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For those with no name

For the wandering strangers

The bringers of hope
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ART-AT: An invisible shield that covers a Lunar colony to provide an artificial atmosphere and to offer partial protection from the extreme conditions of the Moon’s surface

CLICK: Approximately one Earth-hour

COLLAR: A  device that amplifies the effects of the art-at, allowing humans to breathe unrestricted inside a colony. Collars also provide chemical stimulation to adjust a body to the prolonged length of Moondays and Moonnights, enabling their wearer to survive for extended periods without food or sleep

MOONDAY/MOONNIGHT: A Lunar day is equivalent to about a fortnight on Earth, as is a Lunar night 

MULE: A common type of hovercycle powered by a Magnetic Universal Levitation Engine 

REGOLITH: A blanket of dust containing minerals that coats the bedrock of the Moon

SCANSLINGER: A class of bounty hunter who patrol the Lunar surface and are famed for their deadly skills with a scanner
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Present 

All the town needed was a headstone and it would’ve been a grave. The lone stranger rode their hovercycle through a dead tide of dust, with skeletons of buildings creeping up from an ocean of silt. Black rot spewed from the hover’s engines as it floated in thin gravity to choke the ground. 

Any moment now, the emptiness would be broken by a welcoming committee, a hotelier, a Lunar HQ official, a child crossing the street, a noise, a breeze, a scanner pointed at their back. Anything. But it never came. The rider turned their visor right and left, but the town remained barren. Nothing. Why so quiet? If they hadn’t known better, they might have thought they were alone.

The stranger slowed to a stop and disabled their hover’s translucent shield, ignoring the stubborn streak of soot that billowed from its tail and the whispers of smoke hissing from its carapace. Bluish beams scattered beneath it, which kept it still floating, at least.

Dust kicked up at the stranger’s boots as they drifted through diminished gravity onto a walkway. Everything moved slower when gravity was weak. Movement demanded more care. More precision. One clumsy misstep could take an age to correct. But on the plus side, there wasn’t too much of a bump when an errant slip caused a tumble. The rider’s boots landed in front of an open door. They stepped inside, but halted just within the threshold until gravity generators kicked in and the full weight of their stride returned. 

Conversations hushed across the colony’s communal dining room, decked out in the style of an old-fashioned saloon. Red cheeks turned pale as necks craned for a view of the stranger’s silhouette while they lingered in the doorway. 

The rider glanced over at stone tables where men and women sat in crimson, standard-issue, Lunar HQ mining suits. They wore collars with stenciled numbers ready to be scanned. The colonists averted their eyes and every table forced itself into a show of merriment. Drinks were sipped deliberately loud amid the swell of hollow laughter, patrons trying too hard to have a good time. 

The stranger paced through the hubbub. The dull clang of their footsteps followed them through the saloon until they rested both hands on top of the bar.

A robot’s scuffed frame slid on its conveyor-belt behind the counter until it scudded to a stop opposite. On its face, a square flatscreen showed pictures of drinks on offer and the number of credits each of them cost. 

The stranger reached over the counter, scrolling through the images. They landed on a solitary glass of deep amber liquid with nothing added to temper the shot of hot whiskey. Perfect. They pressed the photograph, and a beam flashed from the robot, scanning the rider’s collar. At their neck, a silver band clung to their skin, with the numbers on its rim scratched off, the ID hacked and removed. Didn’t need a name to order a drink, or pay for one either—not in these badlands of the Moon.

The machine beeped as it took the credits. It ran along its track to the back wall where glass bottles with liquids in every color glowed. After draining a near-empty bottle, it returned to the counter with its arm mechanically extended, holding a dusty glass that contained the last dregs of whiskey. 

The stranger reached for their drink. They wrapped their fingers around the cool glass, wrist moving in circles. The swilling, thick amber nectar stuck to the rim like treacle before slipping down the sides to gather again at the bottom. It smelled fiery as a volcano, not that the scent drifted much through the rider’s visor. 

A patron approached the bar. He wasn’t dressed in crimson, but wore a scruffy, tanned coat and thick wool trousers, as well as a grimace on his bearded face.

“Whiskey!” he barked at the automaton which slid across the bar to meet him. His stern voice rose over the din of the saloon.

“Error,” the machine bleeped, and a red circle with a diagonal line flashed on the screen over the picture of the drink.

“What do you mean, error? I said whiskey, you pile of junk.”

“Error,” it repeated, still flashing the warning.

The bearded drunk lunged over the bar at the screen, but the robot’s gears took it beyond the reach of his swipe.

From behind him, another man in the same long, tanned overcoat grabbed his arms and yanked him back. “Diego. Are you crazy? What are you doing?”

“This useless thing won’t give me whiskey!” He spat the words through gritted yellow teeth.

“Error,” the message repeated, sending Diego into another rage. His arms flailed, and his gruff eyes looked ready to climb the bar and throttle the insubordinate machine. But his smooth-jawed compadre held him back.

“Diego. You want whiskey, right? Why don’t you let me try?”

The idea simmered, and as it took root, his tantrum subsided. He looked away from the machine to the floor, and belched. “Okay Ramone, you try.” 

Ramone released Diego’s arms and turned to the machine. “What’s the error?” 

“Error code 431.”

“There you go, Diego. It’s not his fault. They’re out of stock, that’s all. Why don’t you drink something else?”

“Out of stock? What kind of bar is this? I want whiskey.”

“Diego—”

“I said whiskey.”

“Diego, leave it.”

“Whiskey!”

“Error.”

“You’re going to give me whiskey, you estupido machine, even if I have to kill you!”

Diego threw himself at the bar but his friend kept him at bay. When the thud of a glass slammed on the counter, the two men stopped. They twisted their heads in the direction of the stranger who rested their whiskey on the polished countertop.

Diego senselessly fought through the arms of his friend until he was loose, and with a dark grin on his ugly face, he staggered toward the stranger.

“I see you’ve got my whiskey,” he said. 

The stranger didn’t move, keeping their hand on the glass.

“Hand it over,” Diego demanded, reaching for his belt, parting his coat to reveal a holster with the tip of a scanner poking out.

The stranger didn’t so much as flinch, their fingers still fixed to the glass.

“Something wrong with your ears beneath that pretty little helmet? I said give me that whiskey, boy!”

The two of them stood motionless, one with a hand on their drink, the other holding back his coat, keeping the handle of his scanner on show. Voices drowned into the distance. The machine clunked back to its default position. Everything in the saloon stilled, poised. 

The stubborn drunk’s coattails hung around his ankles as he gawked open-mouthed, and his thick brow furrowed. In the helmet’s reflection, he peered at his own menacing statue. The scruffy lout had played his hand, and now it was up to the stranger to do the same.

Slowly, the stranger released their glass, reached up and placed both hands on the base of their helmet. A hiss of pressurized air preceded a click as the helmet lifted from their head. They laid it deliberately and patiently on the counter beside the whiskey glass.

An ebony neck-scarf wrapped around the stranger’s throat, tucked into the top of their basalt-woven waistcoat. They shrugged off their loose-fitting captain’s jacket, revealing the holster that hung lazily from their hips—laser-pistol on one side, and scanner on the other. At the sight of their face, the drunk blinked as if he were seeing things. Staring back at him was the face of a woman. 

In her thin lips, clamped between her teeth, she rubbed her tongue over a half-chewed toothpick. She peered through predatory eyes with a cool intensity that intimidated awe, freezing everything she looked at. A shock of red hair swept across her face in a side parting, hiding the crease of her forehead as she regarded the brute with reciprocated malice. She pulled the toothpick from her mouth and flicked it away, meeting the drunk’s hard stare with callous and unforgiving eyes.

“Wha—what do you say, Amiga?” Diego stuttered. “Are you going to hand it over?” As he spoke the words, he reached sloppily across his belt, and his chubby fingers twitched over his scanner. His other hand wiped away beads of sweat dripping from his brow.

The stranger stood still, her ferocious gaze bearing down upon the man like an avalanche. 

Diego’s hand quivered on the hilt of his scanner, threatening to mow her down before even giving her a chance to answer. The longer they faced one another, the more desperately he craved the soothing comfort of the whiskey, the more he licked his lips, and the more violent grew his twitch.

The stranger’s hand moved with a graceful steadiness over the bar, and she wrapped her slender fingers around the glass without taking her eyes from the man. Picking up the whiskey, she extended it toward him, saying nothing, and held it out.

Diego sighed and his shoulders unclenched. A smarmy grin widened across his untidy beard. “You scared me for a minute there, lady. I thought I was gonna have to do something you might regret.”

He swaggered the few paces which separated them and reached to take the glass from where the stranger offered it. 

Her calm, just like her eyes, never faltered. 

The two of them stood no more than an arm’s length away. Just as the man was about to grasp the coveted whiskey from her outstretched hand, she tipped the glass upside down. The amber nectar poured over Diego’s wool trousers and heavy boots, splashing him with the sticky contents of a now empty glass.

The stranger placed the glass on the bar, and Diego stood humiliated, his disbelieving eyes aghast at the sorry state in which he found himself. He’d wanted the whiskey, and now he had it. But the stranger’s cool head matched the flame of Diego’s temper, and his face twisted into a murderous scowl.

He lunged for his scanner. The stranger’s hand flashed faster than an eye could blink, and by the time the drunk’s fingers found his holster, it was empty. The stranger stood holding the man’s scanner, turned it against him and pushed the nozzle into his chest. Rage flickered into fear in those anxious eyes, now at the mercy of his own threat. His lips quivered. His shallow breath shook as his chest quaked. The sweat on his brow ran into his eyes, and he blinked furiously. 

All the while, the stranger slowly reached for the empty glass and dropped the scanner into it. She slid it down the bar. Ramone, the man’s compadre, grabbed it.

The stranger stepped back, stuck her hand into the pocket of her wool waistcoat, and drew out a fresh toothpick. She placed it in her mouth, collected her helmet from the bar and the jacket from the stool behind her, and spun to leave.

As she turned, so too did the drunk. He flung himself toward Ramone, snatching for his scanner.

“Give it here!” Diego screamed, and they tussled for it, Ramone not wanting to relinquish it to him until his blind indignation had worn off. But the outrage of the insulted man overcame the empathy of his protector. He wrested it from his friend’s hand and stood, pointing it at the stranger’s back as she paced toward the door.

The stranger’s ears tuned in to her surroundings. With a hand on her own scanner, she was ready to turn.

Don’t do it, she pleaded with him silently.

The man’s thumb reached for the scanning dial, about to flick through the frequencies, when a voice boomed from the door.

“Stand down, Diego! Or that scan will be the last thing you ever do.”

A tall figure darkened the saloon’s entrance. His black coat hung to his knees and a silver cravat folded into his waistcoat with the tidiness of a gentleman, disguising the collar around his neck. A gray mustache distinguished his face while the ebony rim of his hat shielded hawkish eyes. On his lapel, a pin glistened in the light. 

Diego stiffened. “Captain—Esteban—this is a fair fight.”

“Is that what you call it? Seems to me you were about to scan this stranger in the back.” 

“They started it! Ask anyone. They—” 

“She only just rode into town,” the captain interrupted. He flashed Diego a commanding look. “I never repeat an order. You know what happens to those who cross paths with the law.” 

Diego’s lip quivered. His hands shook, eyes wide. “Aye, Captain.” His voice trembled as he holstered his scanner.

“Now get out of here before you hurt yourself.”

Diego shrugged rage from where it twisted knots in his shoulders. He glared hatefully at the stranger as he scrambled for the door with Ramone in tow. The captain—Esteban—moved aside to let them pass.

The stranger eased her grip on her scanner, glancing at the captain.

His gray mustache arched crescent-like as his lips curled into a smile. “Welcome to Tranquility V.”

​
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Past

“Welcome to Tranquility V.” Benito’s wide grin showed off exquisite white teeth as his voice trickled through the crowd.

Esteban just scowled. A bitterness filled his mouth. Was he supposed to be grateful? It wasn’t his fault that he’d been banished from the last Lunar colony. Everyone took bribes. Why should he be any different? They couldn’t get by out here without them. But Señor Rodrigo had it out for him. And now here he was, taking a handout.

Benito. Blessed. That’s what his brother’s name meant. Lucky sabueso.

He forced himself to smile as he studied the scene. The giant iron scaffold gleamed with a marbled smoothness as though fabricated from moondust, etched at the top with the words Tranquility V. It marked the invisible boundary of the town’s art-at from the rest of the crater. There were no signs warning people to stay inside the artificial atmosphere—anyone stupid enough to go beyond the art-at’s range deserved to choke on the lack of air. 

An even, cobbled path led the way to the colony’s town proper where the clean Lunar streets separated rows of printed structures. On one side, flawless domed dwellings towered, complete with airlock entries and gratuitous windows. On the other, two-story cylindrical buildings stood like a parade of soldiers.

A few plants grew alongside. Genetically engineered to grow in the thin dusty atmosphere trapped under the colony’s energy shield, they provided another source of food while also making Benito’s colony look like a beach resort.

It made Esteban want to spit.

Speak of the diablo. Benito caught sight of him among the new arrivals and rushed over, singling Esteban out. Throwing him a pity-party before he’d even stepped foot into the town.

“Didn’t I tell you—you’ll love it here,” Benito said as he approached, oblivious to Esteban’s swelling resentment. “Hermanito! It’s so great to see you!”

“Compensating for something?” Esteban nodded at the massive iron scaffold where they’d agreed to meet after the hovershuttle’s departure.

Benito smiled. “Tranquility’s shielding keeps out as much radiation as Earth’s magnetic field and atmosphere. Our temp regulators are the best on the Moon. It gets a little hot about a week into the daylight phase but staying warm through the dark is no problemo. Water isn’t either. Our recyclers are in top condition and we get clean water delivered about once a month. We’re even good on food. Maria has perfected the hydroponics system in the greenhouse, so we have plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables.”

Of course she has. Because she’s as perfect as him. They were a storybook couple with a doe-eyed love that made Esteban gag.

He glanced at his brother’s chiseled features and the dark round eyes that turned women into feral moondogs. Was there anything about Captain Benito not graced by angels?

Probably not. He flexed his fingers into a fist, as if ready to punch him. Not just once. Multiple times. Mar that stupidly perfect face of his.

It wasn’t fair. Mother had doted on Benito too much. Her dulce little blessing, she’d always called him. Meanwhile, Esteban’s nickname was Este-billa, a combination of his name and juribilla, a slang word meaning mischievous. So while his big brother received the best of everything, Esteban got stuck with leftovers—including compliments. His whole life was compared to Benito’s. At home, his mother would say, “Your hermano did the same thing when he was your age. Or was he younger?” With his relatives, “Look at you, almost as tall as your brother.” At school, “Oh, Benito played football too. He still holds the record for the most goals kicked in a season.”

It didn’t help that Benito remained ahead in adult life. Finished college. Married a beautiful woman. And now governed one of the most successful colonies on the Moon.

Where was Esteban? Getting rescued by his big brother—the captain—once again. If you call working the mining refinery a rescue.

“Come on,” Benito said. “Let me show you around.”

Esteban kept up the pretense of being interested as his brother led him to the greenhouse. A barrage of green speckled with the vibrant colors of fruit met him inside. Except for two narrow walkways, perfect rows of vegetation took up every bit of space available, the ceiling included. Although moonborne plants tended to be shorter than the ones on Earth, these still looked full and healthy.

If not for the thick air clinging to his throat, he might’ve admired it.

“Es magnifico, no?” Benito asked.

“Where’s Maria?” Esteban stretched his neck, hoping to see something truly magnificent.

“Helping another colony set up their greenhouse. She’ll be back in a week.”

He supposed it was for the best. Seeing all his brother’s glorious possessions at once might send his jealousy into a rage.

Next stop, the gymnasium. An enclosed obstacle court took up one side. Bars, hurdles, moveable walls, balance beams, everything one needed to master maneuverability in low gravity. Top of the line exercise equipment occupied the other half. Stationary bikes, treadmills using bungee cords to keep the runner in place, and weight machines with vacuum cylinders to add resistance.

The colony Esteban used to live in had a gym too, but not nearly in as good condition. The air there smelled of fetid body odor, the equipment was always breaking, and the dim lighting cast a depressing gloom. It was a silthole. Of course he took bribes. What else was he supposed to do when they paid dust for wages?

Wages. They were a trap. With Earth overpopulated, Lunar HQ lured people here with the promise of work. The pay seemed like a godsend until you learned the cost of living. Once here, only an elite few could save enough to return planetside. Even his banishment from a colony didn’t get him sent home. He was stuck here until he died of lung cancer or some other rotten, moon-triggered disease.

Enduring his brother’s perfect life made it worse. He glowered at Benito’s back as he followed him to his communal habitation. The domed building seemed like any other on the outside. The airlock cycled the same, though faster and with fresher air. Inside was another matter. Dirty clothes, empty meal packages, and other junk cluttered in corners. It was cleaner than his previous bunkhouse but he still wrinkled his nose.

“Ay-ya,” Benito said. “Lo siento, hermanito. I can’t set you up in a private room. Might not look good with the crew to give you special treatment, anyway.”

Esteban scoffed, earning a pitying frown from the king of special treatment. “I’m not just your crew. I’m your brother. They’ll get over it.”

Benito glanced down and rubbed the back of his neck. “Come on, Ebbie. I’m doing the best I—”

“¿Me estás jugando conmigo? I’m your brother!”

“Ay-ya!” Benito threw up his hands. “I barely convinced HQ not to send you into the pits! If I don’t put you with the refinery crew, they might start sticking their noses into our operation and take over.” He flicked his hand toward the exit. “Look what we have here. It’s a nice place to raise a family. I can’t lose it.”

Your perfect little colony for your perfect wife, he thought bitterly. “I’m your brother, Bennie.”

Benito clapped his shoulder. “Which is why I’m giving you a job in the refinery rather than the pit. You know how bad it is down there. At least here on the surface you get to enjoy the amenities of the town proper.”

Esteban glowered.

Benito’s eyes tilted as though pleading. “It’ll be great. We can hang out, play moon-soccer in the gym, have a few drinks in the saloon.”

He perked up. “You have a saloon?”

Benito laughed. “Yeah! It has everything—music, card games, beer, and almost twenty types of liquor.”

Well, it wasn’t his own room, but a good whiskey would hold him over until he figured out how to convince his brother to promote him.

After Esteban dropped his rucksack on his flimsy bed, Benito took him to the mining site where he’d work. No training needed. Just about everyone who came to the Moon became a miner. Its metals were valuable but that wasn’t the only reason they did it. Mining was a task taken up by every colony spread over the Moon’s surface.

Although Tranquility V was largely independently run, it still had to answer to Lunar HQ, whose aim was to increase the gravity by mining to the core where they’d build a gravitational device to convert the Moon into a second Earth. LunarCore had already chiseled out the main shaft. Now it was up to the colony to keep it safe.

The worksite came into view as they approached the edge of the buildings. Floodlights illuminated the area, though not penetrating the abyss of the pit. Spider-like drill rigs and other massive machinery dotted the rim. A dozen large-wheeled haulers loaded slag into their beds while a vacuum-type machine sucked up the dust to keep the atmosphere visibly clear. And a section of solar arrays carpeted the ground on the peripherals like obsidian tiles.

Beyond and above the short horizon lay a blanket of black sky bedazzled with trillions of diamond-like stars and galaxies, all surrounding the brilliant blue pendant of Earth. The optics of the shield might have been invisible, but they revealed the stars, at least.

“The refinery, where you’ll be working, is over there.” Benito pointed to the smaller of a set of old buildings with the same modular layout as the town proper. “Just go to that entrance tomorrow when the birdsong sounds.”

Birdsong. That was either a fancy way to describe the blaring noise that sounded every click with special tones to signify Earth-morning, afternoon, and night, or his brother meant it literally. Leave it to Benito to create pretty sound effects for his perfect little life.

“Now for the best part,” Benito said with a gleaming grin. “The saloon.”

Esteban’s mouth watered. You better be buying, you sabueso.

​
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Lunar HQ

LUNAR HQ: Come in, Earth-Base. This is Lunar HQ. Requesting launch confirmation

EARTH-BASE: Launch scheduled. See attached

LUNAR HQ: Itinerary looks good. Please ensure the full catalog of approved food provisions are included. Moonside stockpiles are depleted

. . .

LUNAR HQ: Please confirm supplies will be sent on the next scheduled launch. Repeat: Moonside stockpiles are depleted 

. . .

LUNAR HQ: Please confirm launch

. . .

LUNAR HQ: Confirm launch

. . .

LUNAR HQ: We don’t track a vessel on the expected trajectory. Request immediate response

. . .

LUNAR HQ: URGENT—Have you launched? Are provisions in transit or not? Analysis indicates all comms working normally. Please respond

. . .

LUNAR HQ: URGENT. TOP PRIORITY. COME IN, EARTH-BASE. ARE YOU READING US?
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Present

Time stopped in the saloon. The captain’s presence paused every table, snatched every breath as if a moondog had been released from its cage and prowled between the drinkers, and an expectant hush oppressed the air.

The captain approached the stranger, extending a hand. “Captain Esteban Garcia, at your service. Would you care for a drink?” he asked. Although, it didn’t really seem like a question.

The stranger lifted her helmet over her head and reattached it with a metallic clunk and pneumatic hiss.

“I’ll take that as a maybe. Some other time, perhaps?”

She brushed over the sticky metal floor and slipped past the captain. Readings from her helmet flooded across its visor—information scanned from his collar. 

Esteban Garcia

Rank: Captain

Heart rate: 65

Blood pressure: 140 / 95

Status: Earthsider, VISA renewal required

Service Record: Lunar HQ; Kepler VII; Kepler II; Copernicus Base; Serenity III, Serenity XI; Serenity Base; Tranquility V

Moonside sponsor: Benito Garcia, brother, deceased

Great. An expired visa, dead sponsor, and a list of colonies longer than an orbit of the sun. How did a guy like that end up being a captain? No wonder they called it the badlands out here.

Not that the stranger needed data to smell there was something off about him. One look at that ridiculously preened mustache could’ve lit up a neon warning sign that read RUN. Anyone who spent enough time out here on the periphery to groom themselves so meticulously warranted a wide berth. Still, it was nice to have her suspicions confirmed. The collars were for more than just paying bar tabs and cycling air.

It had taken plenty of hacking to scratch off the data from her own. Worth it, though.

She exited the saloon and adjusted to the thin gravity of the street that cut the town in two. On one side, the decay of time etched pocks and chips into derelict domes. On the other, the polished veneer of decadent two-story buildings shone. She floated to where she’d left her hover.

The motor chugged as the engine started. She climbed aboard, and hit the throttle, expecting to lurch forward, to hear the pistons fire like a military salute, to scatter dust from the surface where she’d drift to the next colony, and the next saloon. But instead, she felt nothing. No motion. No momentum. No zip across the sand. The motor rumbled, but where was the power?

She flicked her wrist again. Nothing. A black cloud spluttered from the rear, and an acrid burning smell alerted her helmet to the threat of combustion.

She powered down the hover and dismounted. Popped the panel over the engine. Everything appeared to be in order. Well, as ordered as it always was.

“Transport trouble?” A voice from behind her.

She spun, one hand on her scanner.

Captain Garcia stood on the saloon’s porch. “Terrible shame about that. I hate to see a hover break. But you’re lucky you made it here before it gave up. Wouldn’t have done any good to be stranded on the plains.”

How long had she been in the saloon? Long enough for someone to cripple her engine? Careless. That’s what it was—getting into that brawl, no matter how much that drunken lout deserved it. It was careless.

“Still, we’re always glad to have wanderers with us here in Tranquility V. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. Say, I hope you don’t mind, but I scanned you in the bar, just to be sure. I’ve never seen a collar blanked like yours. Your service record—so many redactions. Must’ve taken effort to clear all that. Ain’t seen a collarsmith since I was at Lunar HQ. Where’d you learn to scrub your data?”

The stranger ignored him, turned back to her engine and ran her fingers along the cables and pistons, searching for a loose connection. There were only so many ways to sabotage a hover.

At her side, Esteban’s boots planted on the ground, scattering silt. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter where you learned it. None of my business, really. Not unless you intend on making trouble in my town. But you don’t seem the troubling sort. No. You seem more like the sort who can turn their paw to just about anything. Am I right?”

She scanned the engine through her visor. Everything looked in position. What was she missing? What couldn’t she see?

“Helps to have a skill when you’re all the way out here. So far from HQ.” His smile was too sickly to be a comfort, like the sweetness of caramel to conceal the salt underneath. “And trust me, we’re a long, long way from HQ.”

She stepped back from the engine and squared him direct in the eye. He didn’t so much as flinch.

“You’re a woman of few words, ain’t you?”

She could scan him down, here and now. But where would that get her? She’d seen how he commanded that idiot in the saloon—that kind of loyalty kept a person safe. Tempting as it was, wiping the smirk off this captain wasn’t worth the heat. Not yet, at least.

Besides, there were other ways to stop this guy smiling than simply sending him back to the dust. Her silence was doing the job just fine, from the way his cheeks tensed.

Esteban finally coughed, giving him a chance to reset that perma-grin. “You’ll need a mechanic to take a look at that engine, no doubt. We’ve got one here, at the far side of town. Gabriel. Goes by Gabe. Harmless enough. He’ll get you on your way. And in the meantime, if you want the guided tour—maybe make some silver for that blanked collar of yours—I’ll be domed up over there. I’m sure we can find something to do for a wanderer of your . . . talents.” He glanced at the commander’s pistol hanging from her hip. “Don’t be a stranger.” Esteban tipped his hat and glided away to an exquisite, large dome on the rich end of town.

What exactly were her options here? Disassemble the hover and try to piece it back together right here without all the necessary tools, not knowing how many eyes were watching? The captain had hinted at her talents. Well, the last thing she needed was to showcase just how wide her skillset went. Not in a deregulated place like this. It wasn’t like a Lunar Court stretched its jurisdiction out here in anything but name.

No. Stripping the hover herself was out of the question. Which meant her only chance of leaving was to find a mechanic. At least, someone with the right tools.

On the far side of town, he’d said. She hadn’t passed a junkyard on the way in. And it wasn’t like she had many places to look. Tranquility V was a colony with only one street. How hard would it be to find this Gabe guy? 

With her helmet secured, she replaced the panel, braced the chassis, and pushed the hover. It edged forward at a pace that didn’t even stir the dust. She passed a mishmash of domes and broken down units on the left, and perfect, salubrious structures on the right. No awards for figuring out which side of the street profited from whatever they did in this place.

Eventually, the street widened—either that or the slum-like domes on the poorer side crumbled to nothing, leaving only junk and scrap piled in heaps. After a while, the heaps became hills, until they parted in an opening that led to a small unit. It was overhung by a shoddy awning that had so many scars, it could’ve been ripped a thousand times and patched together again.

Amidst the chaos of junk piles, a man knelt on hands and knees, oil staining his rags and his helmet buried in the scrap.

“Gabe will find it,” he muttered to himself. “Gabe’s got one. Well, why don’t you go tell Gabe where he put it, if you’re that clever. Come on. It’s got to be around here somewhere.”

The stranger walked the hover to one side and watched the man sift through bolts and screws and nuts and tacks and all kinds of oddments, grumbling to himself as he went.

“Ha!” He jumped up, removed his helmet, and kissed the bolt he found. “Gabe, you old Moonman. You’ve gone and done it! Estrellas santas!” He kissed it again, thick stubble scraping against his lips as he gurgled a laugh. Wrinkles crowded his eyes, especially when he smiled. He turned back to his unit and glanced at the stranger.

He stopped. She stared. His hands quivered, and he pocketed the bolt in the front of his rags.

“Can I . . . help you?” he asked, on the verge of a stutter.

The stranger unlatched her helmet and slid it off.

His eyes widened and his jaw slackened. “Jo,” he whispered, awestruck. “Jo, is that you?” 

The stranger frowned.

“No. It can’t be Jo. You’re just seeing things, old man.” He juddered, banishing whatever vision of this Jo character he saw in the stranger’s hardened face. “You got a name?”

The stranger shook her head.

“Nameless, huh? Well. That’ll do. So, Nameless. Welcome to Gabe’s Restitutions and Repairs. Are you lost, or in need of repair?”

Nameless. Huh. Not too bad. Worth trying out for size, at least. Nameless stepped aside and Gabe whistled at the first sight of her hover.

“Is that . . . does it still run?”

She shrugged.

He stepped toward it, stooped to his knees, and scratched his head. “Well, it must have got you here in one piece. I haven’t seen a COLT like this in . . . well, I didn’t think they were making Combi Ore Light Transports anymore. It’s gotta be antique. Let me guess—the throttle’s gone? Right?”

Nameless nodded.

“Ha! I knew it. The slightest bit of bad tinkering and the connector misfires. It’s why they stopped making them. Too temperamental. Switched to MULEs instead.”

So it had been tampered with. She should’ve been more careful. It was stupid of her to get stuck here. Stupid of her to get stuck anywhere. But especially a place like this.

“You won’t get a Magnetic Universal Levitation Engine breaking down so easy,” Gabe continued, more to himself than to her. “And lucky for you, the switch from one engine to the next is simple enough. Before Moonnight, you’ll be riding out of here on a MULE.”

Nameless smiled at the cheery wonder Gabe expressed as he looked at her old hover like it had fallen from heaven and sprouted wings.

“Now, I can build you a whole new hovercycle. Or refit this one with a simple engine swap. The problem with the swap, of course, is having to rewire the entire combustion system to maglev propulsion, and by the time that’s done, it’d be . . . You know what? You probably don’t want the details. Just the price, right? It’ll cost you the same amount of silvers to patch this one up or build you a hover around the new engine. Your choice. As long as you’re good for it?”

She removed the scanner from her holster and switched it to a payment frequency. Gabe’s collar connected and she slipped a few silvers to his account.

“Woah! That’s too much. Really. You trying to buy my whole garage, or something?”

Nameless smiled again.

Gabe just stared at her, his brown eyes kind and curious. “You remind me of someone I knew once. I know it’s silly, but . . . we’ve never met before, have we?”

She shook her head. 

“No. I guess not. I wouldn’t forget a girl who talked as much as you.” He winked, and she laughed. “You’re new to town, right? You got a place to stay?”

Another shake of the head.

“Well, I don’t got much, but if you need somewhere to crash, you’re welcome here anytime. Although, if you’ve got any silver to spare, you might want to see if Captain Garcia can assign you a dome. Depends how dangerous you feel.” He stammered and shifted from side to side, looking over his shoulder. “I mean . . . danger? What could be dangerous around these parts? Santos Santos, why do I open my mouth?”

Nameless stepped toward him and laid a hand on his arm. He returned the gesture with a deep breath and a smile.

“Thanks.”

Silence settled between them, until he pulled away, severing whatever comfort she could offer. Fear filled his face. Fear of what? Of connection? What happened to the last person to console him, if he was this panicked at the slightest show of kindness?

“Don’t distract me, señorita. I’ve got myself some silver. You’ll get yourself a MULE. Let’s leave it at that, shall we, Nameless?”

She nodded, stoic, and turned to leave, replacing her helmet as she walked away. 

His eyes followed her into the street. “Hey!” he called after her. “You want a new model or a refit?”

She waved her hand as if to say she didn’t care.

“Ay-ya. Alright, alright. Either way, one MULE coming up.”

She left the garage behind. Whoever sabotaged her hover knew enough to keep her here until Moonnight. And more than likely, they had a reason. What did they want with her? She was just passing through. A stranger. Nameless. At least, they’d better hope that was the case, for their sakes.

Well. She was here now. Might as well see how it played out. Maybe it was time for that guided tour?

An audio alert fired in her helmet, which she accepted. Gabe’s voice echoed from the mic in her hover. “Stupid switch. Where’s the off button? Come on, where are you, my pretty?” She smiled. Probably not the smartest thing to listen to as she set off helmet-first for the den of the guy who owned this town. But the motor fired and the engine mingled with Gabe’s voice until he figured to switch the mic off.

“There we go. Okay, you little rascal. Time we got to work. Come on. Talk to Papa. Talk to . . . Papa . . .”
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“Come on. Talk to Papa.” Gabe fiddled with the diagnostic scanner, its interface remaining blank as he tried to align the sensor node with the drill’s telemetry port. The thick gloves of his space suit hindered his ability to maneuver it in the tight area, but a little coaxing would get the job done. “Come on now. You can do it, niño. I believe in you.”

Gabe glanced sideways at Jo to see if his silly mumbling elicited a smile. Nothing. She observed his work in stark silence. The bangs of her mousy hair hung over the same stony expression she always wore. Her flat brown eyes never sparked, her tight jaw never relaxed, and her thin lips never curved upward. Poor señorita. She was far too serious for someone her age.

She’d been this way since they met on the transport from Earth. After harnessing herself into the crash couch beside him, she’d crossed her arms, frowned, and stared blankly for nearly the entire ride. He’d attempted small talk. When she wouldn’t give so much as her name, he resorted to trying to make her laugh by telling jokes or making up funny stories. Nothing worked. The only reaction he got was a sideways scowl.

What had her past done to shape her like this? He never pressed for an answer, but neither did he give up on trying to soften her. She hadn’t smiled yet but at least she tolerated him more. He knew better than most that every tolerance had its limits. When would hers snap? And how alone would he be when it did? 

It wasn’t like he had any other friends on this rock. He was as far from handsome as the Moon was from Earth. Big nose. Thick eyebrows. Weathered skin from laboring outdoors during his younger years planetside. And a puffiness under his eyes that made him seem perpetually sad and tired even though he was the happiest guy and slept as well as anyone. He supposed she associated with him because he was nicer and more trustworthy than the other members of their work crew. But he’d never win a popularity contest. Not when the other workers had abs harder than moonrock.

Still, he was glad Jo wanted nothing to do with that sort—the kind who weren’t chasing a new life on the Moon, but escaping an old one.

A new life. Ha! He would’ve laughed at the idea if he wasn’t already grieving it. Those billboards he used to pass on his way to the factory back on Earth, what had they said? Crafting perfection on another plane. Pffft. They painted life here on the Moon with so much promise, but the advertised luxury belonged only to Lunar HQ’s upper management. Meanwhile, the workforce lived on meager rations in seedy squalor. Drugs, alcohol, violence—all the things you’d find in the dodgy ends of town on Earth. And why wouldn’t they turn to their vices when they realized the perfect life here was as much a myth as it had ever been?

At least he and Jo had one thing in common—a shared desire to stay as far from that scene as their cramped base allowed. About a month ago, he thought they’d finally moved into the territory of friendship.

“How do you not know this?” he’d asked. “Es pan comido. You realign this feed mechanism here, tighten that coupling bolt there, and—boom—she’s back to—”

“Will you keep your voice down?”

He closed his mouth as her gaze flitted about the engineering room. His brows drew down. “Sorry, señorita. I’m only joking. You can do this, no?”

She pressed her lips together and her hard features turned to ice. The longer she didn’t answer, the more Gabe’s eyes grew. He peeked over at a crewman a few yards away, lowered his head, and whispered, “You can’t, can you?”

“If you tell anyone,” she said through gritted teeth, “I will cut your throat.”

He pulled back and waved his hands. “No, no. No need to threaten me. I won’t say nothing. But why do you work here if you don’t understand machines?”

She turned aside with a glower. At first, he didn’t think she’d reply, but after a pause containing an eternity, she faced him once more. “I owe someone on Earth money. Someone dangerous. This was the only job still open on the transport.”

“And they let you on without checking your credentials?”

“I pretended I’d lost them. They were desperate, so . . .” She shrugged.

It was Gabe’s turn to be silent. Several things clicked into place. Machines constantly breaking down. The shoddy repairs. Miguel’s raging tantrum as he stormed about trying to figure out who, for Lunar’s sake, had botched the rotary actuator.

Her tendency to keep to herself made sense too. If she avoided everyone, she wouldn’t have to share her backstory.

“I can teach you.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Please, amiga. Es pan comido, si?” 

So now, that’s what he did, whether she liked it or not. Which was why he coaxed the sensor node into realigning with silly talk. Calling it niño, and himself, Papa. “So close, little one. You can do this.”

The task would be much easier under atmospheric shielding, but only the living areas had that. Gabe and the crew worked outside, under an electromagnetic shield that kept out most of the sun’s radiation.

“Come on, you little rascal.” He squeezed his hand to grip the broken connector, his thick gloves compressing his fingers enough to hurt. “I thought we were amigos.”

Jo expelled an exasperated sigh that echoed through the mic. Gabe smiled. If she really hated it when he talked to himself, she could just click off their private comm.

The scanner’s interface finally connected. “Ah-ha!” He pulled back and grinned. “See? No problemo. You only need to sweet talk it a little.”

She narrowed her gaze. “I’m not talking to a machine.”

He chuckled, then flicked his hand. “I know it doesn’t hear me, but talking to it helps me concentrate.”
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