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Editorial

			Jennifer Lyn Parsons

		

		
			Jennifer Lyn Parsons is a writer and software engineer. When not writing code or prose, she is also the publisher and editor-in-chief of Luna Station Quarterly. She finds joy in baseball, tea, comics books, discovering music new and old, and making analog things.

		

		
			As I’m writing this, the first bit of snow is mixing in with the rain as a blizzard descends upon New Jersey. I’ve developed a restlessness the last couple of days and there were a few “gee, you know, maybe we should stock up on that” items so I made a quick run to the grocery store a little while ago. 

			When I go to this particular store, I often like to wind my way home on some back roads rather than taking the highway. It’s just pleasant, slipping along the quieter roads and through the office parks that sit so quiet on the weekends. I often see geese and deer on this drive, sometimes ravens or crows and a few vultures enjoying a feast.

			This kind of drive also gives me time to think and today I appreciated that more than usual. My brain finally calmed down enough for this editorial to be possible. I found the crack that I was looking for to let the light in.

			Cracks have been a theme for me lately. As this bizarre new normal that no one asked for settles in for the long haul, I’m trying, as many of you probably are, to find a balance that will keep me going. How can I thrive in a world where survival is a challenge?

			Art is one of the answers, regardless of whether I’m absorbing or creating it. I’ll be honest, even that’s been a challenge lately. That said, I am starting to figure out how to accept the changes that have happened in my personal corner of the world and build from there.

			So when I’m talking about cracks, what do they look like and how am I using them and what do I mean by it? I think explanation by example works best.

			The nap I took yesterday afternoon was a crack. I was tired from not sleeping well lately. I had a little time where I could have done something “productive” but I recognized that my body and mind needed some rest. So I napped. I woke up feeling like I had gotten some real rest and could then enjoy some of those tasks I needed to do. Such a gift!

			Another crack? Like so very many people, I’m reading the Game Changers series by Rachel Reid. I may have also watched the TV show adaptation more than once. Reading romance books has been such a joyful thing for the last year. Does it solve the world’s problems? No, but it does mean that I’ve read more books in the last year than in the previous five combined. And I’ve loved every minute of it.

			Cracks in the darkness are what are getting me through things now. I can’t fix the world, but I can keep publishing LSQ and doing good work. I can keep going as long as I have those little footholds, those spaces where the light can come through, even if for a moment.

			I have to actively seek them now rather than having them appear more naturally. They’re smaller or dimmer than they used to be just a few years ago, but they’re there. I’m grabbing them and using them to take the next step, move up the mountain just a little further. Eventually, I’ll be able to start making a few cracks of my own again for others to find.

			In the meantime, I hope this LSQ can be one of those little lights for you, a lantern guiding you home in a blizzard, you might say. My intent is to fill each issue with stories that lift you up in some way, even the ones that are a little dark or scary. This one is no different. Sometimes the crack is filled with joy and fun, but sometimes the light that comes through is a little melancholy and that’s okay. It speaks then to resilience and the very human experience of finding our way when joy is spare, and that is its own comfort.

		

		
			
The End of the World, Simon et al.

			T. L. Xue

		

		
			T. L. Xue (she/her) lives in Boston with her husband and underwatered houseplants. Her short stories have been published in Clarkesworld, King Ludd’s Rag, and Kaguya Planet. She can be found @tixanfy.bsky.social.

		

		
			Abstract:

			I am reaching for the voice recorder in my pocket. As soon as it is in hand, I will record these words so that they are not only in my mind. There may be no need, though. Everyone is familiar.

			Introduction:

			However, I suppose some background might make sense for whatever entity finds what remains of us millions of years from now. 

			Two hundred and twenty-four years ago, a void was seen swallowing up an unnamed star in distant space. I call it a void because it is not a black hole. Its very nature prevented further study, and as a result, we know it only as a void. 

			The astronomer who discovered that dead star, Houyi Li, retroactively named it RQT-7829 per the naming system of his laboratory. He did not name the void, but noted it as being larger after the disappearance of RQT-7829. It is unclear whether this was due to an increase in anti-mass or a new perception of distance. His data was soon lost to a flash flood of the Yangtze River, which washed away several valuable data centers and thousands of lives.

			One hundred and thirty-seven years ago, the void was spotted again, chewing through a cloud of asteroids. With the aid of more advanced technology, Machado’s team in Portugal (now the present-day Brasilica) found that it had not grown due to an increase in anti-mass. Based on their measurements, the void moved at a speed negligibly less than the speed of light. Its trajectory towards the Milky Way was clear. It would swallow everything and come close enough to Earth to pull it in, like a whirlpool pulling down a minnow.

			This information was kept secret from all other nations until fifty-two years after Machado’s initial analysis, when it was leaked. It was only one of the myriad reasons for the nation’s subsequent coup. Seventeen of Machado’s team, including Machado, had already perished by the time the information was leaked. Of the remaining, twelve chose to remain in Brasilica, where they died in the fires or on the gallows. The last three fled to Spain, where two of them were found and extradited to Brasilica, where they met the gallows as well.

			By all accounts, the lone survivor lived the rest of their life in peaceful solitude. Perhaps they could be so content because they knew they would not live to see what we are seeing now. If my math is correct, they were only twenty-two when they worked on Machado’s team. Perhaps hierarchy forced them to stay silent. Perhaps they were the one who leaked it. However, I do believe that they were a coward—all thirty-two of them were. Did you know the lone survivor chose to have children? And those children chose to have children? And on and on, until the bitter end?

			I was astounded to see parents while boarding this ark. I don’t understand what went through their minds—did they believe this fate could be escaped? Despite the warnings, the crumbling Earth outside the viewport, there are people carrying infants who have barely lived and will now die for eternity. How could they do this? How could they, with everything looming for years, months, then weeks, choose—

			As I mentioned earlier, we all learned the truth a mere eighty-five years ago. The world was alight and drowning simultaneously. This seemed to be the final straw. What was the point if there was less than a century for us to live? What was the point if our children would be lucky to see death by disease? What was there to do if there was nothing we could do? 

			Surprisingly, quite a lot. All thanks to those who believed that the end could not come.

			Materials:

			I won’t pretend that this is a reproducible experiment, but still, this is what you will need:

			• A small group of the fearful and wealthy. It is vital that they have both traits.

			• Complacent governments that will align with this small group.

			• Materials to build and fuel ten arks (note to self: attach specs later). 

			• Approximately fifty thousand civilians.

			• The closest star outside of our solar system, Proxima Centauri.

			• A single scientist with a background in astronomical physics.

			• An encroaching void.

			Procedure:

			In chronological order, and over the course of eighty-five years:

			Ensure the fearful and wealthy become aware of their impending deaths. This will lead to powerful governments pushing funds towards escaping Earth.

			There may be some who are wealthy, fearful, and old. Either they will succumb to the natural order of the world, or they will reveal the conviction that we have all suspected of them: to be old and wealthy is not to be dead. It is the ability to wait for a cure for death.

			Wait decades for the dissemination of terror. Many will die, but the remaining will be desperate for escape.

			Somehow, society will continue as normal. People will still work, children will still learn, babies will still be born. They will still laugh, cry, love, and hate.

			I am one of these babies. Even if the world were not ending, I doubt I would have had my own. Either way, it is too late to know now.

			Announce the completion of the first ark, which is guaranteed to:

			Fit five thousand individuals,

			Contain a self-sufficient algae farm for sustainable consumption and oxygen,

			Be fueled by rechargeable cells powered by human waste (who knew this would be how we’d finally adopt renewable energy en masse?),

			Operate with self-piloting systems directed to always navigate away from the void,

			Contain one hundred seats reserved for the elite, three hundred for the useful, two thousand five hundred for the wealthy, and the remaining two thousand one hundred for lottery.

			Succeed in building nine more arks. Fifty thousand seats, total. Less than half available to the average person.

			Quell the riots sparked by the knowledge that eleven billion humans will die on earth. You cannot care too much. If you care for too long, you will lose your mind.

			I nearly lost my lab, too. I have recovered as much as one can. I have the papers to prove it.

			Have the scientist apply to work on the fuel renewal systems for the arks. This scientist will not be paid, but they will be rewarded with a ticket. One of the useful. They will not believe this staves off death, but they will not be able to turn it down. Not with the promise of resources or research. Not with the promise of being able to learn until their last moment. 

			Watch Proxima Centauri, only four light-years away, until it just starts to disappear into the void. NOTE: Do not wait longer than this. If you do, all illusion of hope will be lost.

			Ready the arks for takeoff. If there are bugs, they can be fixed onboard. There is no more time. You must go, now.

			Board the arks, follow the passenger protocols, and take off. Watch Earth shrink, first into space, then into the maw.

			Try not to lose your mind again. The silver lining is that if you’ve lost your mind once before, you will have been inoculated against this horror. Others will not be so lucky. You will hear them in distant hallways.

			Watch the crew whisper, walk, then run. The ark is not moving. None of them are moving. The hyper jump promised by the wealthy and old and not dead is not working.

			Watch as mass panic does not rise, because exhausted resignation is all that is left in the fifty thousand hearts of this universe. 

			Watch as the families leave for their rooms.

			Watch the beautiful viewport, four meters thick, and clear as the water in rivers that no longer exist. Remember going fishing with your parents, down at the lake that froze over in winter and smelled like rotten vegetables in the summer. Yet it was always perfect that one week in April.

			Walk to the viewport and stand against the glass, the ark, the last trace of your world.

			Look into the mouth of the universe. 

			Analysis:

			When you look into the void it will not look as if it is surrounding you, swallowing you like a great whale. Instead, it will always look as if it is approaching, halving distances infinitesimally. This is because you will stretch toward it like a flower toward the sun. Your perception stretches, too. If I were to look down at my fingers, they would look their normal length. However, an outsider looking in would see miles of skin and tendon and bone. Perhaps they would see through me; I will determine whether this is true at a later date.

			Results indicate that time also slows as the distance closes. I am still reaching for my voice recorder. I cannot perceive it, but I know my hand is slowing. Time decelerates around me, and at some point, it will cease to exist. We will be in stasis as we are consumed. At least it is physically painless. It is just the mind that suffers. 

			Conclusion:

			My parents chose to have me when they were in their early forties. All my grandparents had already passed away, due to genetic dispositions to early deaths and a myriad of illnesses on both sides. When I was thirteen, my father died from Huntington’s disease. I was never tested so I do not know if I would have suffered the same. My mother passed from a heart attack when I was twenty-five, four weeks before I successfully defended my dissertation on beta particles and their use in the measurement of the blast waves of the Big Bang. My use of “blast waves” caused some confusion, so I should have just used “ripples.” I think I picked the term because it made a show of itself. It was a violent, young term that my violent, young mind latched onto.

			My parents saw the world coming to an end before their eyes. They saw themselves, coming to an end before I became one with the world, yet they still chose their lives. As a result, I still chose mine. We both chose to create something that would contain a piece of ourselves, even if that would only last for a few measly decades. 

			Dear friends have asked me, why study when none of it will matter? My papers will disintegrate to dust and my electronic publications will shred to binaries. And I know this. I have known this all my life. I knew this as I wrote “blast waves” over and over again, so much that it no longer seemed real. (See it for yourself. Blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves blast waves. Somewhere in there, you forgot where the phrase began and where it ended, didn’t you? That’s how I felt for four, long years). So I understand when people ask me why I still tried.

			The answer is simple. I was alive. I am alive. There’s no other point to life than that.

			Future Studies:

			I don’t believe I will ever reach my voice recorder. All I have is my mind, and even then, my neurons will slow down so that I never get the chance to properly revise this draft. 

			In the end, wasn’t it a thrill? Not just the void. I am speaking of everything. Even when I suffered, I think I loved it. Even when I forget, I think I will miss it all—

		

		
			
Ghost Story

			Feby Idrus

		

		
			Feby Idrus is a writer, musician and arts administrator from New Zealand. She has recently been published in Small World City and Takahē. When not writing, she is teaching kids the flute, organising concerts, and trying to find more time to read.

		

		
			1.

			My father died and now, I see him everywhere. He’s at the bus stop patting his coat pockets for his bus card. He’s selling satay burgers from a Cambodian food truck. He’s sinking a wire basket full of chips into the deep fryer at Happy Takeaways. Any short, slightly wizened, white-haired, vaguely Asian man transforms, for a second, into my dead dad. It doesn’t even have to be an Asian man. One time, the old man I thought was my dad was actually Māori. I guess right now any non-white guy will do. No one told me grief would make me bloody racist. 

			9. 

			I talked to Billy about it. Kind of.

			“I just don’t think we’re going to work out. Just with my dad, you know, and sorting everything out, like, there’s heaps of unanswered questions for me, and I just, like, I can’t, right now.”

			“So that’s it?” He was mad at me. Not hurt like I feared. Mad. “You’re just—out?”

			I didn’t say anything. 

			He stood up. “Well, hey. At least we weren’t married with kids, eh.”

			“Billy –”

			“I took you to visit your dad in hospital for weeks. I listened to you talk about all your shit with him. I was always on your side, I supported you non stop. And now—like, I get that you’re grieving, but—fuck, Mei, why?”

			When I told Madeline about it, she stared at me across the kitchen counter, then laughed and laughed. “The irony is killing me,” she said through tears.

			The truth was, I didn’t know why. I just couldn’t anymore. That doesn’t make me a horrible person. Don’t I get to say no, I quit, I’m done? I can’t be perfect all the time. I just can’t. 

			31.

			I asked my stepmother about it. But I kind of lost control over myself. I swear it started with questions. But in the end, I just let her have it. Everything I’d never said came out like a power vomit. I only stopped when I was out of breath. I was also crying. 

			She sat in that murmuring café with her hands folded together in her lap, her covered head bowed. When the silence between us was completely still, white and plain and wide as tundra, my stepmother said, curiously, “Who do you think you’re talking to?”She seemed genuinely interested. 

			“You,” I said.

			She shook her head. A wisp of hair peeked out from under her hijab. She smoothed it back under the paisley silk. “Everything you just said…” She stood up, gathered her coat and neat leather purse from the back of her wooden chair. She said, very clearly, “I’m not responsible for your father’s behaviour.”

			She left me there in that murmuring café, my father watching me as he hovered by the espresso machine.

			16.

			When I was clearing out his garage, I found a box of my old things. I guess he boxed them up after I went to uni. Ticket stubs from a 2019 trip we took to Rainbow’s End, even though I was really too old. A visitor’s map to Shantytown. An NZSO programme leaflet from 2024. All four of us went to that—me, him, my sister, my stepmother. For once my stepmother hadn’t been the only person wearing a hijab in the audience. It was a commemorative concert. A Turkish man played something called an oud while a gorgeous Algerian woman sang, her voice fluttering, diving, swooping, mourning. The orchestra draped her vocal line in sound. After that concert, we talked about the Christchurch shootings. My stepmother had gone to Cashmere High. That night was when I learned about the forty days thing. I went to bed that night imagining old men and children with red-stained clothes floating through a darkened mosque. And thinking about my dad holding my stepmother’s hand throughout the whole concert. 

			I also found a diary from 2017. In that diary, on Friday 14 July, I’d written: “I don’t want to see him I don’t want to see him I don’t want to see him I don’t want to see him I don’t want to see him I don’t want to see him.” That day was the first time I saw him in seven years.

			23.

			I asked my mother about it. She drew herself up tall and interlaced her manicured fingers, resting her elbows on the polished dining table. Looking at me like she was looking down from Olympus, she said, “I have no idea.” 

			They were together for twenty years, ten before I was born and ten after. “How could you not know?”

			“Why would I know anything about your father? Look at who he married after me. Look at what part of the cemetery he’s buried in. Look at how he was in the past few years.” Her lips pinched, hard. “I’ve got no idea who your father was. None.”

			17.

			I talked to my big sister about it. At first, she drew herself up like Mum always did. But then, she deflated like a stabbed tyre. “I don’t know, Mei,” she said. “You’d have to ask him.”

			“How am I supposed to do that?” I couldn’t say it out loud yet—that he was dead. I could however glare at Madeline instead.

			“I dunno.”

			“You must remember something from back then.”

			“Do you think he sat me down and explained himself to me? Come on.”

			I could feel him hovering somewhere behind me, to my left. Over there, in that direction, a customer at the restaurant’s front counter mildly swore about the paywave not working. 

			Madeline looked at me over her salted lassi. “He’s just a dick, ok?” she said. “That’s the only explanation. Some people are just cocks.”

			“But… Rainbow’s End.”

			“Just because he took us places after he came back doesn’t mean he suddenly became an awesome parent. He’s still a dick.”

			“Stop saying that.”

			She shoved herself back from the table. “You want answers. I’m giving you answers. But you don’t like the answers I’m giving you. What do you want from me?”

			“You’re being mean.”

			“You’re being stupid.”

			She was always like this. Judgemental, horrible.

			She crossed her arms. “You were always the favourite. Maybe he treated you better because he liked you more.”

			“Jesus, Madeline.”

			“I don’t know why you’re so desperate to have a nice explanation for his behaviour. He treated us really badly. He treated Mum really badly. He doesn’t deserve…this.” She waved her hand at me. 

			We both heard the trainee at the counter say something about asking his manager. Madeline sighed and got up to help. As she did, the restaurant’s radio collapsed into static. So did my thoughts. 

			5. 

			Some things I learned because my dad died:

			Some Muslims believe that after someone dies, their soul hangs around for the next forty days. Of course, that’s not a universal belief. My stepmother told me about it, but she herself doesn’t believe it, and apparently, some people argue it’s actually against the teachings of the Q’uran. My stepmother said it was something more hardcore Muslims believed, and my dad was taught by one when he randomly converted, so who knows? Maybe he believed it, even though there’s no consensus. That’s the thing with Islam. There’s no central Vatican-like body who makes decisions on interpretations that everyone else has to stick to. It’s all just whatever everyone reckons. It’s a hot mess. 

			My dad’s grave is beside Ramazan Yilmaz, born 2021, died 2025. 

			Grief disrupts everything. It’s all you can do to do one thing a day. You can’t remember anything. Or at least nothing in sequence. Just pictures—flashes—Polaroid snaps. Nothing works like it should, and it’s not in your head. It’s for real. When I see my father, I lose internet connection on my phone. Radios lose signal. Headphones won’t Bluetooth; projectors won’t project; pens won’t write. I can’t even tell this story in order. He just messes everything up. 

			38.

			I talked to my therapist about it. Even through Zoom, I felt soothed. 

			But her questions poked holes in my Glad Wrap skin of calm. “What response were you hoping for? From your mum and your sister and your stepmother?”

			“Not what I fucking got.” I was still sore about it. “They’re stonewalling me.” 

			“You think they’re refusing to answer you?”

			“Yes.”

			She considered. The puppy on her lap keened. “What if the answers they gave you really are their honest answers? What if it really is the only answer they can give you?” 

			“They have to know why he left!” 

			“What if they don’t? What if your father never told them?”

			“Well, why wouldn’t he tell them?”

			“Why do you think he wouldn’t tell them?”

			I hate when she does that. I swallowed and tried to look like I was super cool and very far from tears. I thought. “Maybe he was ashamed.” 

			“That’s definitely possible.” 

			“Maybe… he wanted to save face.” Let’s lean into that Asian stereotype, why not. 

			“Ok. What else?”

			“Maybe he wanted a fresh start when he came back.”

			“That’s a good one. Anyth-th-th-” 

			Her picture froze. 

			“Hello? Are you there?” I said. On the other side of the kitchen counter, over the top of my laptop, my father appeared, his shape gleaming like the sides of a surfacing whale. His face gleamed too. The streaks of shine looked like tears. 

			When her picture refreshed, replaced with a moving image of my therapist’s face, I said, “Maybe he didn’t even know in the end.” 

			40.

			I watched my father climb the green bank beyond his grave. He held hands with a young boy, maybe four or five. They reached the top of the bank, one large silhouette, one little, red sunset light burning the air around them. My father looked back only once. He looked straight at me. I knew him only by his shape; lit from behind, the contours of his face were blackened by shadow. I tried to remember a time when he held my hand the way he held that boy’s.

			Deepening sunlight struck through them as they began to fade. It was day forty; they were going. I felt the distance between us stretch with a rubber band’s pull and, yes, its counter tug forward. Just snap already, I muttered. Just go. 

			My father and the little boy, hand in hand, finally disappeared. And all I was left with was the pull. 

		

		
			
Squilla of the Flower Moon

			M. McNamara

		

		
			M. McNamara is a Brisbane-based author who dabbles in fantasy, science fiction, and a smidge of horror. She has written three books and many short stories; her work has appeared in Of Metal and Magic, The Pink Hydra, and the Of Love & Dragons anthology by Flame Tree, among other publications. Her short story ‘Welcome to the Fantasy Fair’ is also a podcast on Connor Reads Books. If you like her work, please visit her website at mmcnamarabooks.com, or on Instagram @m_mcnamara_books.

		

		
			The Bordello Bot grasped a gun in her cold, hard claw.

			It wasn’t meant to be a claw, it was meant be a hand—a soft, supple, human hand—but Mantis Joe had come in violent and horny and shouting, and ripped her up without a second glance, using his own murderous appendage to do so; if she’d been a woman of actual flesh and blood, she would have died. As it was, her synthetic skin was a bloody mess, hanging down her forearm like a loose shirtsleeve. Her face was torn, too—her cheek slashed, one eye ripped from its mechanical socket. Madam had sworn a blue mile when she saw the damage. They both knew it couldn’t be fixed; it would have to be replaced.

			But she was not going back to the factory.

			No.

			The only thing she was going to do was kill Mantis Joe—hunt him down and shoot him in his weird invertebrate heart—even if it drained her battery and doomed her parts to rust.

			***

			The brothel was called The Wet Circuit, and it was down at the end of Main Street, past the bank and the tavern and the purveyor of dry goods, and beyond it was nothing but barren desert and alien sky. When the Bot—who was called Jenny—looked out at the rust horizon, she remembered the advertisements that had brought her here. Come to Red Butte for a better life! Free land for settlers! Strike it rich and live like space royalty! Really it was a mining colony on the edge of a cruel wilderness. Barren as a husk, dry as a bone. The company reps said crystals were abundant in the soil, but whatever sullen geology made up the crust was reluctant to release its treasures, and men and women and bots perished in the dust storms while they dug for treasure. 

			“Ain’t nothing on this rock but desperate folks,” Madam said, “and we’re the only ones who will strike it rich.” Then she patted the crystal hanging from her neck; it had been a gift from a wealthy customer.

			And The Wet Circuit did good business. There were six bots: Annie Strokely, Belle Starchart, Computer Jane, Poca-quantus, Dolly Pot, and Jenny. They served anyone who came through the door with money to spend; men, of course, but women also, and mining bots. (These were mostly interested in conversation, though one had a fetish for Poca-quantus’s random number generator. Give me a prime, he would say as he spun his drill bit in ecstasy.) Then there were some odd types: humanoids from the nearby Drax system, space trash, outlaws. 

			But Mantis Joe was the strangest of all. 

			He came in one day, and Madam just stared, because he was seven feet tall, and all of it carapace. 

			“He looks like some big bug,” Dolly Pot whispered to Jenny as they both peered down from the second-floor balcony. “You know, like the one Bunny brought back.”

			“Huh?” Jenny had to think for a moment. Bunny was a droid that Madam kept in the parlour. She was three feet high and had two broken antennae—thus, her namesake—and resembled a roving trash can. She hadn’t always been called Bunny; she’d had some other name once, back when she worked in the camp, but she’d been damaged in a mining accident, and her software was glitchy and now only understood simple commands. They often saw her trundling down the street on various errands, making a slow but steady journey on her wheels. Sometimes her processor malfunctioned and instead of travelling to her intended destination, she rolled into the desert and didn’t return for days. On these occasions she usually brought back some treasure: a cactus flower; an egg of some sand-dwelling reptile; a sparkly rock. Once she’d even found a mining detonator—Madam had confiscated that immediately. Never know when this might come in handy, she’d said, and stowed it away.

			“Maybe,” Jenny said, remembering. “But I think he’s called a squilla—a space mantis. I read about them once.” She frowned. “The funny thing is, they’re supposed to live in water, and there’s not much here.”

			“You read?” Dolly Pot looked at Jenny with a mixture of admiration and alarm.

			“Of course.” Jenny sniffed. “My curiosity parameters are grade 14; I was made for finer things than this.”

			She had been made, assembled in a factory on Earth, but it wasn’t just any factory; it belonged to an upmarket brand, and she was an upmarket construction. She’d worked as a service bot in a wealthy household, which was her intended usage; but intended usage and happiness are not the same, and she was listless, longing for something more than endless cleaning and washing. 

			“What is it you want?” the vacuum asked her one day when she stared wistfully out the window at the great metropolis that glinted in the sunlight. 

			It took Jenny a moment to put a name to it. “Adventure,” she said at last, and she felt a moment of relief at identifying the source of her unease.

			“That isn’t in our programming,” the vacuum replied. “Perhaps you have been infected with a virus.” It resumed its task, but Jenny remained at the window for some time. A few days later she received a message in her inbox. 

			Dear Citizens of Earth

			Starbound Mining Concern would like to make an announcement

			Red Butte is officially open to settlers. Come out and claim your land! Work as a cowboy or a cowbot! And plenty more exciting opportunities! It’s all part of the Homestead Act of 2341!

			Book your passage on our free transport. Any questions, please contact one of our friendly officers.

			Remember—your new life awaits!

			Below the message was a picture of a human and a robot side by side, each one sitting atop a horse, an orange sunset blazing behind them. 

			Jenny stared at this picture with a desire bordering on obsession. Everything about it tantalized her—the big font, the bright colours that burned into her high-grade lenses, the sense of fresh air and open horizons—and she powered down that night with the prospect in her head. The next morning she loaded her email and clicked ‘sign up’ before she could process twice. I’m going to have an adventure, she thought, and her restlessness vanished—but things weren’t as exciting as she thought. The transport ship was dirty, the passengers not the least bit glamourous; instead of brave space cowboys and cowgirls, they looked more like people waiting for a soup kitchen to open.

			“Occupation?” a woman with a clipboard asked her when Jenny stepped off the transport into the arrival shed on Red Butte.

			“Cowbot.”

			The woman snorted. “Sorry, darlin’, no vacancies there.”

			“I beg your pardon?” Jenny searched her files until she found the message from Starbound. Then she projected the cowboy image into the air, the sunset turning the woman’s face orange. “This is what I want. This is why I came here.”

			The woman didn’t blink. “Like I said, no vacancies. You can work in the mines, or you can work in the brothel.”

			Jenny flicked the image off. “What about the free land? I’ll be a homesteader for five years.”

			“Honey, nobody can survive out there for five months, let alone five years; the Homestead Act is a sad joke. Starbound is just bringing in bodies to work the earth.” 

			“But…” Jenny trailed off, then looked down at the brochure in her hand. It bore the company’s motto: bringing the stars to you! The woman followed her gaze and sighed.

			“That’s a bunch of corporate guff. You wanna know the real motto? There’s a sucker born every minute.”

			Jenny didn’t know what to say to that, and then the cyborg in the line behind her began to grumble. “I’ll take the mines then,” she said, rushed into a decision. It won’t be so bad, she thought that night, but she quickly discovered that it was bad; the miners toiled in cramped conditions in a backbreaking search for butte crystals, which were more valuable than gold—and also more difficult to find. On her second day she witnessed an accident—a worker crushed to death by a collapsed tunnel—and went to The Wet Circuit the next morning.

			Was this what I wanted, she asked herself as she stared at the garish sign. A concrete city? A planet of dust? She’d imagined something green…

			A knock sounded at the door, bringing Jenny back to herself; another customer had arrived.

			One day, Bunny returned from the scrub with an unusual item. “What’s this?” Jenny asked when the droid deposited it at her feet. The thing was heavy and metallic and flashed in the sunlight—a pistol, she realized as she brushed off the dirt.

			“Present,” the droid burbled, and rolled away.

			Jenny stared at the weapon. She’d seen guns before, of course—they were ubiquitous on Red Butte—and she was almost a weapon herself, being forged of steel. But still, holding it gave her a little thrill. Now I’m just as dangerous as an outlaw, she thought, aiming the barrel at the door. After a few dramatic flourishes, she hid the firearm under the mattress. From then on, whenever she had a few spare hours, she walked into the dunes and practiced shooting, and her bullets flew like shooting stars—like angels who never had to satisfy a dirty, hungry man.

			***

			Most of Jenny’s clients lived in the mining camp, but Mantis Joe dwelt in a burrow on the edge of town. That was how he got his food—he would lie in wait, just his eyes poking up from the baked lip of the earth, and lord protect any hapless creature that got caught in the crosshairs of those two deadly orbs. They were studded with countless facets, and had mysterious properties of discernment—Mantis said he could detect things no one else could see: colours and patterns and secret whatsits; things beyond the atmosphere; things that flew about in space. So it was a simple matter to spot a passing creature, and then out would come his raptorial claws. Like sabers they were, sabers with prongs stuck along their sides, so they had not one point, but many. “A comb of death,” he would rasp as he ran it through Jenny’s hair, and then he would lower his head and stroke her neck with his palps.

			He said other things, too—that he was a remnant of an aquatic alien race, older and wiser than anything from Earth—but for all his knowledge, he was not immune to blunders. One day Joe killed an escaped stock animal, and the rancher who was searching for it found its remains by Joe’s burrow, and his human face flushed red with rage. 

			“You killed one of my critters,” the rancher spat, stomping his boots at the lip of Joe’s abode. “You owe me compensation, boy.” 

			At the sound of thumping, Mantis Joe emerged, smooth and soundless and long and jointed. “The beast was a scrawny thing that wasn’t worth a dime,” Joe growled, towering over the man. “But what else could you expect from a redneck’s herd?” Then he said something about the rancher’s mother—something about the inferior nature of her gonopores—and the rancher went still. 




OEBPS/image/065cover-front.jpg
LUNA STATION

O U A

Issue 065 | January 2026









OEBPS/image/logo2015-print.png
LUNA STATION PRESS





OEBPS/image/logo2015-print-square.png
LUNA STATION PRESS





