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by Oksana Heleverya

A man of short stature sat at the bar, wearing a gray spacesuit designed for lunar surface walks. His helmet rested on the counter beside him. Though the bar was close to one of the exits leading directly to the Moon’s surface, every other patron was dressed in ordinary clothes—the entire entertainment district, after all, was safely under the dome.

The bartender set down a cocktail in front of the man.
“The Dead Man’s Hand—for you,” he said with a slight smirk.
“I didn’t order this!” the man snapped.

“It’s from that gentleman over there,” the bartender replied, nodding toward one of the tables at the back. But when the man turned to look, the table was empty.

“He was there just a moment ago,” the bartender murmured, already pouring drinks for new customers.

The man in the spacesuit glared at the cocktail for a few tense seconds, then slid off his stool and stormed out of the bar.
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Jennifer lay on the narrow bunk fixed to the wall of her cabin, staring blankly at the ceiling. A soft knock sounded at the door.

“It’s B.”

“Come in,” she said. “I heard your footsteps. Let me guess—you’re here to tell me we’ve got a new case.”

“You got me,” he smiled faintly. “I used to think I was good at being discreet.”

“You’re not on assignment right now,” Jennifer replied gently. “So, where are we off to this time?”

“The Moon,” B said, his tone colored with regret.

He knew she despised the Moon—her last visit there had changed her life in ways she would never forget. Jennifer said nothing.

“We leave in thirty minutes,” B added quietly.

B and Jennifer arrived on the Moon. It was a place to relax, to gamble in the casinos, to drink in the bars, even to try one’s luck hunting for diamonds. Lately, that last pastime had become especially popular.

“So, we’re on our own?” Jennifer asked, puzzled.

“Yeah. This is a private investigation,” B replied.

They left their shuttle in a long-term parking bay at the port, where local trains ran off in every direction. B and Jennifer took one of them to their pre-booked hotel room. Without their own personal transport, they both felt out of their element. B had a large backpack on his shoulders and a bag in his hand, while Jennifer carried a smaller pack. Thanks to the low gravity the load was not that heavy, but the awkwardness of moving around still tipped the scales firmly toward discomfort.

Under the dome, patches of regolith showed through here and there, little islands of natural lunar landscape. It was impossible to tell whether they were just decorations or real Moon soil.

Their hotel was slightly above average class and looked much like the ones back on Earth. They took a room with two beds. After resting for half an hour, they got ready and took a tram to the bar near which the body had been found.

The bar stood at the edge of the dome, a short walk from the airlock leading out to the surface, and it was the usual haunt of diamond prospectors. The lunar bar was open around the clock. Some grating music blared from the speakers, and the air reeked of sweat, grime, and cheap alcohol.

Jennifer walked up to the counter and ordered a drink.

“I heard something happened here last night?” she asked with a smile.

“Last night wasn’t my shift,” the bartender answered.

Jennifer took a sip of her cocktail. It was stronger than she had expected and carried a smell she found deeply unpleasant. It took real effort not to grimace in disgust or throw a disapproving look at the bartender.

“But I heard someone ordered a Dead Man’s Hand for the victim,” he went on, “and it really set him off—and the one who ordered it vanished without a trace.”

“Interesting story,” Jennifer said without looking up.

“You do know the legend of the Terror of the Wild West, right?”

Just then, B came up to the bar and ordered a whiskey. The bartender reluctantly tore himself away to pour the drink for his new customer.

“The Dead Man’s Hand is a poker hand—aces and eights in black suits,” the bartender rattled off in one breath. “After Bill Hickok was dealt those cards, he got shot.” Then someone called him away again, and he disappeared into the crowd.

B shifted closer to Jennifer.

“I talked to someone,” he said quietly, “and found out that right before our victim died, someone sent him a drink. The one who ordered it was wearing a gray coat and a hat. He paid and walked out of the place.”

“How did you figure that out?” she asked.

“Ran into an old acquaintance of mine,” B replied. “He wasn’t exactly thrilled to see me and didn’t want anyone to notice us together. Come on, I’ll show you where they found the body.”

They walked for about a minute. At one point, B pulled out his network communicator and showed Jennifer a couple of photos. The images showed a man in a spacesuit with his helmet on, lying on his back.

“He suffocated—his oxygen tanks were empty,” B said.

“But why was he wearing a spacesuit here? Maybe he was rushing to leave the dome?”

“Why would someone put on a helmet away from the airlock?”

“Do we know who he was?”

“He worked as a diamond prospector for a small private company. I don’t have more details.”

“Where did he live?”

“Official records list a hotel address, but he hasn’t lived there for a couple of months.”

“Who hired us?” Jennifer’s irritation with the case grew due to lack of information.

“Our employer didn’t share that with us.”

They stood at the spot where the body was found. Jennifer noticed a man in the distance. It seemed like he was watching them.

“That guy—over there, by the building with the small windows,” she whispered, trying not to betray that she had spotted him.

B glanced cautiously at the man.

“The gray coat and hat... reminds me of the one who ordered the cocktail,” Jennifer said.

B started walking toward the stranger, Jennifer following. The man began to walk away, picking up speed. B quickened his pace as well. The stranger started running, bouncing slightly in the low lunar gravity.

“We just want to talk,” B called out as he ran, but the man didn’t respond. B tackled him to the ground. The man’s hat fell off, and his gray coat got smudged with regolith. Standing over him, B extended a hand.

“We just want to talk.”

“Alright!” the man said gruffly, clutching his right shoulder.

“Who are you?” B asked as the man got to his feet.

“Me? Who are you?”

“I’m an investigator for an insurance company—Rick Parker.”

“Investigator?” Jennifer came up beside them, scrutinizing the middle-aged man.

“Yes. And who the hell are you?”

“We’re private detectives,” B said. “Is your investigation connected to Kurt Miller?”

“I’m not obliged to tell you, but as a colleague...” Rick’s eyes fixed firmly on Jennifer, deliberately ignoring B, “a large diamond went missing where he worked. It was insured, so my employers have a strong interest in finding it.”

“Interesting,” Jennifer said. “Do you think Kurt Miller stole it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then why did you order the Dead Man’s Hand for him?” B asked.

“That wasn’t me,” Rick replied calmly.

“But witnesses saw you,” Jennifer said sharply.

“They saw someone in a hat and coat, but this is the first time I’ve come here today. I can’t help you. Have a good day, colleagues.” He put on his hat, glanced at Jennifer, and walked away.

“Do you believe him?” Jennifer asked as soon as he was far enough away not to overhear.

“And you?”

“I don’t know. We knew nothing about Kurt Miller before, and now we finally have a lead.”

“As far as I know, diamond prospectors are very secretive. I doubt they want to open up to us. But maybe they’re looking for a new employee—we should check that carefully.”

“Good idea.”

B contacted an old acquaintance to find out if Kurt Miller’s position was still open. After waiting ten minutes, they got the answer: the company was no longer hiring.

“Maybe we can just talk to Kurt Miller’s former colleagues,” Jennifer suggested.

“Or we could go back to the bar. Maybe someone’s celebrating a new job. We could try offering money to cover a shift for a day.”

“Alright, but what are the chances?” Jennifer asked.

The bar was crowded, groups of three or four drinking together. Behind the bar sat a woman of sturdy build. She was the only one in the entire bar alone, without company. B and Jennifer glanced at each other, knowing they shared the same idea.

“Go ahead, try to strike up a conversation with her. I’ll sit off to the side,” Jennifer said with a smile.

“Okay,” B replied. He approached the bar and took the seat one away from the woman.

B ordered a drink. The woman next to him sipped a martini, paying no attention to anyone or anything. But B stood out from the regulars. There were plenty of tough guys here, but B was even bigger, and his gaze seemed to hide some secret.

B tried not to be himself, tried to seem like someone else, someone simpler. He cautiously glanced at her from time to time until their eyes met. The stranger had light hair, blue eyes, and a very confident look.

“I haven't seen you here before,” she said, tilting her head up.

“I haven’t been here before.”

“So why are you here?”

“I decided to go into diamond mining,” B answered, ordering a second whiskey.

“I’m actually a forewoman. It’s a very profitable job,” she replied proudly.

“How interesting.”

“Yes, by the way, we do have a vacancy. We’ve already agreed with one candidate, but if you’re willing to work a day for free, we could consider your application.”

“Looks like I’m lucky today!” B said, downing his whiskey in one gulp.
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Jennifer and B headed back to the hotel. B had nine hours before his shift started. They lay in their beds with the lights off.

"Aren't you tired of always falling asleep in places that aren't home?" Jennifer asked quietly, unsure if B was already asleep.

"I'm just glad for the chance to sleep somewhere clean, warm, and safe."

"Yeah, this is better than that Helium-3 mining factory."

"No matter where I fall asleep, I can close my eyes and picture my childhood room." B's voice was calm. "Try closing your eyes. Imagine a place where you felt good."

Jennifer closed her eyes and tried to picture her old apartment.

"It doesn't work for me," she said.

"That's okay. It will if you really need it to."

"Were you able to picture it just now?"

"I didn't try. I'm perfectly happy where I am right now," B replied with a smile. Jennifer couldn't see it in the dark, but she heard the joy in his voice.

"I was thinking we should hit the bar again tomorrow. Maybe we can talk to the exact bartender who served Kurt Miller."

"Good idea. Don't forget to bring your gun, and try not to get into trouble. Don't do anything without me."

"I'll try. You be careful too."

"Don't worry about me," B said.

***
[image: ]


B headed to his shift. The tram took him to zone K5C. A couple minutes' walk brought him to the prep area for surface excursions. The building hugged the
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