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The soft crackle from his joints startled him in the new silence, and he started breathing again. Pressing his knees against the thin insulation on the ceiling of the tight space, Wingdim tensed his muscles against the violent shivers, hoping they would subside. For a little while, it seemed to help. He stole a moment to wonder if his father would have been proud that he was hired for such a seemingly impossible job... or if he’d have thought him a fool. 

Around him, the fuselage droned low and steady, its thin aluminum skin vibrating like a restless insect under the torment of the south winds. Travel was outlawed for people like him—people without permits, people with... history—so he forced himself to stay still, to ignore the numb needles crawling up his spine until he heard the signal. If everything went right, Wingdim would be home again before the light faded, pockets full of hardbits and a belly stuffed with real meat. If things turned rank, he wasn’t sure what he feared more—facing the wastes alone or coming back to his employer empty-handed. 

Outside the dark smuggler’s compartment, the winds shifted and Thompson Gale’s booming voice carried through the metal, distant but clear, reminding him the clock was running, that he had a job to do. Clenching his jaw to keep his teeth from rattling, he waited, listening as Mr. Gale addressed his conscripts somewhere nearby, trying to shift his focus from the pain and to calm his nerves. 

“...Other sponsors boast up to an eighty percent release rate. Up... to. Meaning twenty percent of their Public Service Detainees won’t see home again.” Mr. Gale called over the amplified speaker.  “That’s a somber reality. Look around and count four faces. Four plus you—remember these faces. Twenty percent is one out of five. Of your group of five, imagine one of those faces vanishing to this place, this hard, cold blister in the UZ. That’s the unspoken promise. That’s the best others can promise. But I can do better. My commitment to safety is second to none, and my salvage sites boast less than a one percent fatality rate. That’s one out of one hundred. Accidents are few, injuries are lower, and attempted escapes...” 

A high-pitched whistle picked at hidden cracks in the airplane’s skin like icy fingers, drowning Mr. Gale’s voice. He sounded like a proper sweatjack, selling his oily potions and promises in the Salt City market, Wingdim thought, and not at all like the man who’d propositioned him—in person—in that seedy bar along the wall just days ago. The man on the stage needed something from his crowd—compliance, trust, loyalty. He paid for it with lofty promises and false charisma. The man he met in the bar was different. That version was succinct, direct, and all business. He’d purchased Wingdim’s respect immediately. But when he brought up his father, offering that he’d worked with him in the past and was the reason he’d sought Wingdim out, he was sold. With a few well-placed words, Mr. Gale talked him into a secret compartment in one of his planes and smuggled him deep into the Uninhabitable Zone.

Wingdim waited, wondering what kept the pilot, worried what might be waiting for him outside. The unspoiled pre-Peace towns nearer to home were mapped and known, explored and picked over by generations of ruinhawks like him. But this stripzone was established far from any city, and well outside the boundaries of legal, permissible travel. The pilot may well have landed them on the moon. Mr. Gale surely moved mountains to open this site so quickly. This wasn’t a normal solo run into the UZ to pedal contraband on consignment. There was nothing normal about this. What if fear held him in the safety of the compartment? What if he was caught?

A low rumble outside swelled into a mighty roar, a cacophony of voices. Wingdim cringed—they were actually cheering Mr. Gale’s speech. Any break in routine for a conscript, even for an insincere speech, was a welcomed distraction. He might have cheered, too, if it meant delaying the shift horn an extra minute. He shifted from his back to his hip and hugged his knees. When he was conscripted for a petit crime, the sponsor, a fat little businessman from The Corners, had promised a one-week sentence reduction for every two tons of clean metals recovered. Some conscripts worked until the cold blackened and stole their fingers, their ears, toes, and noses, until exhaustion dropped their worn bodies at their scrap piles. He’d seen too many dragged away, their limbs frozen and jutting at unnatural angles. Mr. Wrickley would later tell him that only a judge could reduce a sentence, but Lady Death was more than eager to prove him wrong. The cheers faded and Mr. Gale’s voice droned on. 

The floor above him sang with a tap-tap-tap, and his heart panged. While the signal was expected, the suddenness made what was to come all the more real. He balled his stiff, gloved fingers into a fist and answered by slamming it into the ceiling several times. A mechanism clacked at his feet, and the curved outer body panel popped a crack before lifting away on its single gas shock. He winced against the new light and the frigid draft that carved its way inside. Dull footsteps carried the pilot away above him. Wingdim shimmied his arms, pushed, and wriggled his way out, his nerves making him second-guess his life choices. His boots poofed clouds in the dusty hardpan and he stretched his aching limbs, leaning heavily on the trailing edge of the wing, taking in his new surroundings. He rubbed his hands together, his senses alert, and then pulled his woolen mask over his chin. 

The ruins of the pre-Peace town seemed to grow away from the transport plane in piles, forming more uniform shapes in a sentient haze that seemed to swallow them. He was sure he could make out sharp corners and the flat walls of surviving structures farther away, growing from the drifting sands like fossilized trunks from an ancient forest. Intact, he thought in wonder. Unburned, neither washed out nor shaken to the ground, but standing. And he was sure he spotted a partial roof out there. A whole town with standing structures, clear of the layers of snow-covered ash common near home, and untouched by anything save for time. He pictured the treasure waiting out there, all the trinkets and contraband men like Mr. Gale paid generously for. The art, the aged spirits, the jewelry crafted from precious metals. The books. His breath caught at the thought of the books. Mr. Gale’s amplified voice was louder now, and he knew from the rehearsal he was more than halfway done. 

Wingdim shivered, did a few short hops on his toes, and scanned the horizon with muted excitement before hinging his waist into the secret compartment to haul out the frame of his mule. His mule, he smiled despite himself. Not Midnight’s mule, or his friend Harold’s boxer, or the Twins' roller, but his. His days of riding tail and splitting scores were over. And Mr. Gale had it built custom for him as part of his payday. He pictured his father looking down on him. The cold eased.

He grunted with effort. The knobby front tire settled, while the empty rear frame section waited for its electric, integrated hub motor. He admired the light, simple, flowing, tubular design. He hadn’t seen it since it was bare metal in Wrickley’s shop—the dull tans and muted colors splashed across the surface would make it blend right in to the surroundings. The air gusted and he leaned into its invisible hands. He wished Harold was here, but he didn’t return to Salt City after serving his sentence, leaving Wingdim to partner with others these past months. He just up and vanished like a pickpocket in the market. Perhaps it was best—there wasn’t room for him anyway; he needed all the space he had for the extra fuel and supplies. But it would be nice having his mentor here to talk him through the hard parts. He returned his focus to the open hatch, and, piece by piece, assembled his mule. His solid state battery pack. His electric drive wheel. His drive belts. His.

Wingdim crouched beside the frame, lost in the work, when a voice floated out from the rubble behind him.

“Hey there, friend.” 

He jolted—actually yelped—losing hold of the handlebar. It slapped sideways, and he barely caught it before it toppled. His heart hammered a warning drum in his ribs and he froze.

A man climbed out of the ruins like a roach from a grain bin. His filthy boiler suit, insulated, and orange beneath layers of grime, betrayed his position. Linen mask. Knit cap. Eyes too bright. Too awake. A runner. Runners were desperate, dangerous. He must have been hiding nearby when Mr. Gale’s plane touched down. Confrontation turned his insides watery, and whatever the man wanted, it wasn’t good. 

“You’re jumpy,” the man said, hands up, palms out, inching closer. “Understandable. Name’s Blip.”

Wingdim swung around his mule and kept it between them like a shield. “What do you want?”

“Your help,” the man offered. “I need help.”

“You need to get back with the group,” Wingdim said, voice thin. “You’re done if they miss you at roll.”

“They already caught me off-task once,” Blip said, stepping closer, circling a little. “Twice is temporary forfeiture of benefits. Maybe corporal. I’m not going back, and you look like a guy who knows what I mean.”

"I didn’t see you," said Wingdim, resting his palm on the hilt of an iron rod stowed neatly in a crook behind the handlebars. His pounding heart pushed warmth through his limbs as he wondered if he could actually wield the makeshift weapon if he had to. He tried reason. “It’s just a talk-up rally anyway. You can’t be here.”

“I snatched rations from my rackey,” said Blip sheepishly. “He had them stashed away in there like a rodent and I was hungry, always hungry. I was stamped a thief. You know what that means, no?”

Wingdim swallowed. He did. “Not my problem.”

Blip ignored that, eyes flicking over the partially assembled mule—the knobby wheels, the struts, the tight little nest built into Mr. Gale’s plane. “Nice crawler. Nicer hidey. Clean work. You’re a contraband runner. A smuggler.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re a Ruinhawk—except that’s not what this is, is it?” Blip’s eyes narrowed, darting as if assembling an impossible puzzle. “What are you doin’ out here?”

“I mean it, you need to leave,” Wingdim pleaded.

“Nah, think I’ll go with you. Thinkin’ maybe you can get me out of here faster than my feet.”

“I can’t do that,” Wingdim said too quickly. His fingers trembled on the metal rod. He hated this. Hated the way Blip kept talking, kept getting closer like conversation was a rope he could pull him in with.

“But, we’re kin,” Blip continued, crouching to inspect the battery pack. “Dust-born. I know runner’s eyes—never stop scanning. Your rig is new, which says maybe you’re doing the dirty for the bossman. That it? Let me give you a hand. Least I can do for helping me out of my jam.”

“No—don’t,” Wingdim started, but Blip was already pulling the small diesel engine out of the hidey like he owned the plane. The wiry man lifted it one-handed, like a child’s ball. He slid the mono-wheeled trailer out next, presenting it palm up, weight forgotten. 

“There’s more than enough room in your cart for me.”

“How did you—that’s thirty five pounds,” said Wingdim, jaw agape behind his mask.

Blip set the trailer down.

“You can’t be here,” Wingdim hissed. “I can’t help you—I’m on probation. I get caught out here and aiding a skulker and it’s a double sentence.”

Blip snorted. “Probation?” He peered into him. “How old—twenty? And a probationer? Was right about you.”

“Eighteen last week,” Wingdim muttered, angry he’d let slip personal information.

“Eighteen! A conscripted minor?” Blip howled, clipping the trailers u-joint in place like he’d fabbed it himself.

“Lower your voice!” Wingdim pleaded. “I did three months—I don’t want to go back. Please.”

“That an electric drive?” said Blip, ignoring him. “In the wheel? Why would you need electric and diesel?”

“Hybrid,” said Wingdim flatly. 

Blip swung a leg toward the empty trailer.

Wingdim panicked, waving his hands as if to shoo an animal. “No—no, you can’t—”

A metallic snap rang behind them. The plane’s side hatch cracked open. The pilot leaned out, headset on, rich mustache buffeting in the wind, eyes narrowed like he’d been waiting for this all morning.

“HEY!” he barked, his voice surprisingly sharp. “You—orange suit. Off my airstrip.”

Blip straightened. “I was just—”

“Just harassing the site sponsor’s personal driver? Threatening him?” The pilot raised his radio in show. “I need wardens at the airstrip. I’ve got a conscript loose by my aircraft. Are you en route?”

Blip didn’t back down. “You’re part of it—you’re bluffing.”

A sharp tone rang out in the distance—cold, precise. The shift horn. Wingdim hadn’t noticed Mr. Gale had finished his speech. He looked down at the mule, at the work still undone. This was a huge problem. 

The pilot clipped his radio and brought the business end of an improvised weapon to bear, pulling the butt of the Thumper tight to his shoulder. Wingdim had seen similar weapons before. One shot. Enough to put a man down—or enough to put its owner at a recyke site with a max sentence. The barrel, looking like a hydraulic piston,  aimed at Blip’s face.  

“Nice try,” Blip scoffed. “You tossed some random parts together to scare me. No sponsor would risk the sentence for possessing a shooter.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, friend,” the pilot warned. “I carry the cartridges legal—they’re engine starters. And after I turn your skull into fine mist, I can break this down and reintegrate the parts back into the plane before the first warden arrives. I was locked inside—I didn’t see a thing.”

Blip paled beneath the grime. His confidence wavered. “I—I wasn’t—” 

The pilot’s Thumper tracked him as he backed away, suggesting this wasn’t the first time he’d held it. 

“Disappear,” the pilot growled
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