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      The food stacked on Finch’s arms began to shift, and they readjusted themself to get it back into balance. They weren’t supposed to take trays out of the cafeteria, but people had stopped questioning them long ago. Finch wasn’t sure if it was because they didn’t respond back, or they were one of the first—the original team that had set up the initial colony on the moon. It wasn’t like they had been crew. They were a canary, meant to be dead long ago.

      Either way, there seemed to be some perks to notoriety. Although they could do without the constant attention. Even now, they could hear someone following them down the station hallway. It didn’t sound like footsteps, more like a shuffling. Finch turned, trying to find the culprit, almost dropping their hoard of food in the process. The hallway was empty.

      Johnson Station was so much larger than the station they had lived on for the last decade. The walkways were empty of the storage containers they had learned to navigate around. The walls were smooth, almost reflective, making the space seem larger than it was. And the lights were so much brighter than the dim glow they had grown used to. Finch had taken to wearing sunglasses everywhere except their room. The plastic rims, somehow deemed worth someone’s limited packing space, had been lost at some point and given to Finch when they had refused to stop complaining about the excess lighting.

      The sunglasses had worked, but Finch missed everything about their old station that had been lost six months ago to fire. Most of all, they missed the quiet and solitude.

      Finch paused and listened to the shuffling sound. They had been hearing it consistently for the last week, and the noise needed to stop. When no one appeared in the hallway, they listened more intently, trying to parse out where the sound was coming from. Finch shuffled the items in their arms, suddenly annoyed by their presence. They thought about dropping them on the ground, but stopped when they remembered all the feet that had touched the hallway surface. Finally, they pulled up their shirt to create a pouch large enough to hold the stash that would, hopefully, allow them to skip the mess hall for the next week.

      Once the food was secure, they took their time pulling out an arm and then the other until they finally tugged the shirt over their head and tied it into a misshapen stack.

      They stood unselfconsciously with their chest bare, the scars from their top surgery predominantly displayed. Before arriving at this station, they hadn’t thought anything about going around without clothes. Too many years of communal living, first in the camps and then at the smaller Schmidt Station, had left them little modesty. However, that had changed since arriving at their new home. People seemed overly concerned with the naked human form. Their coworkers, their new collection of community that had thankfully all stayed alive since they had arrived, had called them asexual. Finch had looked up the term and proudly added it to their identity. Why would anyone not want to be asexual? But humanity was weird—loud and weird.

      Finch put down their new bag of food, pulled out the mini hexagonal screwdriver they kept in their pocket, and began unscrewing a panel in the wall.

      The crew quarters were one of the oldest areas of the station, built from material that had been sent from Earth. The newer additions had been constructed from lunar soil since it was cheaper and in ample supply. It also allowed for solid walls, unlike the hollow contraptions that someone had thought were a great design.

      Finch pulled off the panel and saw two eyes staring back at them, a few feet down the wall.

      “Hey, what are you doing in there?” they said.

      The creature didn’t respond.

      They untied their shirt bag and pulled out one of the bars they had managed to take, opening up the compostable wrapping and breaking off a piece of the fruit-nut contraption. Finch hated them, but they were one of the few packaged items and were convenient for storing in their room.

      Something about the slick brown fur, beady black eyes, and the twitching ears caused Finch’s hands to flap in joy. They dropped a piece of the bar into the wall and stepped back so they could still see, but weren’t hovering. The creature inched forward hesitantly, as if waiting for a trap but unable to resist such easy access to food. The creature was large, at least 25 centimeters tall, although it was hard to tell as it pushed through the narrow gap. Its nose sniffed at the food, causing its head to bobble. Finch couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped at the sight. The creature froze, and Finch placed their hand over their mouth to stop any additional sounds. The creature’s claws reached for the food, snatching it in one go, before it began nibbling on it, making sure it was edible. Then it clasped the food in its jaws and scurried down the wall into the darkness.

      Finch had never been allowed to have pets when they were younger. Their parents had claimed it would be too much extra work, but Finch had made friends with several rat families in various camps. There was a sense of joy at seeing that they had also made it to the moon. Although this rat was much larger than the rats back on Earth, much more like the size of a cat.

      They were still thinking about their new friend when Finch heard human steps walking down the hallway, and they hurriedly picked up the wall panel and started screwing it back in place.

      “Is everything all right?”

      Looking up, they saw a woman in a gray miner’s undersuit. Finch didn’t know who she was, only that she lived in the same hallway, and as such must be a supervisor. They turned back and finished screwing in the panel, and then reached and picked up their sack of food. The woman waited, as if she expected Finch to talk to her, before finally storming off down the hall, muttering to herself.

      Finch finished the walk to their quarters, their mind busy trying to figure out how the rat had grown so large. They supposed that it could be all the space radiation, mutated over generations. Rats had comparably short lifespans, and it seemed to have been the explanation for the mutant lizard in the old movies they had watched last week.

      The rat would need a name. Finch thought of one as they typed in the code to their door and entered their room. When they closed the door, they felt their muscles melt, finally safe from the outside world. No one could get into their room unless they had the code. Like all the living quarters, the room had its own filtration system and was soundproof. It was one of the places where they could be themself.

      Finch removed their station shoes, barely more than socks with grips on the bottom, that were mandated to be worn. For some reason, the company thought the thin fabric was more protective than walking around barefoot. They placed their food on the middle shelf built into their closet. Their closet had grown fuller since they had first arrived, but not by much. Finch had moved their surface suit to a compartment near one of the exits. Their work jumpsuits were now folded on the shelves they had added to the top of the closet, their non-work clothes on another shelf, and the third held the food they managed to acquire.

      Their desk had been turned into storage, full of pieces that they had managed to bring back from work—an assortment of items that might prove useful to them, but others wouldn’t notice. The bed was made, their blanket tucked in firmly each morning after they woke up, drilled in from years of routine.

      However, Finch’s favorite place was on the floor under the desk. The chair had been put aside, too uncomfortable for long periods of work, and Finch had moved their area lower. They put their shirt back on, now stretched from its previous position, and slid into their happy space. Under the desk, they had mounted another board that held their current project.

      Finch picked up the module that had once been the computer, feeling a sense of sadness overwhelm them. “Hello. I’m working on it. I think I’m getting close. I won’t let you die, too. But first, I need to help us get another friend.”

      They carefully set the computer on the desk and reached up to grab a roll of wire. “Quark,” they said to the empty room. “I think we will call our new friend Quark.” They had read about the word in the physics book they were trying to get through.

      The books were hard to read. Finch often had to stop to look up words or have their tablet reread sentences several times before they began to understand. They missed the computer. She had never made them feel ignorant and would always explain in a way that made sense.

      Finch had looked up the word quark and thought it was humorous that it meant both a particle of matter and a type of soft cheese made from spoiled milk. It seemed the perfect name for a mutant rat. Now they had to get the creature safely out of the wall.

      The word echoed in their mind as they twisted the wire, shaping it with a pair of pliers, trying to make a cage large enough for their friend, but slim enough to fit in the narrow wall.

      When the door chime echoed through the room, they dropped both the cage and pliers onto the ground. Their heart was beating so hard they could hear it in their chest, and they had forgotten to breathe, hoping whoever was there would go away. When the door chimed again, they reluctantly stood and opened it.

      “Is this a bad time?” Jack asked.

      Like most of the station personnel, Jack was shorter than Finch, but she had an athletic build that had not diminished in the lower lunar gravity. Her hair was brown and cut short, but not shaved off completely like Finch preferred. Jack waited for Finch to step aside, and walked into the room.

      “How are you doing?” she asked.

      Once the door was closed, Finch sat back down on the floor and picked up the cage they were building. Jack had long since learned not to expect Finch to talk to her. She was Ray’s girlfriend, a situation that Finch didn’t understand, especially since Jack seemed to spend more time hanging around in their room instead of with Ray, but humans were weird. Jack had once asked if they were aromantic. Finch had looked that word up as well and tacked it right on to their identity. A life without romantic relationships sounded ideal. Even friends were too much sometimes.

      “I just don’t understand why she won’t talk to me,” Jack said. She seemed to be picking right up from the conversation she’d had last time she had been in Finch’s room, but she didn’t need Finch to contribute, just their presence. “I understand that she is under a lot of pressure. Her new team is finally all here from Earthside, and the new mobile lab is set up. Of course, she is going to be busy. We are all here to do work, after all. I just wish she would tell me when she is leaving and when she is back. Maybe she could carve out some time for me. We were supposed to meet last night, finally have a date, and I waited for three hours before I finally sent her a message. She never responded.”

      Finch put down the cage, which was finally changing into a rectangular shape that they felt would work, once it was reinforced with more wire, and reached to the top of the desk for their tablet.

      They preferred to let Jack go off, letting the words roll off them, but when they knew the answer to what was going on, they felt they had to say something. Even if Jack wouldn’t like it.

      So, Finch typed into their pad, using a program that their friend Pixy had created for them many years ago. It helped them to speak when they weren’t able to verbalize.

      “Ray left the station,” they said. The words came out of the tiny pad speaker in the default text-to-speech program. It was genderless and robotic, which they appreciated, but they missed the voice the computer had used. It had allowed them to sound more natural.

      “She told you?”

      Finch typed again, this time taking longer as Jack stood up and started pacing the small space. Finch had noticed she had a hard time sitting still. Jack was always moving, and her mind seemed to race as fast as Finch’s did. Maybe that was why they didn’t hate her presence as much as the others’.

      Jack had told them once that they were diagnosed with ADHD, but their parents hadn’t made it official, too afraid of what the government would do. Finch had needed to look that up as well. There was a lot about ADHD that Finch could relate to. They had wondered if maybe they could be both autistic and ADHD, but hadn’t added it to their identity list. Finch wanted to talk it over with the computer first.

      “She came to tell me that she thought they would finally be able to do a salvage of my station,” Finch said via the pad. “She wanted me to be prepared if she came back with something. And asked if there was anything that I wouldn’t want put in the record but brought immediately to me instead.”

      “That’s … well, that’s sweet of her, even if she could have probably figured it out on her own. It’s good that she gave you a heads-up. I just wish she had told me. It’s the third date she has forgotten. I wonder if she even wants to date anymore.”

      Finch gave Jack a glance that they hoped would convey how ridiculous that statement was. Ray might be stressed and overwhelmed, but she had moved to the moon to finally have a girlfriend, and Jack and Ray were a perfect match. Finch could almost believe they were meant to be, if they bought into that sort of stuff.

      Jack continued, and Finch listened long enough to know that they were no longer needed for participation in the conversation, before reaching over and slipping on their headphones. The loud metal music calmed them as they finished working on their cage, and as much as having Jack go on about her relationship stressed them, it was nice not to always be alone.
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      Ray had to be careful walking through the gaping hole in the side of the station. The metal wall looked melted, like wax dripping off the side of a candle. The rest of the station was covered in scorch marks and patches where the electrical fires had melted the metal like Swiss cheese. But one catch on an uneven surface, and her suit could puncture. It could decompress, and no one would even know.

      She wasn’t supposed to be back at Schmidt Station, but it had been Finch’s home for a decade and Ray’s for the first few weeks she had been on the moon. The salvage teams were not scheduled to come for several months. There wasn’t much reason to hurry when there were no critters to invade the station or weather to disturb the contents. However, Ray was worried about Finch. They were having such a hard time adjusting to the more populated station, and she hoped to bring them back something to help ease the transition.

      Ray checked her belt to make sure the duct tape that Finch had given her was still attached to her belt, just in case, before she navigated the awkward opening. She turned on the light from her helmet and looked around. She was in the cargo bay, the one that had been converted into a workshop, and it had fared much worse than the outside of the station.

      Memories of the smoke billowing out of this room when she and Finch were trying to escape invaded her mind. Finch had walked into this room, leaving Ray in relative safety. Now she saw that the room was destroyed, and anything capable of burning was nothing but ash. Most metal things were melted together. Ray tried to chart a path to the door, but it was full of too many unknowns, and her light was limited in what it was illuminating. When she finally found the door to the hallway, she saw it was warped. There was no way she was going to get it to open.

      Disappointed, she walked back through the hole in the exterior wall. Even here, she had to be careful. Pieces of electronics had popped all over the ground on the moon’s surface. She stepped slowly and cautiously to make sure she didn’t puncture her suit.

      Ray made her way to the main airlock, where there was a layer of glass pieces from the shattered exterior lights. She had decided against this area at first, but now she had to risk it. Ray backed up, made sure the ground was clear, and did a running leap. She soared over the contaminated area, flying helmet-first into the airlock, her faceplate hitting so hard that she checked it for cracks before doing anything else.

      In the six months she had been at Johnson Station, she had grown more comfortable with maneuvering in the lower gravity until it had started to feel normal. Jack, her girlfriend, had helped teach her. Ray couldn’t help the smile that spread on her face—her girlfriend. She was so lucky—younger her couldn’t have even dared to dream of where she was now. Ray was leading her own team and had the most amazing girlfriend she could imagine. It made her giddy to just think about it. She hated that their date nights had been put on hold for the start of the project, but once things settled down, she would make it up to Jack.

      The pad on her arm beeped, letting her know that she had already used a quarter of her oxygen. Ray brought her attention back to the door. The control panel looked unharmed at first, but when she tried to press it, nothing happened. Right, because there was no electricity. Sometimes she could still be so forgetful.

      Ray let out a sigh, temporarily fogging up her faceplate, before attempting to get back over the glass and start her descent to the temporary laboratory that had been set up in one of the old mining fields.

      Without the exterior lights, the night was just as dark as when she had first arrived at the station, just as dark as the night she had gotten lost and nearly died. Ray pushed those thoughts out of her head. So much had changed since then. It was easy to locate the directions to the laboratory, and with a light run, she made it back within minutes.

      The airlock was more rudimentary than the one at Johnson Station, and more closely resembling what she had grown used to at Schmidt. The dust circled her as it collected at the top of the door, and she couldn’t help the laugh that she gave as she pressed the button to cycle again. Her team had looked at her curiously when she had given them the updated protocol that Finch had developed, but they all understood the importance of keeping out the fine lunar soil. Even though so much of the ground had turned into an almost glass-like texture, the topsoil was still plentiful and clung to every part of them.

      Ray had barely gotten off her helmet before Larissa was next to her. The woman had only been on the surface for a few weeks, arriving with a large shipment of supplies that had been rushed from Earth due to the high importance of making sure the same thing didn’t happen to the larger water mining station that had happened to Schmidt.

      The woman was older than Ray by nearly ten years, taller by almost a foot, with white skin and long brown hair. She seemed to resent only being second in command, or maybe Ray was projecting. It was so hard to tell.

      “Was your field trip productive?” Larissa asked.

      “Unfortunately, all of the equipment was inoperable. We will have to wait for the salvage crew to do any collection.”

      “I understand you being sentimental”—her mouth pursed, showing off wrinkles around her pink lips—“but I think you should have just waited and not wasted time on going and taking a look.”

      The words itched. The woman wasn’t even allowed to do unsupervised walks, and she was already talking about how things should be managed. Ray tried to brush it off and decided to ignore her.

      “Thankfully,” Ray said, “we have the resources that we need from the company.”

      “About that.”

      Ray turned toward her other team member. Abbie was closer to Ray’s age and height, with brown skin and short black hair.

      “What’s wrong?” Ray asked.

      “I just finished inventory, and we are missing more than half the promised supplies. We don’t even have six months of food for the three of us.” Abbie held out her pad, and Ray took it, looking over all the numbers.

      “This can’t be right. Larissa, you checked to make sure that everything arrived. Did they mention they would need to do another transfer?”

      “They told me this was the last transfer. I didn’t count everything; that’s what the inventory was for.”

      Ray ignored the defensiveness. Some part of her hoped that her attitude would go away as they started working together, and she wouldn’t have to address it directly. But Ray was the project lead, and she knew that included the less glamorous aspects of leadership, such as addressing team members’ attitudes and, apparently, missing resources.

      “Well, I guess that means that I need to call Johnson and see where the rest of our things are.”

      There was no privacy at the small laboratory module; it made Schmidt seem spacious by comparison. The entire area could easily have fit into the living room of the house that she had grown up in. And with all of the cartons of items stacked against the wall and the equipment scattered about the tables, it didn’t leave a lot of room to maneuver.

      Ray carefully took off her suit, placing it in a compact storage area in a way that she could easily pull it out in an emergency. Abbie’s suit was also carefully placed, but Larissa’s was scattered all over the entrance and still covered in some visible dust particles. Someone was going to have to teach her how to properly put away her suit. Maybe she could delegate that to Abbie.

      When Ray was done, she moved over to her desk at the end of the module. It was just a square stand with a computer terminal on it and a swivel bench, but it was hers. And even though everyone could hear everything she said, Ray was happy just to have her own space beyond the bunk attached to the back wall for sleeping.

      “Research Laboratory 743 to Johnson Station, please come in.”

      The laboratory did not come equipped with an intelligent computer to help with communication. While it was only a push of a button to reach out, Ray still missed the computer’s voice coming through the speakers. She knew that Finch missed the computer more.

      “Research Laboratory 743, this is Johnson Station, we have received you.”

      “Hi, Nalla,” Ray said. “I was hoping you would be on communications.”

      “Hello. How is everything going out there?”

      “We have a situation. It looks like we only received a portion of our supplies. I was hoping that you could check to see if another transport was scheduled to come out our way.”

      The line went quiet as Nalla checked the status on her computer, but Ray heard a huff from Larissa. It wasn’t that Ray didn’t believe her. It was just that she had to check before she went and accused anyone of mishandling supplies. Ray would explain that to her after she got off the call.

      “This is Johnson Station. Ray, I don’t see any other transports scheduled to go your way, and I see the inventory manifest marked as complete. It looks like it was deliberately halved.”

      “That must be some sort of misunderstanding. Maybe they didn’t realize that we were expecting everything at the start of the project. Can you see who authorized the reduction?”

      Ray waited before Nalla came back on the comms. “It looks like it was authorized directly by the commander.”

      Ray tried not to let the anger overwhelm her; it seemed like the commander had been doing everything in his power to restrict her project, but halving her supplies crossed a line.

      “Nalla, will you please connect me to the commander?” The words were quiet and restrained. Still, they hung in the air, her team now watching her as if she would explode at any moment.

      “I’ll see if he is available.”

      While she waited, Ray tried to keep her expression emotionless as she rehearsed what she would say in her head. She decided not to go on the defensive, at first. It was still possible it was all some sort of mistake.

      “Commander Stevenson.”

      “Commander,” Ray said. “This is Team Lead Researcher Ray Bennett calling from Research Laboratory 743.”

      “I know who you are. What do you need? It’s a busy day for me.”

      Ray took a deep breath before continuing. “I am calling in regards to our supply request. We compared what has been sent by the company with what we have received, and are missing half of our shipment.”

      “The rest of the supplies had to be redistributed. If you need a specific supply request, you can submit the necessary paperwork, and your need will be reviewed. For now, you should have enough to do what you need to do.”

      “Commander, need I remind you that those supplies were specifically shipped for this project? They were authorized for this laboratory and were only in temporary holding at the station for transportation. You do not have the authority to redistribute them.”

      “I am the commander of this station. I have the authority to do whatever I need for the good of the community.”

      “This research is important. That is why the supplies were sent with a rushed priority. What we are doing here will help maintain the integrity of mining on the moon’s surface to make sure that we do not instigate another situation like what happened at Schmidt. We would be happy to host you at the laboratory so that we could take you on a tour of the damage.”

      “You have your experiment. You even got additional staff. Do your research and be grateful that you received any supplies at all. There are important things on this station that need them more than whatever you will waste them on there. Now, I really am quite busy.”

      “I would like to file a formal complaint …” But the channel had already closed.

      “What are we going to do now?” Abbie asked.

      “You cannot let him get away with talking to you like that,” Larissa said.

      Ray looked up at her team. Abbie seemed to think that she had all the answers, that as the lead, she had been graced with infinite knowledge, but Ray was still so new to everything. Even so, she couldn’t show weakness or Larissa would jump all over that, and Ray would never earn her respect.

      “The commander is correct about one thing: we do have enough supplies to get started. You will both stay here prepping for the first phase of the project. I will head back to the station to get the rest of our supplies.

      “You shouldn’t go alone,” Larissa said. “You need someone strong enough to get him to respect this team. I will happily go and talk with him.”

      “You will stay here with Abbie and get started on the first stage of the research project, like I said. The commander and I have been butting heads long enough. I’ve got this.”

      Ray started putting her suit back on to go outside. She tried not to pay attention to the gazes of her team drilling into her. She had this. She had to have it. Otherwise, maybe she didn’t deserve to be in charge. Besides, going back to Johnson Station wasn’t all bad. Hopefully, she would be able to see Jack.
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