you had just started, the dart landed on lucky you.”

Now standing at the door to her quarters which automatically slid open, Lily looked at Peter and shook her head as she chuckled. “Must have been a short list. Thirsty, Ahab?” she asked.

Peter shook his head. “Just thought I’d bug you,” he said. “I’m heading back to the bridge. I’ll see you later.”

“Okay, see you,” Lily said as Peter then turned back. She entered what was typically a small room on other ships; this was like a two-story apartment. Taking a moment to stretch, she walked across the room, up a flight of stairs, and through a long hallway past several doors. Her bedroom was a simple layout, a queen-sized bed flanked on one side by a small nightstand with a lamp on it. A dresser and vanity station were located on the other side. Pictures of her family adorned the walls and the only other room connected to this one was a bathroom where she splashed some water on her face and rinsed it before drying it with a small towel.

Lily walked to her vanity station to quickly check herself before heading back down the stairs. Being the main area of her living quarters, this is where the kitchen, dining, and living rooms were located. It also had its own comms station, where she sat, activated it, then entered her code, and a number to call. After a few seconds, a woman appeared on-screen.

“Hello?” she said.

“Hey, Jessica,” Lily responded. “It’s me.”

“Sissy!” Jessica cried out. “It’s been ages. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” Lily said. “How’s mom and dad?”

“Mom is okay,” Jessica answered. “Dad just got out of the hospital. He’s doing well for an old geezer his age. Hopefully, he won’t have to go back for a while this time.”

“That’s good to hear,” Lily replied. “How’s Jude and Ethan?”

“Did you get the vid and pics?” Jessica asked. “Jude graduated last week.”

Lily chuckled. “I got them. Tell him I said ‘Congrats’.”

“Ethan is still a little twerp.” Jessica continued. “As usual. Your contact info has changed. Are you still at Star Labs?"

Lily shook her head. “I left that place two months ago,” she answered. “I’m on this ship, the Sentris, near a black hole. We’re doing research for a joint venture between the military and my new employer, Horizons.”

“Military, huh?” Jessica said. “You sure you can talk about it?”

Lily shrugged. “I don’t see why not,” she replied. “It’s not a big secret or something. We should finish up by the end of the month.”

Jessica smiled. “Then it’s the big daaay!” she exclaimed.

“Yup,” Lily nodded. “Getting married.”

“When was the last time you saw Aaron?” Jessica asked.

“We talked yesterday,” Lily answered. “Last time we actually saw each other in person was just before I was assigned here.”

“That’s a ‘minute’,” Jessica said. “How is he?”

“He’s fine,” Lily replied. “Doing some final touchups. I think he’s nervous.”

Jessica chuckled. “Can’t blame him,” she said. “It is you after all.”

Lily laughed. “What about you?” she asked. “You haven’t said anything about work or boyfriends.”

Jessica appeared to get serious for a moment before looking side-eyed at Lily. “I’m still in IT at Insuspense, got a promotion though,” she answered. “I’m now the lead assistant. As for any boyfriends; you know how I feel about that.”

“Not ready to make that dive, huh?” Lily asked.

Jessica shook her head. “When it’s right, it’s right,” she replied.

“You don’t have a whole lot of time, you know?” Lily mentioned.

“Yeah,” Jessica acknowledged. “But hey, if it happens, it happens. I’m in no hurry whatsoever. I’m not pushing anything. Now that I mentioned it; want to hear what happened to Yazmin?”

“Jude’s girlfriend Yazmin?” Lily wondered, “That one?”

“Same,” Jessica affirmed. “A few weeks ago she got sent to jail.”

“No way,” Lily said surprised. “Why, what happened?”

Jessica explained. “They all went to a swim party. Yazmin went with this girl named Sonya and a few others up to this bridge that was like 50 or 60 feet above the water.”

“Let me guess,” Lily interrupted before jokingly asking. “Yazmin drowned Sonya?”

Jessica shook her head. “No,” she replied. “Nothing that bad. Let me tell you. So all of them were supposedly supposed to jump from this bridge into the water, but Yazmin and Sonya were fooling around or something. Long story short, Yazmin pushed Sonya off when she wasn’t ready and the poor girl ended up smacking the water so hard that she broke several ribs and suffered a punctured lung.”

Lily winced at the thought of how Sonya must have felt.

“Two days in the hospital,” Jessica said. “Thank god for modern medicine.”

“No kidding,” Lily added.

“Yazmin got arrested,” Jessica continued. “Instead of holding the school liable because it wasn’t a school function, the judge sent Yazmin to jail.”

A confused look fell on Lily’s face. “Surely,” she began “Yazmin didn’t mean any harm.”

Jessica shook her head and sighed. “You should have seen Yazmin,” she said. “Balling like it was a full-time job. There was no consoling her when the judge sentenced her to two days in jail.”

The look of confusion Lily had immediately turned to laughter. “Are you serious?” she said. “Two days, two lousy days?”

Jessica chuckled and nodded. “It was mostly Sonya’s parents,” she explained. “It was for the days she spent in the hospital.”

Lily was still laughing. “Two days?” she remarked. “I guess that makes sense, but the judge should have just sent Yazmin here.”

“That bad, huh?” Jessica asked.

“It’s no prison,” Lily replied. “But it sure is boring enough.”

On the bridge, Peter spun himself slowly in his chair.

Nearby, Xyla poured over what little data they’d manage to extract from the probe.

“Please tell me you got something,” Peter said.

Xyla looked at the data. “Everything seems normal right up until the probe crosses the event horizon, into the singularity.”

Peter stood up and went over to sit next to Xyla. “Come on,” he pleaded. “Something had to come through.”

Not taking her eyes off the monitor in front of her, Xyla answered. “Hawking radiation, accretion disk, doppler beaming, and photon sphere all fall within predicted parameters.”

Peter looked at the monitor, hoping to see something. “Event horizon?” he asked.

Xyla pulled up the pertinent information on the monitor. “That’s when things start to get all squirrely,” she pointed. “See? None of it makes sense.”

Peter looked and saw what reminded him of a math teacher’s lecture board in college. “What are these symbols?” he asked.

“Beats me,” Xyla shrugged
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