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			To the stargazers, storm chasers, cloud watchers, and moon bathers—this is for us.
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			THE POST THAT STARTED IT ALL

			0:00

			[Fade in]

			[A white auburn-haired girl wearing a stained lab coat smiles at the camera. She stands behind a kitchen counter neatly covered with small components.]

			Faraday: Hello, fellow humans! My name is Joan Faraday Tanner, but please remember me as Faraday. Today is my twelfth birthday, and to celebrate, I’m going to demonstrate how to build a device I invented. I believe it can change the whole world, if we let it.

			[She lifts a small device. It’s a slim cylindrical disc, two inches in diameter.]

			0:30

			Faraday: I call this the gravdrive. Not only is it portable, stackable, and easy to build, it ALTERS FREAKING GRAVITY. Literally.

			[She places the device on the counter.]

			Faraday: One by itself can’t do much. But kind of like people, if you pair them together, the effects are exponential. Yes, math fans, exponential! I’ll include some graphs in the notes, or you can click above, if you want to check out results from our tests so far.

			[Hyperlinks appear at the top of the screen.]

			1:00

			Faraday: Not only can a gravdrive grouping be used for heat or pressure—like, I don’t know what you want to do with it yet, but I hope you’ll tell me anything cool you figure out—but most importantly, to me, is that it could allow us to plan and build long-term settlements off planet!

			[She laughs.]

			1:30

			Faraday: My parents’ university told me I should patent and sell this invention, but I don’t want to be a seller. I want to be the one who leads us to live on the moon and beyond! When I learn how to do that, you’re all invited.

			[A chaotic blur behind her slides into view, crashes into a wall, then ducks into a bathroom and slams the door.]

			[LOUD singing sounds from behind the door.]

			2:00

			Lane: Pee pee in the potty! Poo poo in the potty! I’m doing it, Far’day!

			[Faraday turns.]

			Faraday: You are! Great job, little dove.

			[She faces the camera again, smiling brightly.]

			Faraday: That’s my baby sister, Lane. Isn’t she adorable? 

			[She adjusts the components on the counter, straightening them more precisely.]

			2:30

			Faraday: Unless your parents are weird science freak professors like mine, you’ll probably have to shop around for some of the components. I’ll list them in the post notes, but please share links in the comments if you find any of them for sale? Every time we lift someone else up, we all reach higher.

			Faraday: All right, here’s how to build it. Step one…

			[Transcription skips speech except for several off-hand comments, but it includes hyperlinks to written instructions.]

			Faraday: If we don’t try, who will?

			3:00

			Faraday: Step 2...

			[Hyperlink to “Updated Instructions including power variations and grouping size” ed.gra…/]

			Faraday: There’s no such thing as an unimportant job.

			3:30

			[Toilet flushes.]

			4:00

			Faraday: Step 3... Maybe it’s not the best idea to let white people leave the planet though? I’m undecided on that but also biased because my dream is the moon.

			4:30

			[Water runs.]

			Faraday: Step 4... I think we have a responsibility to try to make all our best ideas come true, don’t you? If you have an idea I could maybe help with, I want to hear about it!

			[Toilet flushes again.]

			5:00

			[Faraday makes a concerned look at camera.]

			[Wet slapping sounds come from the bathroom, followed by more water running and dripping.]

			Faraday: Excuse me for a moment.

			[She approaches the bathroom door and knocks.]

			Faraday: Lane?

			[Inaudible speech]

			Faraday: Are you okay in there?

			[There’s silence as Faraday raises her eyebrows at the camera.]

			5:30

			Lane: Nothing!!! All good here!

			[Faraday crosses her fingers at the camera and returns to the counter.]

			Faraday: I hope you find this helpful, and I’d love to hear from you in the comments. I don’t know if I’ll be making more videos anytime soon, because my next project is designing a model lunar city that’s inclusive, peaceful, and self-sustaining, and if I figure out how to do that, I’ll probably try to make it real and live there!

			6:00

			[The bathroom door opens halfway, and a small child with sopping wet curls enters the kitchen wearing a yellow sundress beneath an oversized apron, plus mismatched striped socks. She stands there stimming on her socks until Faraday says “anyway.”]

			Faraday: So... Happy birthday to me! That dusty white rock in the sky could be humanity’s launchpad, the beginning of a shining new era of equality, interdependence, and exploration. That’s what I’m aiming for, anyway. Who’s with me?

			Lane: Bye!

			[Both girls wave at the camera, then Faraday’s hand covers the screen, presumably to turn off the recording, but audio continues.]

			[Faraday laughs musically.]

			Faraday: All right, little stinker, what were you doing in there?

			Lane: Not me! You’re the stinker!

			[Audio ends.]






			Attention: ALL

			Subject: Message from MCO

			Margaret Mead said: Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.

			We have faith in you, Lunar Trust One.

			Love from your friends and family at Masdar Collective Operations, Earth

			CHAPTER ONE

			STEPPING ON IT, THEN IN IT

			My new home rested along Peary Crater’s northern rim like a sugar balloon nestled into folds of meringue, but I was too numb to enjoy the view. My sister Faraday should have been here to witness her life’s work. I plastered on a shadow of her smile as our ship landed without a hiccup.

			We were the first to secede from Earth, and not one corporate state managed to stop us.

			Only some of us, the very best.

			That was how Lunar Trust One began, with twelve hundred nervous people squeezed single file through an insulated tube into a sprawling dome with simulated gravity. When the tube sealed, we shuffled into a gymnasium-sized room in the dome proper. I stripped off my helmet and outer suit, piling it beside the growing tower of others along the front wall. The walls reached two stories high, which was a welcome change from our suffocatingly small ship quarters. There were no windows to hint at the deep black beyond the ceiling. I knew it was there though. It had me stuck to the floor until my parents dragged me to the front where the greeting party waited.

			I took position behind my parents, squeezing my boyfriend Andrek’s hand. Our arrival wasn’t supposed to be like this, all somber like a funeral. Faraday should have been here to lead us, and there should have been twenty-two others my age, my classmates and friends, breathing down my neck or poking me in the back to make me laugh. Instead there were hundreds of strangers, recruits hired at the last minute to fill vital positions.

			I shouldn’t have resented the newcomers. It wasn’t their fault they were filling empty slots in the colony machine. If I were honest with myself, I was jealous of them, because they earned their positions. These people were vital to the trust’s success, while I was basically human cargo. I hadn’t even graduated high school; I was over a year behind before my sister died. Then it was too late to bother.

			My parents hardly looked at me when they turned to check that I was still behind them. Our grief was too fresh, and our promise to make this a day of celebration too hard.

			Commander Dae Han, hair cropped and gleaming like a silver helmet, activated a microphone attached to her wheelchair and welcomed us with a watery smile. She had been on the moon with other department heads and staff for over a year to get the domes ready for our arrival. Even she was muted today, despite her full-throated welcome. At her prompting, we all placed hands over hearts and followed her in reciting the Lunar Trust oath.

			“I pledge my life to the Moon and the principles of peace and sustainable prosperity. I leave Earth to its suffering history, its warfare and inequality, and commit my will to a new and brighter human future. I am Lunar, and I am free.” I squeaked through the vow, choking on memories that swam to the surface, tasting the words which rang as falsely sweet as the mint toothpaste stink of the crowd. So what I said was “sustainabubble property,” then I smooshed the “suffering history” bit trying to find my place. Once we reached the “I am Lunar” business, I was caught up, though my voice trembled.

			“Fuck you, Earth. I’m Lunar now,” I added, louder than I meant to.

			“Language, Lane,” my mom scolded while laughter rippled behind me.

			“It’s what she’d say,” a girl behind Andrek whispered, and I knew she meant Faraday. I glanced back to find that the girl was astonishingly beautiful, with hair that draped like a curtain of black silk over her oak-brown skin. She had the brownest eyes, dark and sharp like thorns.

			She caught me looking, and my cheeks flushed lava hot.

			I was grateful for the burn. It beat imagining what should have been. If I could make it through the day without crying, I could believe the trust would succeed, and Faraday’s dream of a free, peaceful home would be safe.

			“You ready for this?” Andrek hugged me so close I had to crane my neck to see his sun-kissed face. His eyes were cool blue lakes beneath wheat-colored bangs, and his smile could melt a glacier. Mensa-smart and cucumber cool, he’d been my parents’ first choice for an administrative assistant. 

			“How can I know?” I asked, and Mom whipped around to give me her I-know-you’re-not-still-talking scowl. 

			Andrek chuckled low. “No, I mean, here. This!”

			“I’m trying to be.” I snuggled into his side. It was still hitting me, our new reality. New prospects and problems. New chances to embarrass myself in front of people who actually belonged.

			I shuddered and reset my head toward positive thoughts. No more sirens in the night. No red skies or freak storms, no corporate raids or street riots. Living on Lunar Trust One should be gravy and potatoes, hold the meat.

			Dad cleared his throat quietly, telling me to pay attention, so I focused on hearing Han as her amplified voice rattled on with reminders. It was the only sound aside from the rhythmic hum of air pumps and hushed conversations.

			Two women pushed forward, arguing as they beelined toward Han. The trust president Aya Marshall and her second Rosamund Barre. Both had been presidential nopefuls who had never stood a chance at leading anything beyond a committee while my sister was alive. Marshall, a sharp-eyed Black engineer from the Pacific Northwest, was a longtime friend of my parents and one of my sister’s early tutors. She and Barre—a willowy political scientist from Free Brazil—stood tall beside Han, appearing far more rested than they had any right to be.

			“I realize everyone’s tired from the journey and eager to unpack and explore, but I think it’s important we reflect on how far we’ve come against terrible odds,” Barre said. “More importantly, we need to take a moment of silence to honor those we’ve lost on our way to achieving this valiant dream.”

			“A moment of silence is essential, yes,” Marshall interjected, projecting her voice to be as loud as it was warm, despite the critical glance Barre shot her. “But let us speak their names before we assign our loved ones, our leaders, into the past.” At that, she brought out a tablet and began to read carefully, adding each person’s assigned position with deliberate pauses.

			As she read, the fact that I, the least of us, was the only survivor under twenty-five from the original Masdar Collective made each syllable hit like a bullet.

			They weren’t all my friends, the ones who died with my sister. In truth, I had hated nearly half of them for being pandering fans of hers while being condescending asshats to me, until me and Andrek hooked up. Aside from the twenty-two plus Faraday, there were one hundred forty-seven other adults to be named, many of them the movers and shakers that had made this dream more than a paper wish.

			I chewed my cheek into pulp before she reached my sister. Joan Faraday Tanner, inventor, humanitarian, visionary, and presidential candidate. Her lovely face—bloody and broken, gasping its final breath—took over my vision. She was the important daughter, the smart and special one, while I, a common lunch lady, was easily replaceable. The star was dead, but the dropout flamed on.

			I wondered if everyone in the trust knew how much I sucked and, if they did know, what it would take to make them forget. When Marshall stopped and Barre declared our moment of silence, I felt as small as a bug and less significant.

			“Speak with your department head if you have questions, and again, congratulations. It’s an honor to support you all through this transition,” Han concluded, and her microphone clipped as she shut it off.

			Mom looked at me like she was waiting, and I guessed she either couldn’t see the pain on my face or simply decided not to comment. My mother had never wiped my tears. That was not her way, but she was the first to take charge of anything else. Years on the coast had darkened her ivory skin to a peachy pink, and her auburn hair was now streaked with gray.

			“I hate to leave you now, but we’re expected in the lab.” She sounded syrupy and wrong, and Dad’s hand was sweaty when he patted my back. “I’m sure Andrek won’t mind if you need help getting settled in.”

			“I’ll manage. It’s not like I can wander off.” I pressed my lips together to stop words spilling further, since the more stressed I got, the more likely I was to stick my foot in my mouth. I was an expert word-vomiter, but I was sure there was no career in it aside from being my sister’s comic relief. Mom used to say someday my light would shine, as if the only thing between me and my sister’s brilliance was other people’s attention.

			She didn’t get me at all.

			“We won’t work late,” Dad promised.

			I swallowed a laugh. First night on the moon in their swanky new lab, and they weren’t going to work late? They would be puppies in a ball pit for the next year at least. I couldn’t blame them. I would be lucky if I liked working in the kitchen half as much as they liked ordering people around.

			“Go on. I’ll be fine,” I said, hoping against history it was true. 

			Mom gave me a weak hug, and she and Dad disappeared into the crowd. After more than a decade playing with mockup designs, I ought to have known exactly where they were headed, but I didn’t have a clue. Reality was so much bigger than my sister’s models.

			The speed of their step, the hard set of their jaws—they were on a mission already. I was too, to fake it till I made it or whatever. Keep it inside. Distract, deny. Everything would feel better with time. For now, that was the most I dared hope.



			After I checked in with the chef to get my work schedule and required uniform, Andrek and I found an empty spot near the western hallway to people watch while waiting for our cases to be delivered to our quarters. I fiddled with the mesh hairnet I’d have to wear, trying to figure out how to position it without cutting off circulation to my brain. It took some doing, but at last I tweaked it into some kind of floppy shape that held my flyaway hairs.

			“Masterful,” Andrek said, which made me yank the thing off immediately.

			I bopped his nose. “I don’t need a babysitter. You can go to work too. If you want.”

			“Oh, I can, huh?” He laughed with his whole face. “You think I’m sticking around for you?”

			I crossed my arms. He definitely was, though whether it was to hang out or keep me from having a meltdown, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t have autistic meltdowns that often anymore, not like when I was little. My sister had promised it’d be easier in the dome, because she kept potential sensory triggers close to mind in her design.

			“I’m not staying to play zip-Lane’s-mouth. I’m on the hunt. There are dozens of eligible partners to scout, and now’s my chance to find out if any are cute as you. So you know, get over yourself.”

			I grinned at him. We had been an item for over a year, and we talked a lot about growing our circle. I’d always liked girls, even kissed a few, but I hadn’t met one I wanted to date. Now hardly seemed like the time, with my sister filling my head like a ghost and all the newness of being on the moon. Still, that shouldn’t stop Andrek, who likely needed a break from my family drama.

			“Hey, everyone! Line up so Andrek can decide if you’re as cute as me,” I called out. “Tops preferred, please.”

			“What do you mean by that?” Andrek demanded, pinching my waist, but I doe-eyed him innocently.

			A rich laugh rolled over my head, and we spun in surprise.

			“Should we queue here then?” A striking Black guy, dark-skinned and head shaved, breezed toward us with that thorn-eyed girl on his arm. He had an accent I didn’t recognize. It was slow and round, leaning on the ends of his words.

			“I was joking,” I mumbled, feeling my cheeks heat all over again.

			“Pity.” The guy studied Andrek like he was a museum sculpture. “I’m quite good at queuing.”

			“I bet. I’m Andrek. She’s Lane.” He pulled himself so tall he was almost on his toes.

			“Joule,” he answered. “Joule Sarka. As much as I’d like to stay and change your minds, I’m supposed to report in immediately. Manufacturing waits for no one and such. See you both at dinner, I hope?” He pulled his arm free of the girl and darted away, but not before giving Andrek a not-so-subtle wink.

			We watched him go—Andrek visibly pulsing with the unexpected attention, and the gorgeous girl he’d left behind tensing with barely concealed annoyance.

			“Viveca Osborne.” Her full lips slid out her name as if it were made of velvet. It nearly was, and it was weirdly familiar. She swept her gaze past me like I was invisible and lifted a delicate hand for Andrek to shake. “You’re Andrek Evers? The one who accepted the position with Dr. and Mr. Tanner?”

			Andrek hesitated, and I came to my senses.

			Viveca. The only real contender for the position Andrek had won. The way my parents had talked about her in breathless wonder, I’d considered petitioning for private quarters.

			“Viveca’s application was flawless. Flawless!” Mom had mused, and Dad’s face had lit, gazing over our heads like the mystery girl approached from the stars.

			Dad had muttered something about, “You know who she reminds me of?” because everyone beautiful must resemble my sister somehow. Then they’d consoled themselves about passing her over because “Medical needs minds like hers” and “she’ll be running things before long anyway.” The fact that she hadn’t landed a position in the first round had probably saved her life.

			“We may have heard of you,” Andrek answered warily and clamped a hand on my shoulder.

			“I was hoping to talk to you about a security petition your department rejected. How are we preparing for more attacks from the Royal Corps? Without the war crimes accord, we’re far more at risk than our constitution anticipated. Brand Masters isn’t the type to give up once he has sights on a goal, and the shipyards are still—”

			“Best to leave such things to our leaders.” Andrek made a low noise in the back of his throat, like he always did when someone mentioned Brand, the Royal Corps’ tyrannical leader.

			I went blank, refusing to react.

			Here on the moon, the RC was thousands of miles away, like it was supposed to be from my thoughts. They were corporate soldiers, a mercenary group that had outgrown its original design then ate up free states as they fell. 

			When I was little, the Pacific Northwest faced a viral outbreak during an epic winter, and the RC happened to have a base nearby with supplies and a conveniently worded emergency contract. The PNW’s sovereignty got crunched like celery. 

			Then the United Kingdom suffered a drought leading to an economic collapse, and the RC slurped them up too. State by state, across the planet, everything slipped into the RC’s stew.

			Brand tried to get his claws into the lunar collective in Masdar, hungry for the ships the trust meant to build on the moon, but my sister had refused to cooperate. That was probably why he had her killed, to break the accord and weaken our resolve before we could launch and fulfill the trust’s goals. It had almost worked.

			“Especially today,” Andrek insisted.

			“I think security should be on everyone’s mind today, particularly if we intend to be here tomorrow,” Viveca snapped. “Particularly the two of you.”

			His voice flattened. “Admin passed the petition on to operations. Maybe check with them about it?”

			It hit me then that operations, a department that used to manage defense and internal affairs, was now in charge. Not my parents or the board, and definitely not my sister, but President Marshall and operations. Aside from the small command crew that traveled with us, a bare dozen survivors, there was only Commander Han’s skeleton security detail who were already on the moon.

			“Operations… I see. I’ll do that. Thank you.” She coolly shifted her perfect eyes to me, and just like that, I was visible again. “You’re the other Tanner girl?”

			“That’s me. The leftovers.” I shoved out my other hand to take hers then shook it quick, trying not to notice how it was smooth as rose petals. Like, it was painful letting go. How the hell was she so moisturized? My skin had turned to chalk on the ship.

			A wistful expression ghosted over her face. “It’s so sad about your sister. She was my hero, and she always seemed proud of how I ran her fan club.”

			I huffed and tried to cover the noise with a cough. Faraday was everyone’s hero, but hearing Viveca say it sounded off. Possessive. I should have been used to that, what with the entire world following Faraday on social media and treating her like science royalty my whole life. I thought my sister would have laughed in this girl’s face for being so self-centered she deserved an award. I was about to say so, but something warned me she was a lot faster with comebacks than I’d ever be.

			“Anyway,” she continued. “Your name’s on a list for the daily grief groups, and I wanted to invite you to mine.”

			“Grief groups.” I blinked at her. “Did you lose someone too?”

			“Not recently, but it’s not like grief ever ends exactly. My experience with your sister might help you process her death.”

			She didn’t hide the word “death” like everyone else. It wasn’t “her passing” or “our loss.” She’d probably call the invasion what it was—a massacre, a murder—instead of a political tragedy. As much as I liked that, preferred it even, I couldn’t tell what she was really asking.

			“You knew my sister?”

			“I see how you might think so, but no.” She lowered her lashes to study her shining nails. “We never got to meet in person.”

			“I don’t understand,” I said, feeling thick-headed. She didn’t speak too fast, but somehow nothing she said fit together. “What experience do you mean unless… Wait, you think being a fangirl should give you access to my pain? That’s—that’s like—” My voice broke and my insides went slippery as if tears were going to rip through my paper-thin mask.

			Andrek’s grip tightened on my arm, less protective than preventative in case I started throwing punches, which suddenly seemed like a distinct possibility.

			Viveca sniffed prettily. “You misunderstand. See, I was referring to my research experience about your sister. I’m working on my psychiatry degree and apprenticing in counseling. So ‘my’ group is the one I’m in myself.”

			I stared hard at her mouth and sipped a slow breath as I pieced her words into sense. She had studied my sister. Studied, like for a science project. My arms went icy and stiff, my tears forgotten.

			“You want to counsel me? What am I, your next book report?”

			“It’s called a thesis, but you’re missing what I’m saying.”

			“Wow.” I’d lost all feeling in my fingers, and my heart had started to pound. This girl made me want to crawl out of my skin. “Do you study torture too?”

			She shook her beautiful head in confusion like I was the one being horrible. “Torture would be malpractice.”

			“Oh my god!” I said, nearly screaming.

			“Well. When you calm down, I hope you’ll think about joining. We’ll be in the courtyard before breakfast.” She smoothed the hair that fell over her chest and smiled with total confidence. “It was nice meeting you both. Ta!”

			Andrek let out a low whistle as she walked off. Even in the stiff, unflattering jumpsuits we wore, Viveca was all curves and legs forever. Beauty and brains and buckets full of obliviousness.

			I exhaled less musically through my teeth and worked to unclench my hands. “She’s a lot, right? Like, a whole lot.”

			“That’s one way to put it.” He lifted my hand and kissed it. “Are you okay?”

			“Just wow.”

			We were both quiet a moment, letting the Viveca storm wash away, then his mouth twisted, fighting a smile. “Do you think you’ll go to your new best friend’s group? Seems like it might be incredibly helpful. For me. And my very important entertainment research.”

			“I hate you so much.”

			“I know.” He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and tipped his forehead to mine. “I hate you too.”

			I rested against him, soaking in his warmth and steady heartbeat, inhaling the autumn sweetness that lived in his skin. I wished I could stay cocooned in his arms so my tears might dry up and my lungs refill. I could pretend that Faraday was only a room away, alive and brimming with plans to fix everything that was wrong.

			“Andrek?” His name came out muffled because my mouth was buried in his jumpsuit.

			“Yeah?”

			“I am going to need counseling probably. I mean, not with that snobby fangirl, but…”

			He sighed softly, and it buzzed in my ears. “That’s probably a good idea.”

			I kept my eyes closed for as long as I could stand still. If my sister had been here, she’d have been dragging us around to gaze out the viewing windows and explore every room. Her famous smile would’ve flashed with who-knows-what-comes-next eagerness, followed by her giggles of let’s-find-out. I was nothing like her, a decider, a leader, a peacekeeper. I was hardly a whole version of myself since she died and poked through my half-baked identity, leaving me to collapse in the too-cool oven of her lunar scheme.

			None of this was what I wanted, but I didn’t remember how to want anymore. It used to be so easy, because I had never chased great big things—that was for my sister to do—and I could wish for simple, tiny things like an evening on the town or a new game console. How was I supposed to wish for anything else again, when nothing would change that she was gone and I wasn’t?

			Fresh tears gathered in the corners of my eyes like dust bunnies under a bed. “Let’s find our quarters. I’d rather not cry here.”






			Attention: ALL

			Subject: Evening Menu

			Entrees: Golden lentil dal, chickpea enchiladas, beetroot curry

			Sides: Cucumber and tomato salad, mashed potatoes, frozen white grapes

			Beverages: Apple juice, almond milk, two water tubes

			CHAPTER TWO

			HER URNSELF AND US

			My sister found fame while I was still trying to find my way to the toilet on time. That was in 2042, fifteen years after the United States splintered, and ten years after the United Nations fell too.

			Faraday, of the melt generation like me, grew up in a world where whole cities and countries went the way of Atlantis. Coastlines changed, borders shifted, industries imploded or adapted, and nothing, not the sky or the trees or childhood itself, looked like it did in the sitcoms and movies our tightly controlled internet coughed up.

			In an era of tragedy and greed, of shredded governments and burning forests, my sister arrived like a glitter bomb. A shiny, splodey, inescapable positive packaged into one unforgettable little girl who only got brighter as she grew. In her comments section, a community took root, branching across language barriers and paradigms until we ended up here. She brought the world hope that the future could be better, that the present wasn’t all bad, and it loved her without restraint.

			She made me blueberry pancakes, the one meal she never messed up, and I loved her even more.

			The world wanted everything from her, but all I wanted was more time.

			As Andrek and I walked through the hallways her dream built, the press of the crowd waiting in line to use the washrooms or milling near their quarters lulled me into a fog of sensory overload.

			I was listening but not. Aware but not. My thoughts slipped around the crater in my heart as I fought not to fall in. This blurry-brain moment lasted a little too long, and I forgot where I was. Then Andrek and I were in the central room of our family quarters already.

			The front door acted more like a hatch on the ship than a regular door; it slid open with an electric whoosh and sealed shut behind us. Inside, there was a couch, two chairs, a table, and a desk, which was all we had to ourselves besides three tiny bedrooms connecting to the back wall. Andrek would take the room originally assigned to my sister. It didn’t matter that she would have had her own family quarters if she’d lived. Leaving it empty would have been too much for all of us.

			It felt nothing like Faraday’s flat with her fiancés—full of sunshine and open flames—where I’d spent most of last year feeding her campaign staff, and it was nothing like our cozy apartment in Masdar either. Where she was happy until she wasn’t. Where I was happy until she died.

			“Home sweet home,” I said and tried to hide my inner cringe.

			Four crates blocked the couch. Andrek and I had packed ours a week before the invasion and hadn’t seen them in the four very long months since. I snapped alert, suddenly aware of what I’d find within and how perfectly it fit the shape of the hole inside me. An overwhelming need to hold my belongings in my hands and connect to the me I’d been before filled me like hot air in a balloon. The me who’d packed this crate had been a child. Vulnerable, gullible. She’d still thought good things happened to good people, and her big sister would survive to build and launch a hundred ships.

			After dropping to the carpet, my fingers tore at the crate. The popping lock was somewhere along the molded indentations around the rim, but I couldn’t find it, and the stupid thing had no markings to tell me which one was right. I turned it round and round, growing so annoyed with it and myself that I was mashing every spot I could fit my thumb into. What was wrong with this thing? Why couldn’t I make it work?

			“Wait. Stop,” Andrek said. “Maybe we shouldn’t just open them.”

			I froze, my hands an inch above the cover, jutting forward like weak branches loaded with snow. “Why not?”

			My voice was oddly breathy and shrill, and Andrek squinted at me with those clever blues for a long, silent moment. Don’t ask if I’m all right, I begged silently. Don’t tell me I’ll feel better if I talk about it.

			“Can we make this special somehow?” he asked finally. “Today’s been...” He took a few steps toward his bedroom and winced, stopping to lean against the wall.

			“Your leg?” I didn’t wait for him to answer. It was my turn to hold him up. I supported him to the stiff couch. The frame was hard printed plastic, but the cushions weren’t horrible aside from being a sad beige. “But yeah, today’s been so heavy. And the vow,” I managed, thinking how rushed it was, seconds from arrival, how hard it was to say any of those words without her there.

			Andrek rubbed his jaw like he was sharpening his chin. “She’s all I could think about too. How are you holding up?” He hiked up his right pant leg, and I tugged off his boot and the cover that reached his thigh.

			I wanted to tell him I was fine, that I was handling it, that being here without Faraday was no big deal. He’d see through me no matter what I said.

			“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” I admitted. “And it’s so much harder than I—You know.”

			He got the locking pin, and I pulled off his prosthetic, setting it on the couch. When my gaze lingered on the scorch mark along the shin, he turned it the other way. Once he unrolled the sleeve and tossed it aside, he sprawled out and patted his hand over his heart. “Please?”

			I went to him, laying my head on his warm chest. I let him stroke my hair and kiss my head and whisper obvious things like “I know” and “I’m here.” He held me till my trembling slowed. We shared an easy quiet, and for a second, I forgot the crates.

			“Do you think my parents will make it in time for dinner?” 

			“Not a chance.” He drew his finger across my thigh and slid me a smile. “Unpack later?”

			I didn’t need convincing. When he kissed me, I wasn’t missing my sister or worrying about how to exist without her. I wasn’t thinking about the empty spaces where the lost voices should live. Plus, Andrek’s touch was electric. The perfect distraction.

			Apparently, sex pre-melt had been this mega big deal. Like, everyone was obsessed with virginity and monogamy and other stuff that made no sense. I didn’t know why they’d been like that, but I did know why they stopped.

			The melt hadn’t only changed coastlines on maps; it changed minds, especially when whole high school classes started offing themselves en masse, leaving group suicide notes that said things like, “There’s nothing to live for and no promise of tomorrow anyway.” Pharmacies couldn’t keep up with demands for antidepressants and anti-anxiety medicines, and it wasn’t like folks could be told the tired old adages about “going outside for recreation” or “saving themselves for marriage” when outside had pretty much been an off-limits death trap half our lives, and no one, not even the rich, could ensure there’d be enough water to live another week, let alone until some far-flung marriage date. Contraceptives became more common than candy, and the old rules collapsed along with the climate.

			I’d had sex for the first time at fourteen, and it was only that, sex. A natural high of hormones and endorphins. Something to do that didn’t cost anything or exhaust resources. My parents knew, and from what I could tell, they were happy I wasn’t falling into the same depression others had. Sex wasn’t, and wouldn’t be, a cure for the sort of rampant existential malaise that rocked humanity. But it was fun that was easy and harmless and loads better than losing a generation to suicide.

			Andrek and I raced each other out of our jumpsuits to join the Moon High Club.



			Sometime later, Andrek was fast asleep on the couch, and all I had left to unpack were my parents’ crates, which had been filled only days before launch. I used to fall asleep as easily as him, but I couldn’t stop the images playing in my head when I laid down anymore.

			I scooped out their belongings little by little, doggedly trying to fill our drab quarters with familiar touches. Rare paper memories—hardcover journals, stuffed with letters and keepsakes—I stacked neatly on the desk in my parents’ bedroom. Our family photos were stored on a digital frame, which activated as I picked it up, showing flour floating like snow over me and Faraday as we were caught in a moment of laughter during another of her failed baking experiments. The flour shower had been Dad’s doing. He always went for the drama shot. I left the frame in their room, collapsed the empty crates, and retreated with a treasure that belonged to us all.

			Her urn, a shining ceramic purple sphere.

			I settled her onto the couch like she was kicked back on the cushion to cuddle with Andrek’s prosthesis while the rest of him napped. Imaginary Faraday was less articulate than real Faraday, and I was only me, but I did my best to put words in her mouth.

			Do you know, she’d have said, your molding and my casing are made of the same molecules? The atomic nature of matter is flexible. So, in fact, the matter that’s you might actually be parts of the matter in me. Here she’d have wiggled closer and whispered, because when we touch, though we can never completely touch, our molecules are engrossed in an atomic conversation.

			Andrek’s prosthesis would tip tap the cushion and dare her to bring her urnself closer and find out. Faraday had been funny like that, always flirting.

			But the urn wasn’t Faraday, not all of her. Some of her had been donated, to be studied by medical students somewhere on Earth. Her fiancés Khalid and Zara had the rest. I was on the moon, but she was divided like batches of dough. I hoped I had the laughing part and the part that talked in her sleep about pastry crust and spaceships. The part who’d daydream with me about the existence of aliens and always gave good advice.

			I set her gingerly on the lone shelf over the built-in table. She looked so small there that I almost packed her back into the crate. She would have wanted to be in a kitchen, trying once again to master anything besides pancakes, but we had no kitchen. Water was precious and controlled, so there wasn’t a dispenser or a bathroom in our quarters. I came around the couch and fell into a chair, heavy with too many thoughts and too much newness.

			I wished I could skip to the part where being here felt normal.

			Andrek woke and rubbed his face. His gaze lingered on Faraday’s urn then me. “Want to talk about it?”

			An involuntary chuckle rocked my shoulders. Where would I start? “About what?”

			“Anything.” He collected his jumpsuit and started to dress. “Your job maybe.”

			“What’s there to say? I’m looking forward to being a lunch lady. I mean, it’s not glamorous or anything, but…” I struggled for the best words as cozy memories rolled through me—sniffing fragrant steam as I stirred soup on the stove, measuring spices to tip into mixing bowls, taste-testing my sister’s latest experiment. I remembered her baking face, the hope shining in her voice as she’d asked me, “What do you think, dove? Good enough to serve?” No matter how busy she’d been pounding out settlement designs or answering her endless fan mail, she’d always found time to cook with me, though nearly all her attempts were inedible compared to mine.

			I hadn’t been in a kitchen since her death, but I’d missed it. Needed it.

			“I think it’ll be good. I wouldn’t want to do anything else, even if I were qualified. Which I’m not.” Except now that I considered it, my favorite part about serving food might not prove as pleasant as it had been during my sister’s campaign. I’d always enjoyed talking with people, seeing their faces every day. That would still happen, but now everyone would see me, all of me, with no sister to hide behind.

			“Would I sound like an asshole if I said I’m jealous?” He hopped till his foot clicked into place. “Because I am. After meeting Pretty McSnobface, I worry that’s going to be my usual gig, listening to people complain about decisions I don’t get to make, like an unhappiness secretary.”

			I heard what he wasn’t saying, that slender space he avoided. Everything should have been different. We were supposed to be safe here. Safe and happy. Departments hand in hand like old friends, like family. Instead we were strangers facing unknowns with uncertainty.

			“At least you’re doing something you like,” he said. “And your food’s amazing.”

			I shrugged, but I was grateful he was shifting the subject. “They were all Khalid’s mom’s recipes.”

			“Which you cooked and plated. Face it, Lane. You’ve got a gift.”

			I didn’t answer, but he was talking nonsense, the way smart people liked to do when they thought they understood something not-as-smart people dealt with. Faraday possessed gifts, like engineering world-changing inventions, inspiring people through charismatic presentations, designing a sustainable independent colony, managing a successful campaign. Even challenging our single-minded parents for autonomy. Following a recipe was nothing. Half the time I ignored the measurements and I was forever winging ingredients because I get in my head, but it was still following directions, even the unwritten ones.

			“Pretty McSnobface really got to you, huh?” I asked.

			“No! I mean, a little. Not as much as she got to you, I think.” He stared at the door to the hallway. “I guess you missed all the rest in there?”

			I squinted at the door too, but I didn’t sense what he did beyond. “The rest of what?”

			He sat on the arm of my chair and rested his chin on my head. “I envy you so much sometimes.”

			“Why? What did I miss?”

			“Okay, so.” He settled in with a sigh. “It was like watching rapid mitosis, and not only between the new recruits and old collective but between Marshall’s supporters and Barre’s, plus those like your family. The bereft.”

			I thought back to the clumps of people knotting together after the moment of silence and wondered how I hadn’t parsed what he had. “Was it that bad? And obvious?”

			“I won’t bore you with the details, but there’s a shitstorm of new problems for admin and ops now that we’re here. And, socially, the rifts are already showing. I was starting to think none of the recruits would cross the divide until your new best friend came over. As much as she stressed me out with the Brand Masters business, I kind of wanted to hug her for talking to us.”

			I guessed I had sort of noticed the command crew standing apart stiffly from the other security members, but it hadn’t seemed like anything at the time. “The hugging has nothing to do with her boyfriend then, aka I’ll-queue-for-you Joule?”

			“Ohmigod, he was heart-stopping, right? They’ve got to be polyamorous, or he does, don’t you think?” Andrek fake swooned and fell across my lap like a human noodle.

			“Probably,” I said. I wanted so badly for big deals to be in our rear view that imagining the opposite clawed at my fragile calm. “Should we be worried, though? About the RC? Viveca wasn’t exaggerating about him. Brand won’t give up.”

			“Like I said before, we should let ops handle it. Yes, our security forces are fifty percent less than they’re supposed to be, and the ones we’ve got are strangers. But it’s only the first day. We have to trust your sister’s designs, our allies on Earth, and the other lunar bases, and let them do their jobs.” He cupped my cheek in his palm. “Besides, what difference will worrying make, my sweet lunch lady?”

			A soft alert beeped, activating a comm screen that took up most of the front wall by the door. Marshall’s greeting clipped through the speakers, swallowing her first words.

			Andrek went to adjust the volume, and as her voice became clear, I scanned the links that popped up. One document title read “Faraday Tanner Memorial Plans.”

			What. The. Hell.

			I clicked it and read how the Tanner family had answered a petition to “commemorate their daughter’s life and outstanding contributions.” A list of attached documents with titles like “Her Rise to Fame” and “Early Inventions” mixed in with “Beliefs in Action” and “Changing the World One Policy at a Time” was at the bottom.

			Was this why my parents were in such a hurry after the vow? We’d agreed to wait a few more months before discussing anything remotely like this, to let ourselves settle in and grieve as a family, especially since we’d had to share her funeral with millions of people.

			They’d promised me more time. It was too soon. I wasn’t close to ready.

			I snorted in disgust and punched at the screen, but Andrek caught my hand and pulled me toward him. I shuddered in his arms, unable to tear my gaze from my sister’s name. Her memory, reduced to miscellaneous documents.

			“Dinner will be served for another hour,” Marshall was saying, “and third shift workers should report to their departments after. Please note that only five of the ten shower rooms are currently operating, so adherence to the posted schedule is paramount.”

			The hatch door slid open, and my parents rushed inside.

			I twisted free of Andrek so I could point all my anger at them.

			Mom’s heart-shaped face, so like Faraday’s, flushed under my burning stare. She hadn’t forgotten to wait before discussing a memorial. She’d decided not to wait, promises to her flunky daughter be damned. She opened her mouth to speak, but I gritted my teeth, nearly growling.

			Dad reached for me, his chin quivering with regret.

			I moved further away and crossed my arms, hating them for leaving me out.

			Hating myself for not being someone worth including. For surviving.

			I barely registered Marshall’s closing words. “Thank you and be well.”

			The screen went black, but my anger bloomed red hot. I’d make them regret this. “How dare you?” Like a volcano, I erupted, spitting vapor vowels and molten consonants.

			My parents shriveled under my rage, but not for long.

			“We wanted to tell you about the memorial before the announcement,” Mom said. Not an apology. Never an apology. “It wasn’t supposed to be a surprise.”

			“The comm obviously works.”

			She squeezed on a smile. “Andrek, dear, I’m pleased you decided to take our extra room, but this is a family matter. Why don’t you go ahead to dinner? We’ll catch up soon.”

			“He stays,” I insisted.

			Andrek questioned me with a look and laid a hand on my back. “I’m here for Lane.”

			Mom’s eyes darted toward Faraday’s urn. “Oh, honey. You didn’t need to unpack for us.”

			“Stop. Changing. The subject,” I barked. “You promised to wait.”

			“That’s enough, young lady.” She crossed her arms, mirroring me. “The trust has over a thousand people, all with their own opinions and needs. Your sister wasn’t only important to us, and you know this. The other trustees need a memorial, for all she represents to everyone who lost a loved one. It’s selfish for you to—”

			“I’m being selfish?” This was such crap. “You’re using her again, like you always have. Like she’s a symbol and not a person. Your daughter. My sister. She would hate this. You promised we would wait till we settle in!”

			“What more settling is there to do? We’re here, Lane, and there’s no going back.”

			“You don’t understand,” my dad said. “The memorial won’t happen tomorrow. It’ll require planning. Preparation. You’re welcome to get involved, in fact, we encourage you to.”

			“So, a month is all the grieving I’m allowed? I’m supposed to move on now?”

			 “We all have to!” Mom pointed at the screen. “Weren’t you listening to Han? Everything she—we’ve worked for is at stake now.”

			I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I refused to ask and let her distract me from their betrayal.

			Dad nodded vigorously. “We thought we could count on you. You have to understand. Our family has a duty to see the trust work.”

			 “You aren’t ready to move on. We get it.” She softened her voice. “But your dad and I don’t have a choice. We still have a community to run, or your sister’s death was for nothing. All those people. This was her dream, their dream. It’s still our dream. You should want to do your part. People need a message to follow or none of this will last.”

			Her words bulldozed me back into Andrek. She was right about everything, but that only made me angrier. It wasn’t fair that she could bury herself in her work, in her commitment to the trust, while my own pain got bigger every moment. Even my dad managed to push his sorrow into some quiet pocket inside, somewhere invisible. 

			Andrek, poor guy, stood caught in our grief tornado as my parents’ eyes forced a floodlight on me. We each loved Faraday most, and we glared at each other with the words “not her” hanging between us.

			“I’m sorry we left you out of the discussions,” Dad said. “We didn’t want to hurt you more.”

			“How long has this been going on?”

			“It was out of my hands,” Dad added. He meant: Blame your mom. You know how she gets.

			Mom threw out her palms. “It was for your own good, Lane. You haven’t been ready to talk about these things, so there was no reason to loop you in. Besides, we’re not the ones who introduced the petition. Collin, tell her.”

			Dad cleared his throat, letting me know what he said next had been fed to him ready-made. “They’re hoping to do a family tribute along with the memorial, you should know. Your mother and I believe it’s important for you to participate, as a way to carry your sister’s legacy forward and keep her message clear.”

			“I can’t carry her legacy!” I didn’t add that having another child in the center of attention was probably what they craved for themselves. Faraday may have sparked to fame like a rocket, but without them pushing and guiding and facilitating her every step of the way, she’d never have gotten so far. “I’m not like her. I’m not—I can’t—and I’m just a lunch lady!”

			“Lunch wizard,” Andrek coughed out.

			“For now, sure,” Mom said. “But you don’t have to be some great scientist to fill the void in the trust’s heart. You can be you. Quirky, charming, hard-working.”

			“Do you hear yourselves?” Of course, they didn’t. I was to be their funny puppet, a clambering clown with their words spilling out to pick up where their last spawn left off. This was the best they imagined for me, filling in as an extension cord for my sister’s legacy.

			“You’re overreacting, sweetie,” Mom said, and she waved at my dad to do something else she’d predetermined. “This is all perfectly harmless. Moreover, it’s necessary. If you only understood how the loss of your sister has fractured the trust already. We’re barely holding things together.”

			Dad went to the comm and the next thing I knew my face was on the screen, squinting in the morning sun as I boarded the ship. I had to admit that I didn’t look as terrible on camera as I expected. My round cheeks were pinchably cute, and the hesitation in my brown eyes and pursed mouth was more than a little charming. My wild red waves glowed like fire and showed nothing about how shattered I felt inside. As quirky clowns went, I gave myself four out of five stars.

			“Adorable, isn’t it?” Mom asked brightly. “Once people get to know the real you, things will change. They’ll remember what brought them to the collective, what keeps us together. You don’t have to be her, just remind them of her. This might be our last chance!”

			I saw it clearly then. Maybe they were right about what was at stake, but I couldn’t overlook that they saw me as a tool. Quirky, charming, hard-working. Quirky meant weird, so, like, autistic. And by charming, she meant I was accidentally likeable. But, but, she threw in hard-working as a prize, because the thing I actually did, on purpose, was try. Try. Me doing my very best, that was the most I could achieve in her opinion. Extra points that I was a fuck-up and wouldn’t have ideas of my own to interfere with whatever message they thought the trust needed.

			I squared my shoulders. “What you’re saying is it’s time for me to step in as a sister replacement, no matter what I want. No matter what I think.”

			Mom’s face sagged. I knew this signal. The droop of her jaw. Had seen it first when Faraday moved out of our apartment, never to return, then when the dust from the invasion settled down and the smoke lifted to a world without her wild genius daughter. It meant she felt like she’d failed all over again. She bit her lip. “Please don’t refuse to help just because you’re mad,” she said.

			Dad shifted from leg to leg, avoiding my stare. “We only want you to be happy here. And to have a here to be happy in.”

			“What would make you happy?” Mom asked.

			“Eating.” My stomach rumbled nice and loud, as if to prove my point. “Without you.”

			They froze like I’d slapped them. We faced off, lonely islands separated by an ocean of shared pain.

			“We’re coming anyway,” Mom said. Her voice was sticky with unspent tears and too high, like a cartoon. I didn’t know whether it was real emotion or another ploy. I didn’t care anymore.

			Andrek and I led the way out the door and down the hall, though, to be completely honest, I didn’t have the first clue which way I was going. Per usual.






			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			JR Creaden (they/them) writes hopepunk speculative fiction for children and adults from an artistic paradise disguised as a suburban house. If spotted in the wild, they’re likely singing sincerely to the sky or nearby trees. Please help them find their flip flops.

		


  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        Advance Praise for Moon Dust in My Hairnet
      

      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        The Post That Started It All
      

      	
        Chapter One
      

      	
        Chapter Two
      

      	
        Chapter Three
      

      	
        Chapter Four
      

      	
        Chapter Five
      

      	
        Chapter Six
      

      	
        Chapter Seven
      

      	
        Chapter Eight
      

      	
        Chapter Nine
      

      	
        Chapter Ten
      

      	
        Chapter Eleven
      

      	
        Chapter Twelve
      

      	
        Chapter Thirteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fourteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fifteen
      

      	
        Chapter Sixteen
      

      	
        Chapter Seventeen
      

      	
        Chapter Eighteen
      

      	
        Chapter Nineteen
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-One
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Two
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Three
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Four
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Five
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Six
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-One
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-Two
      

      	
        Chapter Thirty-Three
      

      	
        Acknowledgments
      

      	
        About the Author
      

    

  
  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        Advance Praise for Moon Dust in My Hairnet
      

      	
        Copyright
      

      	
        Dedication
      

      	
        Content Warnings
      

      	
        Start
      

      	
        Acknowledgments
      

      	
        About the Author
      

    

  

			Page list

			
					i

					ii

					iii

					v

					vi

					vii

					ix


					1

					2

					3

					4

					5

					6

					7

					8

					9

					10

					11

					12

					13

					14

					15

					16

					17

					18

					19

					20

					21

					22

					23

					24

					25

					26

					27

					28

					29

					30

					31

					32

					33

					34

					35

					36

					37

					38

					39

					40

					41

					42

					43

					44

					45

					46

					47

					48

					49

					50

					51

					52

					53

					54

					55

					56

					57

					58

					59

					60

					61

					62

					63

					64

					65

					66

					67

					68

					69

					70

					71

					72

					73

					74

					75

					76

					77

					78

					79

					80

					81

					82

					83

					84

					85

					86

					87

					88

					89

					90

					91

					92

					93

					94

					95

					96

					97

					98

					99

					100

					101

					102

					103

					104

					105

					106

					107

					108

					109

					110

					111

					112

					113

					114

					115

					116

					117

					118

					119

					120

					121

					122

					123

					124

					125

					126

					127

					128

					129

					130

					131

					132

					133

					134

					135

					136

					137

					138

					139

					140

					141

					142

					143

					144

					145

					146

					147

					148

					149

					150

					151

					152

					153

					154

					155

					156

					157

					158

					159

					160

					161

					162

					163

					164

					165

					166

					167

					168

					169

					170

					171

					172

					173

					174

					175

					176

					177

					178

					179

					180

					181

					182

					183

					184

					185

					186

					187

					188

					189

					190

					191

					192

					193

					194

					195

					196

					197

					198

					199

					200

					201

					202

					203

					204

					205

					206

					207

					208

					209

					210

					211

					212

					213

					214

					215

					216

					217

					218

					219

					220

					221

					222

					223

					224

					225

					226

					227

					228

					229

					230

					231

					232

					233

					234

					235

					236

					237

					238

					239

					240

					241

					242

					243

					244

					245

					246

					247

					248

					249

					250

					251

					252

					253

					254

					255

					256

					257

					258

					259

					260

					261

					262

					263

					264

					265

					266

					267

					268

					269

					270

					271

					272

					273

					274

					275

					276

					277

					278

					279

					280

					281

					282

					283

					284

					285

					286

					287

					288

					289

					290

					291

					292

					293

					294

					295

					296

					297

					298

					299

					300

					301

					302

					303

					304

					305

					306

					307

					308

					309

					310

					311

					312

					313

					314

					315

					316

					317

					318

					319

					320

					321

					322

					323

					324

					325

					327

					328

					329

			

		
OEBPS/image/TitlePage.jpg
MOON
DUST
INMY

HAIRNET

JR CREADEN
\W'|*[;%é)r\])8






OEBPS/font/SourceSerifPro-It.otf


OEBPS/font/SourceSerifPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/MDIMH_FinalHRCover.png
. s
" a ® " 0] ] '

3 "A pmﬁnant, tender sci-fi story with humanity at heart.” ~  #
~Xiran Jay Zhao, #1New York Times hestselling author of Iron Widow






OEBPS/font/HeadlinesCore-Light.ttf





OEBPS/font/HeadlinesCore-Medium.ttf


