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      Finch jammed their finger on the tablet attached to their arm. Even in the newer suits, the movement still felt clunky as they managed to push the button.

      “Schmidt Station to Dynamax Team, please advise on your ETA.” The computer’s voice echoed in their helmet as it sent the message over the radio to the restock team.

      They were late. That morning, Finch had confirmed the team’s arrival time and had been assured they would be there at 13:00 hours lunar time. It was now 13:15, and they still hadn’t responded to short-range communication.

      Finch walked to the trailer. It sat a short way off from the cab that had towed it out of the crater, ready to be exchanged. They strode between the blocks of ice, counting them. Each block was coated in a thin blue membrane to protect it from melting in the sun’s rays, as well as to keep out the granular dust that coated everything on the moon. The order was correct and the ice in pristine condition, not that Finch had held any doubts. It was the fourth time they had done this specific inspection.

      The next step was to attach the trailer to the team’s vehicle and have them authorize shipment, but that couldn’t be done until they arrived. Finch jammed their finger back on their touch screen.

      “Schmidt Station to Dynamax Team, please advise on your ETA,” the computer’s voice said again.

      “Sorry, mate, we had sort of a late start. We should be there in ten minutes.” The voice carried a UK English accent, and Finch identified the man as Marlow Faning.

      Finch touched another button, and the computerized voice acknowledged the message. Then they flipped the screen until they saw their oxygen level. The numbers glowed a bright blue against their faceplate—sixty-two percent. It was within acceptable limits. The shipment would not have to be canceled. Finch walked around the trailer again, taking their time to do inventory once more.

      It was easy to see the transport in the bright sunlight. It kicked up a storm of dust that had collected on the road. They were driving an older rover with six thick tires and a roll bar. It held up to four crew members, but Finch could only see three figures as the vehicle approached. They were dressed in the bright orange colors of the Dynamax corporation, and Finch knew there would be a dark blue D embossed near their left shoulders.

      New corporations had started growing in recent years, but Dynamax was one of the oldest and largest. The company was based in London, not that it mattered much on the moon. Finch tapped at the screen on their arm until the retrieval team employees appeared. The other two miners were An Li, born in China, and Rohan Singh, from India. Only Marlow had done a run before, but since both of the other men had moved from national companies over to Dynamax, they were lifers. It was hard to be loyal to a country when you could see Earth hanging suspended in space, no borders etched into it.

      “Sorry for being late,” Marlow said as the vehicle approached. “I know you appreciate punctuality, but I promise it couldn’t be helped.”

      The vehicle came to a stop and Finch unhooked the empty trailer from the back.

      An Li spoke in Chinese. Finch had heard the language enough to recognize the sounds, but despite a brief passion to learn last year, the words had never stuck. Thankfully, the computer provided them with a rough translation.

      “Does the person not speak?” An Li asked.

      “Didn’t anyone tell you about Finch before you took the run?” Marlow’s voice answered. “They are one of the original canaries, the only one left alive. They live out on the small water mining station by themself so that we have access to something to drink.”

      “One of the American firsts?”

      “The unkillable one?” Rohan said in accented English. “I heard they lost their voice in the camps. A guard poured bleach down their throat.”

      Finch stopped unhooking the connectors and put their hands on the sides of their helmet. It didn’t do any good to block out the words that were streaming in from the radio next to their ears. The faceplate started to fog slightly as their eyes moistened.

      “Don’t speak about the camps. You’ve seen the pictures,” Marlow said.

      A shadow fell across Finch and they looked up. Rohan leaned out of the transport so his upper body was right in front of them. It was easy to know it was him; his name was labeled right on the front of his suit.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that,” Rohan said.

      Finch went to their screen to ask him to move back for his safety, but their hands shook so badly, they selected the wrong button. “Hello, I am Finch from Schmidt Station. How may I assist you today?” the computer said.

      The man paused for a few seconds before turning around. Finch took a moment to collect themself and finished unhooking the trailer. They didn’t bother trying to speak. Instead, they hit their hand against the transport frame. The rover moved forward, leaving the empty trailer behind. It maneuvered in front of the full trailer and Finch began securing it to the transport.

      Finch worked on hooking up the full trailer, making sure to properly connect the towing mount so there would be no concern about joyriding. This team looked like they would enjoy taking the slopes at the fastest speed possible and watching the trailer jump in the reduced moon gravity. Inside the rover, the men continued to talk as if Finch was not there.

      “I heard you have a date tonight with Miranda. How did you get so lucky?” Marlow said.

      “She had her pick of men, and she chose you?” An said via translation.

      “All women want is a man who will show her a good time, talk to her like a person, and acknowledge that she is the better miner,” Rohan said.

      “Crying during film night may have helped also,” Marlow said.

      An let out a laugh and tapped his hand on Marlow’s shoulder.

      “I mean, it didn’t hurt,” Rohan said. “How can you two not cry at Bambi? The poor deer’s mother. It is very sad.”

      Finch listened as they finished up the last of the connections. They made socializing seem so easy. Talking, laughing, and joking with each other. It was all so much. Finch strode around to the side of the trailer and held out their arm to receive verification of shipment.

      Marlow reached out and butted his fist against their own before pushing on the accelerator.

      Finch searched their menu for the correct button. “Please accept verification of the shipment.” For good measure, they pushed it again. “Please accept verification of the shipment.”

      The transport came to a stop, allowing Finch to catch up to it. They once again held out their arm. This time Marlow tapped some buttons on his screen and then held his arm close to theirs. Verification transmitted between the devices.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Marlow said. “Living out here all alone in the darkness. I couldn’t.”

      The transport stayed still and Finch realized that he was waiting for a response. They went over all their preset communications, but none of them were right for this situation. So, they began typing out a response letter by letter. The bulky gloves caused them to have to go back and fix their statement. The whole time they waited for the transport to get tired and drive away, but the men didn’t move.

      “If I don’t do it, then who will hand out the water?” the computerized voice filled up their helmets.

      “And we are happy that you do,” Rohan said. “Do you think next time you can slip in an extra block so I can take a nice long bath?”

      It seemed this question was not one that they were meant to answer. The transport drove off down the road, the men chattering inside their helmets for a few minutes before they switched off to their settlement frequency. Finch debated, briefly, switching their frequency to hear them talking until the signal would be lost, but it was a fleeting idea. If anyone needed Finch, then they would expect them on their station frequency. As the dust from the transport started drifting into the distance, Finch focused on the next task: hooking the empty trailer back up to their cab.

      Unlike the transport, their cab was only built for short excursions. It lacked the larger wheels to traverse the rocky lunar surface and only moved up and down the canyon on the well-packed road, the oldest on the moon. It held two people, and even that was snug in the new slender suits. Thankfully Finch did not have to worry about that. It had been years since they’d had to ride next to someone else.

      It took them less time to connect the trailer. They were familiar with their cab’s fastening and did not need to secure it as tight as they did for longer distances. Once it was attached, they moved the cab so it was headed down the canyon and then checked their oxygen gauge. Fifty-three percent. They liked to leave more time for their favorite part of a pickup, but the team was late and it couldn’t be helped. Finch kept their breathing steady, trying to consume as little oxygen as possible, as they got out of the cab and took a proper look at the surface of the moon.

      The ground in the southern hemisphere was mostly gray, but as the light flickered off of the soil, portions of it sparkled. Out in the distance, the Earth hovered overhead. The part facing them was covered in clouds, and relief flooded them at not being able to identify any visible countries. Instead, they turned their attention back to their home. There was beauty in the desolation that was easy to see after so many trips out of the canyon. Finch had heard that more north there were stretches of orange and brown soil, but it couldn’t compare to the sight of the sun shimmering off of these rocks.

      Their arm tablet beeped and Finch looked down at their oxygen levels—fifty percent. It had happened too soon. They wanted a few more minutes in the sun, but they had the procedure down perfectly and they needed to leave now to retain enough oxygen for a reasonable margin of error. They climbed back into the cab and started driving toward the crater.
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      People pushed past Ray as she hurried across the central dome toward the various transport tunnels. Each of the tunnels ran off the main area like the spokes of a wheel. To the side of each tunnel was a sign announcing one of the moon’s main areas.

      Ray looked down at her itinerary and then back again at the labeling. The names were etched in blue metal that stood out against the gray walls. There were signs for the main Neil Armstrong Center, the Taylor Wang Station, and even the Katherine Johnson Water Mining Station. There was no indication of the Stanley Schmidt Water Mining Station anywhere.

      The central area was rapidly emptying and she felt a sudden fear of being left alone.

      “Excuse me.” She tried to hail a fellow passenger, but they ignored her as they moved down another tunnel.

      “Hello, do you know where I can find—” But they walked right past Ray.

      There was a group of security personnel dressed in matching dark black suits huddled around one of the richer tourists. Ray tried to approach the security detail, hoping they would be more responsive, but instead, one broke off from the main group, holding up his hand for Ray to stop.

      “Ma’am, you need to back up now.”

      “I’m sorry, I just need help finding my terminal.”

      The man swept his hand across the twelve openings. “It’s not like you can get lost. Now, please step away before we have to detain you for our client’s safety.”

      Defeated, Ray took a step back as the security personnel walked away, disappearing down a tunnel that was marked “Private.”

      Unsure what else to do, she decided to turn around and go back to her transport, hoping there would still be a crew to help her find her way, but as she walked back down the transport tunnel it was easy to see that the doors had already been shut tight.

      By the time she made it back to the dome, the center area had been emptied, and she was left alone.

      Ray ran her hands over the wall. This was the first structure that had been made entirely out of lunar material. The soil had been processed until it created a consistency almost like concrete, and Ray spied the hints of its origins even though the walls had been sealed and made smooth to the touch. She couldn’t wait to pick up the soil and see the particles with her own eyes. And, once safely inside the station, run the soil through her fingers.

      It wasn’t her primary research topic, but what geologist could resist looking?

      She was here! After years of working toward this goal, she’d finally made it to the surface. It was just like her that the first thing she’d done was get lost.

      With no one else around, Ray dropped her bags and her suit onto the ground. She was not exceptionally tall. At just under five and a half feet, she had been the shortest one in her lunar prep group. She had also been the only scientist and had been exempt from a portion of the physical training. The moon’s gravity should have made the bags easier to carry, but lugging around six months’ supply of food was heavier than she had imagined.

      Ray started to explore the room, running her fingers over the wall again since there was no one around to watch. It wasn’t that she was especially connected to rocks. The profession was more a venture of convenience than passion. She had picked geology as a field of study because it was the least competitive of the demanded professions that received regular lunar grants.

      Spotting an interactive terminal, Ray nearly collapsed in relief. She missed her cell phone and the easy ability to pull up whatever information she needed. There were internet satellites in place around the moon, but her company had determined that she did not need a device to connect with them, as she had her computer. Unfortunately, it was packed tightly in one of the bags, unable to be retrieved until she finally made it to the station.

      The terminal was the size of a tablet and lit up at her touch. It was a simple interface displaying the daily transport schedule and a map of the area. Her departing transport was listed as ready for departure, with the terminal section left blank.

      “Well, you’re no help,” Ray said as she slumped to the ground, her head between her hands. She suddenly felt younger than her twenty-four years. All the self-doubt flooded back into her. She was not enough and would never be enough. Maybe she was as broken as her father had told her.

      She stood up and brushed off her pants, just in case she had picked up some dirt, and went back to her bags. With them in hand, she ventured down each tunnel. Most of them were empty, and a few were closed, but when she walked down the Johnson tunnel she was thrilled to see the door was not only open but an attendant was standing outside the entrance.

      “Excuse me,” Ray said. “Can you please help me find where I need to go?”

      “What does your ticket say?” The man was tall and lanky, with a bored expression on his face.

      “I am scheduled to go to the Stanley Schmidt Water Mining Station. There isn’t a tunnel listed.”

      The man took the tablet from her hand and looked over Ray’s ticket. “Are you sure this is correct? You know that Schmidt is practically abandoned, right?”

      “I’m here on a grant to research the older water mining base.”

      The man shook his head and handed back the tablet. “None of the main shuttles run out there. Your transport is probably waiting for you outside.”

      “Outside? But they told us the transports had atmosphere and that we wouldn’t need to get in our suits unless we did a moonwalk.”

      The man muttered and then touched an earpiece. “Johnson transport to Schmidt transport. Is there anyone there?”

      There was a pause as the man cocked his head, listening. “Good to hear you, Mitch. You better come in and collect your cas because she is in here not suited up.” He turned his focus back to Ray before continuing. “He’ll meet you in the dome. Give him a few minutes to get through the airlocks.”

      “Thank you,” Ray managed before the man moved inside the tunnel and shut the door. He walked through the plastic tunnel that connected to the transport until it started to retract back into the station. She watched as the transport moved across the surface and out of view, taking a few of her basic training classmates with it. Then she returned to the dome, sat back down, and waited.

      She heard a shuffling and watched as a figure in a bright blue suit emerged from one of the unmarked tunnels. The figure gestured with their hands, pointing at the top of their helmet. Ray stood up and walked around, trying to see what was there. Their arms formed into an X shape and then fell to their sides again. Ray paused, uncertain what was happening. The figure threw their arms up and started moving toward her. She walked backward. The station was now empty, and it was just the two of them alone. Ray just barely missed tripping over her bags as she continued moving away from the figure.

      She stopped and watched as they picked up her helmet and took out the radio piece, thrusting it toward her. With a flush of embarrassment, she took the radio and placed it over her ear.

      “Are you Rachel Bennett?” The voice was masculine, with an Australian accent.

      “Yes, I’m Ray.”

      “Get suited up. We need to head out.”

      Ray looked down at her suit, folded nicely in a case by the basic training instructor on Gateway Station. It had only been taken out once as a last-minute fit check before they headed down. Even training had been done in some of the older model suits, the instructor insisting there would be a more thorough orientation when they arrived at their respective assignments.

      “I don’t know how,” she finally admitted.

      “They are sending a cas to the dead station?” the man muttered.

      “What does cas mean?”

      “Cas—casualty. They send you down without enough skills to make your way around safely. Don’t worry, I will get you to your station, and then it will be their job to keep you safe. Just slip into your suit and I’ll get you hooked up.”

      Ray pulled the suit from the bag, dropping smaller pieces all over the floor. Most of the suit was pink, a color designated for those without a corporation, but the various underlayers came in an assortment of colors. She picked up the pieces, trying to remember which part she was supposed to put on first. Reaching for the black jumpsuit, she looked toward the man to confirm. When he didn’t say anything, she started putting it on, holding it out with her hands and slipping it over one leg, trying to get it to slide over the jeans she was wearing.

      “They said we didn’t need our suits today. The transports are supposed to be oxygenated.”

      Ray heard what sounded like cursing before the man reached up and pulled off his helmet. His face was slightly flushed and framed by a blue hood that covered his head.

      “The transports are pressurized. We will be driving out in one of the buggies since it is just the two of us. They should have had you suited up for the drop-down. I’ll let them know how badly they messed up later, but for now, we need to get you ready before we lose the sun.”

      “Lose the sun? I thought days were a month long.”

      “It’s an expression—a joke. Look, cas, just follow what I say, and we will get through this. You can’t wear those clothes in the suit. Take them off and pull on the jumper. Don’t worry, I will turn around. Let me know when you are done.”

      It took some trial and error, but with the man’s help, she was finally fully locked into her suit, and all that was left was to click the helmet into place. It smelled like new packaging, and she looked like the bunny from the old battery advertisements she had watched online.

      “I don’t suppose they left you with any oxygen.” He didn’t wait for an answer before he walked over to one of the walls and opened a panel that Ray hadn’t even been able to see. He tugged out the pack and helped her to pull her arms through the straps while he hooked it up. Finally ready, Ray put on her helmet. Now completely encased, she tried to keep the anxiety at bay as they headed out for the surface of the moon.
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      Finch saw the line where the sunlight disappeared as they drove over the side of the crater. They went from sunlight to shadow to darkness. The lights on the cab lit up the road, which had been built by pressing down the lunar soil. Finch had learned to drive on the open space of the moon in the darkness. With no atmosphere and no life, there was nothing unexpected on the trip. Even still, they remained on alert as they drove back to their home.

      The night was quiet, and Finch enjoyed the view of the stars above them and the openness of the moon’s surface. With the mining now completely automated, they only went outside on shipment days, which had started dwindling. Schmidt had been set up as a trial, a way to figure out the intricacies of mining the water and providing enough so that they could sustain habitats. With its success, they had created Johnson, a larger mining facility that produced enough to start creating rocket fuel for more distant destinations. It also provided for the more elaborate needs of the tourist hotels.

      As the personnel moved on to bigger things, orders for the blocks of ice dwindled. What had once been a daily occurrence was now weekly. The only thing that kept Finch in their home was that nothing went unused on the moon. As long as the facility still worked, it would continue mining ice. Finch just had to keep it running so they could stay. Although they weren’t worried about being moved. The commander had told them once that no one knew what to do with them. After all, they weren’t supposed to have survived this long. It was a win all around. So they made sure to enjoy the time they had on the surface.

      The lights of the station came into view. They were much like the streetlights Finch remembered from their childhood, although the light poles sat atop the soil on batteries that kept them running instead of being plastered into the ground.

      Finch drove the cab into the shelter, nothing more than a canvas that hung down from some metal poles. It did little besides keeping some of the dust off.

      They unhooked the trailer, leaving it next to its twin. There were at least a dozen more scattered across the moon that had made the journey and never returned home. The two that were left looked lonely in the long line of empty space. Finch parked the cab alongside the electric charger before plugging it in to refresh its batteries. The cable ran back alongside the road out into the sun, where there were enough solar panels to provide more electricity than Finch or the equipment could ever need.

      They approached a little warehouse built from old metal pieces to house Bertha, the ice maker. It was the final purifier that did one last cleaning of the water and then turned it into ice. Its name was written on the side, a joke by the commander shortly after they had put it together. He had used some of the paint that Martha had brought, promising to order her more on the next supply run. She was gone before it had arrived.

      Finch paced the warehouse, doing a visual inspection to make sure everything was all right. The system gave regular updates, but they preferred to see for themself. After Bertha, the water traveled to its final resting place where it left the heated pipes to be formed instantly into blocks of ice that were coated for protection and stacked by a set of robots. The warehouse was nearly three-quarters full even after this week’s shipment.

      Finch left the rickety building and followed the pipe that was buried under the surface. The path was so familiar that they could have walked it with the floodlights turned off. It had been the canary’s job to dig the trenches so many years ago that the soil was now trampled back completely flat. They walked until they made it to the first purifier. This was a complex system that the astronauts had created and prepared countless times until they had managed to find a solution that provided clean water fit for drinking. The machines used their sensors to locate the grains of ice mixed into the soil and collect them.

      In the early days, that had been another one of the canary’s jobs. They had each taken turns at the backbreaking work, scanning for the pockets of water, collecting the soil, and lugging it back to be cleaned. Even digging the trenches had been preferred over that. Now the machines brought in loads by the cartful, expertly dumping them into a system that sorted the soil from the water in multiple stages. The large structure caused the water to evaporate until it was collected in the piping and moved over to the final purifier.

      Finch walked around the system, making sure that everything looked like it was running smoothly and that there was no damage to the outer casing from micro impacts. It was the same process every time, and Finch loved the repetitiveness of it.

      Their wristband beeped, alerting them that they were at twenty-five percent oxygen. That was their cue to start heading inside, but they were running behind. There was one last stop they needed to make. They would be cutting it closer than they would like, but they were well within the limits. After ten years, they were aware of how far they could push.

      The current mining field was a quarter of a mile away. As they walked toward it, they lost the light from the purification center, throwing them back into darkness. Only the illumination from their helmet lit their way. In the early days, the darkness had scared the canaries. They had hidden in the pockets of light as much as possible. After all, they had been taught to fear the dark on Earth, and what happened in the hidden corners. But as time went on, the darkness became a constant companion, and Finch had grown used to traversing it. With the faint glow of their destination in the distance, they moved forward.

      As the lights grew brighter, Finch spied the robots. There were only a dozen left, the minimum requirement necessary to keep the purifying system running at full capacity. The only indication that it was a mining field was the portable lights that had to be moved every time the area became mined out. It probably would need to happen again soon; the ground was covered in track marks and indentations from where the robots had gathered up the ice pellets. A robot broke off from the pack, and Finch watched briefly as it started its trek to the purification system.

      Something was off. Finch’s gaze drifted across the worksite until they spotted it. One of the miners was frozen. They walked out to the mining field, careful of the uneven ground. If they rolled their ankles, there would be no one to help them home. They would have to make it on their own before the oxygen ran out. There were so many ways to die on the surface, and Finch had witnessed too many of them. Now, when they came out, they did their best to prevent accidents rather than to try and survive them.

      The mining robots looked like larger versions of the vehicles that Finch had played with as a kid. The truck bed was long, with raised sides to hold in the lunar material. The wheels were large in comparison to its five-foot length to help it better navigate the rocky terrain. On the front, there was a control panel big enough that Finch’s gloved fingers could navigate it with ease. There were sensors underneath that could detect where the ice was located, and a large claw that would reach down and scoop up the soil before depositing it in the back.

      Finch navigated the malfunctioning machine’s control panel, pulling up the error log. When it came back as a sensor log, the tension that had built up in their body dissipated. They typically could handle sensor malfunctions. They would not have to contact Johnson Station and request a more experienced team. That would mean people intruding on their routine. Also, Finch tried not to remind the commander that they were out here, operating as normal, just in case the corporation changed their mind about keeping the station—their home—open.

      Finch removed the sensor system from the bottom of the computer. It slid out neatly and even had a handle for easy carrying. Then they went back to the main screen and selected the commands to tell it to head back to Bertha, where it would wait while they did the repairs. The machine took off, lumbering its way back, and Finch, slightly slower, started following it.
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      Ray grabbed the rover’s frame as it climbed over the rocky ground.

      “I thought there were roads to most of the areas,” Ray said. “I know they aren’t paved or anything, but I thought they had at least been smoothed out.”

      “There are roads to the main stations,” Mitch said. “There was no point in building a road from the main corridor to the little water station. Only a few people go out that way now, just some of the smaller stations that still pick up their water from there.”

      His voice came through the radio and echoed inside her helmet. The volume was too loud and she didn’t know how to turn it down. Ray had already looked like enough of a novice for one day to ask. She could deal with it for now and ask for help once she got to the station.

      “Wouldn’t they need a road for new personnel coming in?”

      He laughed at that, the sound ringing through her skull. “Why are you going out there anyway?”

      “I’m a scientist; I’m going there to do research.”

      “Most scientists head down to the satellites or bunk at Johnson. I haven’t been to Schmidt in a few years now, but I’ve heard the rumors. At least at the satellites, you would have people around you. They even have a restaurant now. It serves veggie burgers and hot dogs made out of vegetables from their hydroponics center. If you
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