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“T-minus five minutes,” said the announcer.

My eyes were glued to the screen. Space-E’s new rocket was about to launch. It was tall and white. Steam curled off the sides. Our whole class was watching.

Mr. Klein, my third-grade teacher, clapped his hands. “Isn’t this exciting?”

“Nothing is happening,” Hallie, my best friend, whispered. She shaded parts of the sky she was drawing. Mr. Klein had let her finish it while we watched. Hallie always wanted more time on her art.
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“They have to check lots of things before they can launch,” I whispered back.

But I wanted the announcer to say more too. Mr. Klein had set the clip-on microphone for my hearing aids right in front of the speakers. I could hear it okay. They just weren’t saying much.

The camera switched to show all of Space-E’s employees. They were watching the launch too. They squeezed one another’s hands. Some were crying.

“I bet the astronauts get tired of waiting,” Hallie said. She added sparkle gel to her sky.

I pointed to her paper. “That looks nice.”

“Thanks! I know the stars aren’t really different colors like this.”

“Some are. My mom says stars can be almost any color.”

“Really?”

I nodded. The screen was back on the rocket. The announcer was still quiet, though. Waiting.

“What are you going to be for Costume Day next Thursday?” I asked Hallie. Our school had a few Spirit Days throughout the year—Twin Day, School Colors Day, Sports Day, and things like that. But my favorite one was coming up: Costume Day!

Hallie capped her pen. “I’m going to be Princess CATastrophe. From AstroCat. I have the cat ears and the cape.”

“Oh, cool.” I wished I had thought of something like that. Still, my costume was going to be amazing. “I’m going to be—”

“T-minus fifteen seconds,” the announcer said.

I whirled to face the TV.

“Here we go!” said Mr. Klein.

“Ten… nine… eight…”

Our class counted with the announcer. Hallie and I joined in too.

“Three… two… one.”

“Ignition,” said the announcer. A jet of fire burst out from the bottom of the rocket. Smoke filled the screen. “Liftoff!” And the rocket shot up into the air.

The people who worked at Space-E cheered. They hugged and slapped one another on the back.

“Wow,” I breathed.

Hallie grinned. “That was awesome!”

The class clapped, and Mr. Klein clicked off the TV. “What did you guys think?”

I put my hand in the air, and Mr. Klein nodded. “Astrid?”

“I wish I could see a rocket take off in person!”

He smiled. “Maybe one day you will. Lots of people do. Even getting to go to Space-E would be amazing, I think. Most launches are in Florida, but Space-E headquarters is right here in the Bay Area. You have to be invited to get a tour, though.”

Wow… get a tour of Space-E? They were one of the biggest space tech companies ever.

Mr. Klein said we were super close to them. But they felt as far away as Mars. How did people get invited to visit?

I didn’t know, but I was going to make it my mission to find out.
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I hefted my backpack up onto the lab table.

“Hey, Astrid.” Veejay perched on the stool next to mine.

“Did you watch the launch today?” I asked.

Veejay shook his head. “I wish! We had a spelling test then.”

“Ugh, I’m sorry you missed it.”

Kids filed into the STEM lab. It was after school, and time for Shooting Stars, the space-themed club I was a part of. Ms. Ruiz, the teacher who ran the club, held out her hand next to me. I gave her the clip-on mic for my hearing aids, and she put it on her shirt. Today, her nails were apple green.

“Did you watch the launch?” I asked.

Her eyes sparkled. “I wouldn’t miss it!” Her voice now boomed through my hearing aids. “I’m a big fan of Space-E.” She nodded to some people standing by her desk. “In fact, Lana—in the red shirt—she works there as an intern. She’s writing some of the code for their next mission.”

My eyes bugged. “Really?”

Ms. Ruiz nodded and went back to her desk.

The young woman she’d pointed to had freckles, like me, but her skin was darker. Her hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and she had a ball cap on with Space-E’s logo on it. A pencil and a pen stuck out of her bun at odd angles.
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But why was she here? And the others, too?

I turned to Veejay. “That woman over there works for Space-E!”

Veejay shrugged. “Cool.”

He was way too calm. “Have you ever met anybody who works there?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Ms. Ruiz clapped her hands to get our attention. “We’re going to start a special Astro Mission today,” she said. “In honor of Space-E’s launch, we’re going to build our own rockets!”

I gaped at Veejay. He grinned back.

“First, you’ll get into groups of four. Each group will get a box.” Ms. Ruiz pointed to a stack behind her. “You can only use the items in the box. And water, if you need it.” She pointed to some jugs by the door. “We’ll launch next Friday. The rocket that flies the highest will earn three points on the Astro Board for their team members. And to celebrate we’ll have a party after the launches!”

I glanced at the giant grid behind Ms. Ruiz’s desk. The person with the most points at the end of the year would get a scholarship to Space Camp. We’d had six Astro Missions so far this year. Veejay and I had a lot of points, but we weren’t in the lead. Pearl was. Across the room she adjusted her flight jacket. She looked very proud of herself.

“And I’d like you to meet my friends here,” Ms. Ruiz said. “Staci, Ming, Ayesha, Trent, and Lana. They’re all college students and are helping us out for free, so be nice to them!” We giggled. “Once you have a team, grab one of them to work with you. Go!”

Stools scraped against the floor. Chatter filled the room.

Ella and Dominic ran up.

“Hey, you guys want to be a team?” Ella panted.

“Yes! Let’s get Lana!” I glanced at Veejay, and he nodded.

“Who?” asked Dominic.

I pointed. “She works for Space-E. She’ll know a ton about rockets!”

“Great!” said Ella.

We hurried up to the front. Ms. Ruiz handed Ella one of the large boxes.

Lana stood with the other mentors. She was scrolling on her phone now.

I stepped up in front of her. “Hi.”

She jumped, almost dropping her phone.
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