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	Chapter 1: Launch Day Sneak


	 


	Lena gripped the edge of the cargo crate, her heart pounding like a malfunctioning hyper-thruster. It wasn't just nerves. It was the kind of excitement that fizzes in your stomach like a soda pop explosion in zero gravity. At eleven years old, she and her twin brother Leo had spent months plotting this exact moment. Their parents were top-tier asteroid miners, forever off chasing shiny rocks in the belt, which sounded cool but mostly meant the twins were left in the care of their Aunt Griselda on a dusty, boring orbital station. Aunt Griselda believed fun was a scheduled activity, right between "Sock Darning Practice" and "History of Moisture Reclamation."


	But Lena had other plans. She unrolled her secret, glow-in-the-dark astronomy map, the stars casting a faint, hopeful light on her face in the dim cargo bay. "Look, Leo," she whispered, her voice tight with anticipation. "The Stellar Hauler Odyssey. Its manifest says it's heading straight for the Epsilon Eridani Colony. New worlds! Real forests! Animals that aren't genetically engineered to clean air filters!"


	Leo, who had a permanent smudge of grease on his cheek and a brain that was 90% pure, unfiltered chaos, grinned. "Adventure? Lena, this isn't an adventure. This is an epic, grade-A, top-secret smuggling operation! Dad's premium toolkit," he said, patting the heavy case, "plus my brilliant hacks..." He jiggled the crate's lock with a homemade gadget that looked like a spaghetti monster had eaten a battery and a handful of paperclips. Click. The lid popped open with a satisfying hiss. "...makes us pirate-proof. Probably."


	Inside the crate, which was supposed to be full of self-sealing stem bolts (the most boring cargo imaginable), they stuffed their survival gear. Lena packed her star charts, her planetary geology textbooks (for fun), and a bag of jelly worms. Leo packed his beloved wrench set, a roll of industrial-grade duct tape ("The universal solution," he'd say), three ration bars swiped from the mess hall that tasted like "Chocolate-Flavored Enthusiasm!" and his whoopee cushion. He argued it was a vital tactical device for causing distractions.


	"Shh! Crew's coming," Lena hissed, her ears picking up the tell-tale clomp-clomp of magnetic boots. They dove into the crate, pulling the lid shut just as a loader bot whirred past, its scanner beam sweeping over them. The air inside smelled of cold metal, recycled oxygen, and, faintly, Leo's sock. Leo stifled a giggle. "Smells like victory."


	Minutes ticked by in stuffy darkness. Then—a deep, guttural rumble shook the entire crate, vibrating their teeth. Alarms blared through the ship's intercom: *"All hands, prepare for launch. T-minus 60 seconds."*


	Lena's stomach did a flip that would have scored a perfect ten in the Orbital Gymnastics Finals. "This is it!"


	The ship lurched. The engines roared to life, sounding less like a thousand angry dragons and more like a billion cats being vacuumed at once. G-forces slammed them against the crate walls, pressing Lena's star map so hard into her chest she was worried she'd get a tattoo of the Orion constellation. Leo, who was enjoying this way too much, let out a muffled, "WOOOO-HOOO! HOLD ON!" Acceleration pinned them for what felt like an eternity, or at least long enough to finish a really difficult math test.


	Then—silence. Weightlessness.


	Zero gravity hit them like a playful, invisible wave. Lena's ponytail floated up like a curious jellyfish. Leo's bag of tools drifted out of his grasp, wrenches and screwdrivers spinning lazily in the air. Leo burst out laughing. "This is a zillion times better than *Zero-G Joust 3000*!" He kicked off the side of the crate, executing a perfect, if slightly wobbly, somersault and bonking his head gently on the lid. "Okay, ninety-nine times better."
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