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Dedication

For the stargazers and trailblazers





Epigraph

Don’t let anyone rob you of your imagination, your creativity, or your curiosity. It’s your place in the world; it’s your life. Go on and do all you can with it, and make it the life you want to live.

—DR. MAE JEMISON, first African American woman astronaut in space
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Some Time Apart
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Victoria and Evangeleen Ellison—“Wiki” and “Leen” to their friends, or “Epic Ellisons” to folks who needed saving around Logan County—had never, ever been apart. Not for any amount of time worth mentioning anyway, unless it was their daddy doing the talking.

They were twins born seven minutes apart. Daddy loved telling their In The Hospital story. “That seven minutes might be the longest you two were separated for, shoot, the first three or four years of your life. It’s funny because Wiki didn’t even cry until Leen was born laughing. One of the nurses cried too because, believe it or not, a baby born laughing is a little creepy. No offense, sweet pea.”

“It’s almost impossible to offend me, Daddy,” Leen said every time.

Daddy always told it like he was revealing a secret, though everyone in the family knew the tale by heart. Even Uncle Percy who mostly pretended to listen to people while texting or scrolling through pictures on ThunkleGram.

“You two”—Daddy would slap his thigh as he finished—“have been roommates since you were in your mama’s belly. Ain’t that fun?”

Then he’d laugh like he’d told a joke. It wasn’t fun or funny though, only true.

While he laughed, Mama would flick her eyes between her unamused, barely smiling daughters. Leen may not have noticed because it’s not the sort of thing she cared much about, but Wiki couldn’t help catching those quick glances. Thanks to her photographic memory and ability to process information computer fast, Wiki had become an expert at reading faces—the tics and tells. The message on their mother’s face was BIG and bold. It said: Sorry, girls, boys just don’t get it. Not even when they’re old like your dad.

School was over. Had been for about a week. Those days leading up to D. Franklin Middle School’s final bell had not been the ones that had Leen most excited. If anything, the last day of school meant she’d have seven more whole boring, unoccupied days until the one she’d really been waiting for.

When she left for Cosmos Camp.

Okay, that week between the end of school and her last night in Logan County wasn’t totally boring. She and Wiki helped the Legendary Alston Boys defeat some mutant moles. They also got to stay out until 8:30 one night and have gelato with the boys, which definitely wasn’t a double date because Mama said they were way too young to date and Uncle Percy sat in the corner of the Riches Brew coffee shop the entire time, pointing at Otto and Sheed with his spoon while mouthing silent threats.

So the week was mildly amusing—the gelato more than the mutant moles—but with less than twelve hours between her and her summer away, Leen found herself jittery with excitement. Sleep would not come easy. Thankfully, Wiki was happy to sit with her, help keep her calm, until they went their separate ways.

“You’re going to learn so much about all of that,” Wiki said, pointing broadly at the sky dotted with mysterious pinpricks of light.

I know, Leen thought, giddy with the prospect of it all.

They were in their favorite spot, atop an out-of-commission tractor that belonged to their grandparents, in the middle of a cornfield. Though the tires were dry rotted and stalks sprouted from the engine block, the hood, when covered with their favorite blanket, made a great spot for stargazing.

Slathered in minty bug repellent, with flashlights resting between them, the girls craned their necks, always awed by such perfectly summer Logan County nights and their marvelous view from their tiny, tiny section of the universe.

“I wish you could come,” Leen said. It wasn’t true but felt like the right thing to say.

“Cosmos Camp sounds fun, but that’s your thing. I’ll be plenty busy here until you get back.”

That was also a lie. At least partially. There’d be a ton of work around the farm, like always, so “busy” was true. Cosmos Camp sounded a little fun, but Wiki knew she was overselling that part. She wasn’t trying to deceive her sister with exaggerated enthusiasm as much as keep something important to herself. A secret that she hadn’t uttered aloud because she’d been afraid to.

Wiki was looking forward to a summer alone.

She’d miss Leen, sure. No question. But . . . Leen could be exhausting.

Her unpredictable inventions that she couldn’t always control. The way she seemed unaware of how dangerous some of her experiments were. Or who had to help clean up every single mess she made (that would be Wiki, ten times out of ten). Mostly, it was fine. Part of the twin contract. In a county as strange as Logan, sometimes you needed a little unpredictability to save your butt.

However . . .

Wiki sure was looking forward to seeing what a summer on her own was like. Maybe she’d hate it. Maybe she’d desperately miss Leen and count the days until her dear sister returned.

There was only one way to find out.

“Oh! I made you something!” Leen said, rooting through the bag wedged between them. The bag Wiki had wondered about, but was afraid to ask.

Alarmed, Wiki scooted sideways, almost falling off the tractor, and asked, “Where does it rate on the LMDS?”

The LMDS was the Leen’s Machines Danger Scale, a ten-point range for gauging the safety (or lack thereof) of Leen’s inventions. It went from one (Not Dangerous at All, Probably) to ten (The Army’s on the Phone!).

“Solid three. Or five,” Leen said, freeing the device from the sack.

“Ummm . . .”

“Just wait.”

She produced a stainless-steel rectangle embedded with some sort of screen. It seemed too chunky for a typical tablet—also, Leen rarely built anything typical. When she tapped the Power button, bringing the screen to life, displaying one of Wiki’s favorite photos, all became clear.

Wiki said, “A digital picture frame?”

“Yep!”

That was . . . unremarkable. Not in a bad way. It was a thoughtful gift, particularly since it displayed one of Wiki’s favorite photos—the two of them in a game of tag, Leen chasing Wiki. Wiki had the ability to recall that picture in her head at any given time, but she preferred seeing it for real, outside of her memory.

She felt the slightest urge to cry over the sweet, sweet present. “You’re the one going away. Shouldn’t I give you something?”

Leen waved off the question. “There’s more.”

Uh-oh. Sudden fear dried up Wiki’s tears.

Leen pressed another button, and the photo literally leapt off the screen. A holographic projection sprang forth, so a second Wiki and Leen, frozen in midstride, now stood before the tractor. Somehow the photo had become life-sized models of the twins, seemingly as solid as real people!

Wiki hopped off the tractor, inspecting the perfect projections closely. Wiki had seen her sister produce amazing things from next to nothing, but this was one of her more impressive innovations.

Leen, who’d taken to wearing a discreet gauntlet beneath her left sleeve that acted as a sort of all-in-one control for any of her nearby inventions, tapped a command into her wearable tech, and a projection shot from her general wrist area. Another, slightly fuzzier version of the same holograph. “My gauntlet doesn’t have quite the capability of the frame, so the definition isn’t as high, but you see, we both have this same photo anytime we want it.”

“This is great!” said Wiki. “Why’d you give it a five on the LMDS?”

As if on cue, a spark flew from the frame like a tiny meteorite. The hologram flickered from existence, and that spark landed on a dry cornstalk, setting it ablaze.

Quickly, Wiki stomped the fire out, saving all the other dry stalks around it. So it goes. She took the powered-down frame from Leen. “Thank you for this. It’s very thoughtful. I maybe won’t activate the holograms while you’re away.”
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“You aren’t going to get bored doing double chores every day?” Leen said, genuinely concerned their parents would work Wiki into an early grave since she’d be the only one here.

Wiki shook her head, but hesitantly. “When Uncle Percy told them he was hitting the road this summer to try and bring in more trucking money, they put out an ad for some farmhands. There will be help.”

Leen’s shoulders hunched a bit. Tense. “Will that be expensive?”

About as expensive as everything else was these days. Or so Wiki gathered from the late-night conversations—that were sometimes arguments—Mama and Daddy thought they were whispering. Still, she told another lie. “I don’t think so.”

“Good,” Leen said, sounding relieved, though she didn’t quite relax again. Instead, she changed the subject. “You think you’ll hang with Otto and Sheed much?”

Wiki shrugged. “Don’t know. I don’t really have a plan.” And it’s glorious! she shouted inside her head.

Happy that Wiki would be mostly okay, and making herself believe Mama and Daddy weren’t struggling to pay for everything a farm needed folks to pay for, there was one thing that still worried Leen. “You going to do okay with those bad dreams?”

Wiki’s joyful anticipation decreased by half. “They’re not really bad. Mostly strange.”

“You toss and turn hard. Sometimes you yell.”

“I do not.”

She did. Leen knew because that’s when she’d climb in bed with Wiki and hug her until she calmed down. No need to fight about it, though. At least Leen didn’t want to. What would an argument change? After tomorrow morning, they’d have to work on their own problems in their own ways for a while.

The silence between them stretched. Wiki said, “You need to get some sleep. Big day. Let’s head back, but first . . .”

Wiki snatched her ThunklePhone from her shirt pocket and held it high so she and Leen were shoulder to shoulder in selfie view.

“A new one to remember you by,” Wiki said, tapping the screen with her thumb and triggering the flash.

That—the sentiment, not the flash—almost brought Leen to tears. She knew Wiki didn’t need a camera to remember anything. So she must really love looking at Leen’s smiling face.

The feeling was mutual.

It was a short walk through the field back to their house, where light glowed from every window. They clopped inside, kicking off their shoes at the door, and only barely registered Mama and Daddy talking in excited tones to someone on the phone.

Mama interrupted whatever conversation they were having and yelled, “Girls, is that you? Come in here, please.”

The girls exchanged wary looks and entered the living room where their parents sat side by side on the couch with Mama’s ThunklePhone resting on the coffee table, the screen glowing in speaker mode.

Daddy grinned his goofiest grin. “They just came in.”

Wiki got more wary. Whoever they are talking to, the conversation was about us?

Leen simply chirped a cheerful, “Hello!”

From the phone, a woman said, “Hey there, girls. Y’all are just in time for some great news.”

Wiki’s memory did its thing, sorting through every voice she’d ever heard. In person. On TV. In a song. Overlaying those with the one from the phone, making instant comparisons. That voice belonged to Anna Thunkle, and Wiki’s brain churned some more.

Anna was someone Wiki had never met in person but who had deep ties to the county they lived in. Anna grew up in the town of Fry, the town known as the beating heart of Logan County. Her father used to own Archie’s Hardware on Main Street. These days people knew Anna as the richest woman in the world . . .

. . . because she was married to the richest man, a certain Logan County native and tech genius by the name of Petey Thunkle. Founder of PeteyTech.

Their company was responsible for most of the technology people used today. Everything from the ThunklePhones people carried to the Thunk-Tok social media app where people posted cool hair tutorials and funny dance videos to the Thulu streaming service where the Ellisons watched most of the shows and movies they enjoyed. The company did so many things. Including, the annual Cosmos Camp Leen was about to attend.

So this is about that, Wiki reasoned. Then thought, Why’d she say girls, plural?

Daddy waved them over to the couch, scooting so there was room for all four of them. Leen ran and jumped onto her usual seat cushion. Wiki’s approach was slower, despite Mama bouncing in place and gushing with obvious glee.

Anna spoke while Wiki sat. “I was just telling your parents we’re expanding the number of Cosmos Campers we’re bringing in this season. With an extra slot, we thought it made sense to keep such an epic team together.”

Leen’s goofy smile vanished. “Excuse me?”

Wiki wasn’t much happier. “Wait. You’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you?”

“Is that you, Victoria? If so, then I’m definitely saying what you think I’m saying. Pack a bag! Tomorrow, you’re coming to Cosmos Camp too!”
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That Was . . . Never a Thing


[image: image]

Mama clapped!

Dad pumped a fist in the air and hissed, “Yessss!”

Wiki and Leen were statues on the couch.

“Girls?” Anna said. “Pettygrew, did we lose ’em?”

“No, miss,” said another voice on the line. Pettygrew. Whoever that was.

Wiki spoke up. “We’re still here, Mrs. Thunkle.”

“Call me Anna, please.”

“Anna. This is a very cool offer, it’s just—”

Leen interrupted her. “Wiki didn’t even apply. How could she be the one who gets an extra slot if she didn’t fill out the form or write an essay?” Leen’s gaze whipped from Mama to Daddy. “Can you afford to send both of us?”

They were good questions. The right questions. Yet something sharp in her sister’s voice stung Wiki.

If anyone else detected Leen’s prickliness, they didn’t let on. Anna said, “Several factors played into our selection. Your essay was one of them!”

The smile that formed on Leen’s face was a scary thing, like an earthquake cracking the ground. “Say what?”

“Oh, we adored what you wrote about the many adventures you and your sister have been on. The teamwork. The love. Plus, I’m a bit biased being from Logan County too. So I’m more than happy to have two hometown heroes like the Epic Ellisons at camp this year.”

Wiki thought that was all fine and good . . . well, not really, but okay. Leen wrote an incredible essay. She was good at stuff like that. The other concern, the thing that loomed over all things Ellison lately, was still the money.

In one of the overheard conversations—or eavesdropped on, depending on how sneaky Wiki wanted to admit she was being—Daddy told Mama they were “stretching” to send Leen to Cosmos Camp, but it would be good for her because she’d be around the kinds of science and scientists she needed. Wiki knew that to be true. Being in Logan County their entire lives and having to work with scraps had made Leen incredibly innovative and resilient. A limit was still a limit, though, and there were only so many Leen could work around until, maybe, she decided it wasn’t worth the effort. Yet “stretching” was what they’d learned in language arts class to be a euphemism, a word people substituted for something harsh they didn’t want to say. In this case, it meant Mama and Daddy had a hard time affording the cost of Cosmos Camp. They’d have a harder time affording it when it was multiplied by two.

“The thing is,” Wiki began, ready to decline the invite in a way that wouldn’t embarrass Mama and Daddy, which simply meant being honest because she had no desire to attend Cosmos Camp, “I don’t wanna—”

“Keep you waiting!” said Daddy. “We’re going to get Wiki packed and ready to go by morning. So we’re all clear, this is for real? No take backs?”

“That’s an odd way to put it,” said Anna. “But yes. No take backs.”

“Great. Bye.” Daddy hit the End Call button, then turned the phone off. “Wiki, let’s pack your stuff before they change their minds.”

He jogged to the hall closet, grabbing the handle of a suitcase that was wedged in the back of the cramped space behind other stuff. He yanked with all his strength, causing the things in front of the suitcase—a stepladder, a box of Christmas decorations, an old lamp—to spill onto the floor. With the suitcase free, he didn’t bother cleaning up the mess. He sprinted up the stairs, the newly freed luggage thumping each riser on the way.

“I don’t want to go to Cosmos Camp, Mama.” Wiki cut her eyes to Leen, reading the hope and gratitude in her tics and tells. “This is Leen’s thing.”

Mama said, “Regardless of how it came to be, this is a great opportunity, girls.”

Leen said, “It’s not fair.”

Wiki flinched.

Leen kept going, trying to soften her objection. “If she didn’t really apply, that means someone else who actually applied couldn’t get in. It’s not Wiki’s opportunity. It’s someone else’s.”

Wiki squirmed at how insistent Leen was that she didn’t belong at Cosmos Camp, but she still wanted out of it, so she said, “Cosmos Camp is expensive. That’ll be hard when we’re hiring farmhands for the summer, right?”

Mama’s grin spread. Her eyes went wide and shiny. “Wrong. Before you came in, Anna explained the most generous part of the offer. Scholarships. For both of you! With your uncle Percy on the road and you two gone to Cosmos Camp, and now that we don’t have to pay for it, your dad and I can hire more farmhands while you’re away and relax a little for once!”

Overhead there was more thumping. Wiki imagined Daddy yanking the drawers from her dresser and upending the clothes into a rapidly filling suitcase.

Leen said, “But—”

“You’re going. Both of you. End of conversation.”

Above, a hard thump. Daddy shouted, “Ouch, my knee!”

Mama said, “I’m going to see if he needs help.”

She ran upstairs with the nimble energy of an Olympian, leaving the sisters alone in a moment of awkward realization. Leen’s frown was so extreme that it drove Wiki to make an uncharacteristic attempt at humor.

“The next Epic Ellisons adventure is about to begin, huh?”

Leen’s shoulders slumped, and she trod upstairs. “I’m going to bed. See you in the morning. And every morning after that. Forever. I guess.”

Since Wiki was the lone Ellison still downstairs, she didn’t have to hide her hurt over being forced to go to Cosmos Camp and her sister not wanting her there.

The next morning, the three-hour drive from Logan County to the PeteyTech headquarters in Virginia Beach, Virginia, was quiet and awkward. Daddy slept in the passenger seat, having gotten up extra early to seal Leen’s work shed with bricks and mortar. (“So nothing gets out while you’re gone.”) Mama drove while listening to This Quirky Life, her favorite podcast about the strange and unique things people all over the country experience. The new episode was about common, everyday stuff people see and remember differently for unexplained reasons. Like how some people remember Thulu once being called Hulu, even though that was never a thing.

Leen had screwed in earbuds from the moment they left and hadn’t spoken a word to Wiki. Wiki wouldn’t force a chat, though Leen’s attitude was generating less hurt and more anger the longer it went on. They were both getting summer circumstances they didn’t want. So why was Leen acting like this was Wiki’s fault?

But Wiki kept quiet and occupied herself through the ride reviewing every memory she had about PeteyTech and Cosmos Camp, whenever Mama’s podcast wasn’t distracting her.

Soothing Podcast Host: —they aren’t everywhere yet, so is it possible you’re confusing hearing about them only recently with thinking they shouldn’t exist? Because they do. Flying cars do exist.

Frantic Podcast Guest Elaine Foster: No. They aren’t supposed to be here. Last summer they weren’t there. At all. Now people are zipping around the sky like dragonflies. I’m telling you, something changed.

Soothing Podcast Host: Elaine Foster is currently a resident and patient at Sunnyview Mental Hospital in Upstate New York . . .

Mama’s podcasts were kinda creepy sometimes.

Wiki, unsettled for reasons beyond Elaine Foster’s fate, focused on PeteyTech and Cosmos Camp.

Founded by Logan County native Petey Thunkle, PeteyTech was the most innovative, most valuable, and most envied tech company on the planet. Of course, other companies tried to keep up by providing different and more affordable technology solutions. Like how their middle school got cheap computers from Artemis Microprocessors. Or how Ryder Communications Solutions provided subpar internet service to the neighboring county. PeteyTech’s closest competitor, Whistleberry, made the most valiant effort in carving a name for themselves in the tech space, particularly with their cell phone offerings. But how could any company tussle with the kinds of innovations Petey Thunkle’s brilliance produced?

Some people said every home on earth had a piece of PeteyTech in it, whether the residents knew it or not.

The company was always in the news, for better or worse. It seemed that anytime there was a new PeteyTech innovation, from supersmart ThunklePhones to, well, flying cars, there were tons of people waiting to sue Petey for stealing their ideas or warning of dire consequences for the environment, or whatever.

Daddy was a Petey Thunkle admirer and said people reacted so harshly to him because they didn’t like change. “Watch,” Daddy liked to say, “that guy’s going to be president one day!”

Mama was often more critical because she definitely didn’t like change. “I miss being able to plug earbuds into my ThunklePhone. Now we gotta use those expensive ThunklePod wireless things that look silly sticking out of your ears and are so easy to lose. If I ever get a word with Mr. Thunkle, Imma tell him a thing or two about that.”

Despite all the controversies that Mama might want to tell Petey a thing or two about, Cosmos Camp was the one PeteyTech innovation that almost no one had a problem with. In its fifth year, the immersive program for young STEM—science, technology, engineering, and math—enthusiasts with an interest in space exploration was called “Geeky Gold” by Time magazine. Wired, a magazine Leen had had a subscription to ever since she learned to read, said Cosmos Camp graduates were destined to be the Next Great Minds in Human History.

Wiki thought that was putting a lot of pressure on kids going to a summer camp that was supposed to be about fun science, but Leen took it to heart. Her admiration of all things Thunkle was closer to Daddy’s, while Wiki leaned toward Mama—particularly when it came to Cosmos Camp . . . or forcing her to come to Cosmos Camp. She might have a thing or two to say about that if she and Petey ever had a word.

The trees lining the highway thinned, and the sky widened the further east they drove. It wasn’t superhot yet, so Mama rolled down the windows and Wiki tasted the sea salt in the air. She twisted away from her window, wondering if Leen was still grumpy and into her music, but the earbuds and ThunklePlayer rested between them. Leen seemed ready to stick her head out the window to get even nearer to the ocean. Or further away from Wiki.

Leen thought, We’re so close.

Sure, she had been thrown a curveball last night with the “change in attendance” as she’d come to think about Wiki’s invitation. Sure, it wasn’t fair that something Leen had worked hard and planned for, for over two years, was handed to Wiki in a snap. But after listening to her favorite playlist and jotting a few ideas for new inventions in her ThunklePhone’s Notepad app, she realized it didn’t matter who else was at Cosmos Camp as long as she was.

Mama drove them to Atlantic Avenue. It was the last street before you hit the boardwalk, then the sand, then the ocean. They turned right, heading south, all of the Ellisons catching glimpses of diamondlike twinkles on the water in the gaps between hotels and restaurants. They got on a different road, then another road, and every new road saw the lively bustle of the beach give way to grass and sand dunes. Until . . .

“Oh my gosh!” Leen said, poking her head between the front seats for a closer look, startling Daddy awake.

“What?” He swiped drool off his chin with the back of his hand. “What happened?”

A breathy Leen said, “PeteyTech.”

They were still a mile or so away from the gate, but the facility was huge and impressive in a way that probably made it visible from orbit. The summer sun glinted off steel and polarized blue glass. The Rorrim Mirror Emporium back home had nothing on the hundreds of thousands of reflective panes that made up the campus’s central structure: the PeteyTech Tower skyscraper.

“Every window is also a solar panel,” Leen said, “and the batteries that store the energy are in the support beams. Every part of the building powers every other part. Unlimited clean energy.”

Wiki knew that, of course. Leen had been rattling off PeteyTech facts for months. But knowing and seeing weren’t the same thing. Though Petey Thunkle’s corporate headquarters might be the largest building Wiki had ever seen in real life, it wasn’t the most impressive thing in their line of sight. Not by a longshot.

Miles beyond the gargantuan offices, closer to the ocean and towering in the sky, was something that looked suspiciously like a rocket ship.

Wiki pointed that way, startled. “Leen, what’s that?”

Leen flopped back in her seat, her face twisted as if the question were an insult. “Ummm, the Interstellar-Z rocket.”

It was mostly white with blue and red pinstriping, and letters that Wiki couldn’t make out from this distance stenciled on the side. She’d seen rockets before, and this one was mostly similar to those—with the exception of a tip that was shaped something like a bird’s beak instead of the conventional cone. So it wasn’t the concept of a rocket that frightened Wiki, but this specific rocket. That it surprised her and her flawless memory. Maybe Leen hadn’t mentioned it before?

Leen’s face—her tics and tells—said otherwise. “Why are you acting like that, Wiki? I’ve been telling you about the Interstellar-Z for months. It’s going on a moon mission in just a few weeks.”

Wiki almost called Leen a liar . . . except that would’ve been rude and inaccurate. Leen’s face showed no liar tics. Instead, she sat silently, and while Leen went back to gawking at all things PeteyTech, Wiki pinched a meaty part of her arm until it hurt. No, this wasn’t one of the nightmares that concerned Leen so, the bad dreams where Wiki’s most reliable gift—her memory—seemed to be malfunctioning. The dreams where she remembered things that never existed or forgot things that clearly existed.

Her bruising pinch did not ease her mind. Because dreams could be shaken off in the morning light.

This was morning though. She wasn’t dreaming. Which meant something was very wrong.

If Leen had been telling her about that rocket and its trip to the moon for months, why did Wiki have no memory of those conversations whatsoever?
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